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Gwen Benedetti has spent most of her life being a disappointment to her wealthy parents, who don’t understand why she has to be a professional dog walker and pet sitter when, in their mind, she could be so much more. Gwen loves her job working with animals, her small New Orleans apartment, and the life she’s made for herself. The only thing she’s missing is someone at her side to share that life with.
Juliet Francis is a corporate trainer at Southern Roastery, a growing coffee chain, and when an opportunity to take on a little extra work comes with a possible future promotion, she grabs it. The only downside is that it comes with a lot of travel, and that means leaving her dog at home alone.
When Juliet requests Gwen’s dog-walking and pet-sitting services, she thinks she’s only getting someone to take care of her dog, but as they continue to spend time together, she discovers she might get a lot more than that.
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CHAPTER 1

“She’s just so…” Molly said.

Juliet looked up, but she didn’t need to; she knew who Molly was talking about. She was certain she’d always know who Molly was talking about because Molly only talked about one woman in that wistful tone.

“You have got to move on,” she replied.

“I know,” Molly said and grunted at herself, tearing her eyes away from Finley, their IT person, who was only on this floor once a week unless there was some kind of IT-related emergency.

Sometimes, Finley would be there twice or three times a week when they needed more regular work done, but she was shared throughout the corporate office, which was seven floors, so they were lucky they got her for one full day a week. Her office was in the server room on the floor above them, so whenever she wasn’t moving around fixing things, she was in there. Juliet half-expected Molly to transfer to the marketing department one day because they were on that floor, and she could’ve ridden up in the elevator with Finley when they both arrived at work in the morning and had a nice view of her whenever she left the server room.

“She has someone, Molly,” Juliet reminded.

“I know. But they’re always on and off. I mean, when will they be off for good?”

“Maybe never,” Juliet suggested. “Sometimes, on-and-off-again couples do make it work, Molls.”

“But India?”

“What’s wrong with India?”

“Nothing. She’s nice. She’s just not who I thought Finley would go for.”

“They’ve been together longer than you’ve worked here. I think India is nice,” Juliet said.

“She is. I just–”

“Have a major crush on her girlfriend?” Juliet finished for her.

“They’re off right now, I think,” Molly said. “So, she’s single.”

“I just heard from India yesterday that they’re not off. They’re very much back on.”

“Well, fuck,” Molly said and stared at her monitor. “I missed my shot, then.”

“You’ve missed a few of them. Why don’t you just tell Finley how you feel? Get it all out on the table and let her decide what she wants?”

“Because I’m in HR, Jules.” Molly shook her head at her. “I’m the person she would complain to about that sexual harassment.”

“No, she’d go to her own HR business partner. You support sales and operations.”

“She’s in operations.”

“She’s in IT.”

“They reorged IT under operations last week. Where were you?” Molly asked.

“I was at the stores all last week,” Juliet reminded. “They announced a reorganization?”

“Yup. Via email. Guess you’re behind on those, too. You know that Jordana left, right?”

“What? No,” Juliet said and pushed her rolling chair a little out of her cubicle to see Molly more clearly. “When?”

“Last week. She got fired.” Molly lifted her eyebrows. “Of course, you didn’t hear that from me. They sent the email to everyone else that she was no longer with the company, but you know what that means.”

“What did she do?”

“I can’t tell you that,” Molly replied. “Not here, at least.” She winked.

“Well, shit,” Juliet said and tried to refocus on her computer. “Who’s taking over for her?”

“No one yet. Maybe you.”

“Me?”

“Why not? You’ve been here for years. It’s your turn.”

“It doesn’t work like that. I’m sure they’ll do the whole position posting and interview thing.”

“Maybe. But they need to fill the role soon, and all that takes time. They might just promote someone into it.”

“Do you know something I don’t?”

“I know some things because I was in the meeting where they talked about it, but nothing is official yet. They didn’t name names or anything. It was more a discussion about how they wanted to proceed, with Jordana leaving so abruptly.”

“She must have really screwed up if they just fired her,” Juliet noted.

“Let’s just say… Jordana and someone from one of the stores were a little too close.”

“What?” Juliet’s eyes widened. “She was sleeping with someone at a store?”

“Not just that,” Molly said, leaning in. “She’s pregnant with his kid, and he’s married. The soon-to-be ex-wife found out and caused a huge problem in the store, including some damage, too. Jordana was there when it happened. The woman keyed her car, which was a company car, and it was a whole big thing.”

“Jesus! I had no idea,” she said.

Jordana had been Juliet’s boss for over a year, having inherited the spot from her predecessor, who had held the position for the first three years Juliet had worked at Southern Roastery, the popular coffee chain in Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama. They were expanding into Georgia and Florida soon, too, with plans to move into Texas and Arkansas within the next three years and Tennessee the year after that. Juliet had joined the company after they’d established a corporate office. Before that, for over a decade, there had been three and then five locations, but gradually, the company had expanded and managed to compete with Starbucks and the other more well-known chains. This one had been started by a woman, which was one of the things that had attracted Juliet to the company in the first place.

She had graduated from college with her degree in HR administration and had a few handy certifications under her belt from her first job as an HR coordinator. She had stopped to grab a cup of coffee on her way to work one day and read the story of the company’s founding on the wall of the café. That night, she had looked them up to see if they were hiring, and while they hadn’t had anything in her discipline specifically, they had had a role in training, which meant she’d still be in human resources. It also meant that she would be responsible for the new-hire training at all of the stores, as well as the training for any new stores they opened in her district. With the corporate office located in her hometown of New Orleans, instead of working on-site at one of the stores, as they called them, she had gotten a desk across from Molly at the office, which gave her exposure to things other trainers didn’t get.

Since then, Juliet had been training those new hires. No new locations had popped up in her district because they had already been built prior to her arrival, but she’d covered for a trainer twice to handle their openings, and she had liked doing it. It had broken up the monotony of doing new-hire orientations. Recently, the company had also started offering sales training for the first time, and Juliet had been selected earlier that year to pilot the program she’d helped develop with Jordana, who had a sales background. She loved doing that, too, teaching the roasters, as they called the people who worked in the stores, how to upsell and offer customers items that they didn’t even know they would want. It was fun for Juliet. All the training was classroom-based and had her using the faux roastery they had in the corporate office, which allowed them to practice in a real-life setting without customers present. She had been enjoying that and had hopes that the program would expand further, and she would be able to keep doing it.

Outside of that one bright moment, though, this year had been a not-so-good one for Juliet. Her girlfriend of two years had left her unexpectedly after telling her that she couldn’t do it anymore, apparently. She hadn’t been in love with Juliet. Her bags had already been packed when she had given Juliet that news. Prior to that, their relationship had gone how most relationships did. First, they’d made things official. Next, they had gone on vacation together. Then, they’d made the trip to IKEA to see if they would come out of it still intact and had laughed about it on the way home. After that, they’d started living together at Juliet’s place, and their next step, since her ex hadn’t wanted to get married, had been to get a dog. The plan had been dog first and then moving into an apartment they picked out together while they saved up and looked for a house to buy. Then, they had planned to move in there and either get another pet or start talking about kids.

Juliet hadn’t needed the marriage thing. She had always told herself that if she met a woman who wanted to get married, she would get married, but it wasn’t a requirement. She did know that she wanted kids, though, maybe one or two at most, and they had agreed on that. They’d gotten to the dog and the apartment step practically at the same time, but then, suddenly, her girlfriend hadn’t been in love with her anymore and needed to leave. She’d acted like she couldn’t even stand the sight of Juliet for another minute, so she had moved in with a friend of hers and had agreed to pay rent on the apartment until the lease was up or Juliet found a roommate.

That was right at the beginning of the year. Now, Juliet had a dog, whom she loved more than life, an apartment that she never would have rented on her own, and a job that she liked most of the time. With Jordana’s departure, though, she was worried about the sales training program she had wanted to continue working on and her possible new boss, who might come in and suggest she work on something else.

“Hey, Molly?”

Juliet looked up and, seeing Finley standing at Molly’s desk, she rolled her eyes and smiled because she knew exactly what was about to happen. Molly’s eyes widened, her cheeks flushed, and she slowly looked up at Finley.

“Oh. Hey, Finley. I didn’t know you were here,” Molly lied.

“Yeah, hey. So, I was wondering…” Finley ran a hand through her short black hair, which was always just slightly messy. “Have you had a chance to install that update I asked you about last week?”

“Oh, no. Sorry. It just takes, like, three hours, so I always put it off.”

“I know. And I know you’re busy. Maybe you could do it tonight for me? Or, I can take your laptop with me and run it tonight for you. I’ll put it back before you get here in the morning,” Finley offered. “I wouldn’t bug you about it, but it’s a mandatory thing, with some security updates, and it’s been a few weeks now.”

“You’re right. I’m sorry,” Molly said. “I’ll take care of it tonight. You don’t need to do it for me.”

“Thanks,” Finley replied. “Hey, Jules.”

“Hey, Fin,” she said with a smile. “Going to the Saints’ game this weekend?”

“Yeah. Nosebleeds. You?”

“Not this one. Just going to watch at home,” she replied.

“I have an extra ticket if you want. My friend was going to come with us, but he bailed.”

“No, I’m good. But, Molls, didn’t you say you were free this weekend? Your plans fell through or something?”

“Huh?” Molly asked.

“For the Saints’ game,” Juliet said.

“Do you want to come with us?” Finley offered. “It’s a cheap ticket because they’re terrible seats.”

“Who’s us?” Molly asked.

“India, me, and her brother. He’s kind of an asshole, but he’ll just stare at his phone most of the time. I don’t even know why he’s going. His friend was going to go with us, too, so that might be why. He had to bail, though, like I said.”

“I’m… not a big football fan. You’d have to spend the whole game explaining the rules to me, which doesn’t sound much fun for you.”

“You can take my ticket,” India said as she approached and was now standing next to Finley. “I hate football. She’s making me go.” She nodded toward her girlfriend.

“Hey, babe,” Finley said.

“Hey. Are you ready to go home?”

“Home?” Juliet asked. “You two live together?”

“No, but we stay at India’s place a lot. It’s closer,” Finley explained.

“And bigger,” India added. “Fin has random computer crap all over the place. I stepped on something last week and found out later that it was part of a computer she’s building. I broke it.”

“My fault. I left it on the living room floor.”

“Because your apartment is too small, babe,” India said.

“Well, I should probably head home,” Molly joined in, looking obviously hurt to Juliet but likely not the other two.

Juliet regretted asking about the game now. Molly actually loved football and knew all the rules, which was why Juliet had suggested that she go. It was how they’d become friends at work in the first place: they had both been Saints’ fans forever and had bonded over that fact. Juliet wasn’t sure why Molly had lied to Finley about not knowing the rules of the game or not liking football, but she guessed it was an easy way to get out of going to the game and being a possible third wheel to India and Finley. India was older than all of them and was a lot further along in her career than Juliet, who was twenty-seven, and Molly, who was twenty-nine. Being almost forty, India was a senior director, on her way to being a vice president, and she dressed like a vice president and held herself like that, too. The woman was elegant in a way Molly and Juliet would never be, and if that was Finley’s type, Molly was going to be heartbroken for a while.

An hour later, Juliet found herself at home, unlocking the door and meeting the excited love of her life, Carly, her three-year-old West Highland white terrier.

“Hi, baby,” she said. “Are you ready to go outside?”

Carly gave a little bark, and Juliet reached for the leash, which she kept on the table by the door. As she knelt down in front of her, Carly’s tail wagged rapidly, and she had to hold her in place to get the leash on her.

“Did you have a good day?” she asked her as if the dog would actually reply.

Done with the leash, Juliet opened the door to let Carly out and thought about the day she and her now-ex had gone to pick her up. They’d both wanted a rescue, but Juliet had wanted a bigger dog, having had her heart set on a Labrador retriever. When they’d gotten to the shelter, they had walked around and had gotten introduced to several dogs. Juliet’s ex had rushed to the all-white small dog, and that had been it. Juliet hadn’t been convinced that this was the dog for them, but after a few days together, she’d grown to love her.

In fact, if she didn’t talk to Carly tonight, Juliet would’ve gone hours without saying a word to anyone. It wouldn’t be until she got to the office tomorrow that she would say hello to the security guys in the lobby. When things had blown up with her ex-girlfriend almost immediately after they’d gotten the dog, Carly had been the perfect companion. The only demands she made of Juliet were for food, affection, and to go outside in the morning and in the evening, and those were simple things that Juliet could give her without issue.

Seeing no other dogs around, or people, for that matter, Juliet let Carly off the leash and tossed a stick she found to the end of the small courtyard. The white terrier ran after the stick, and Juliet sat on the bench, waiting for her to bring it back, not let Juliet have it, and then run off with it again, as was her dog’s favorite game. It would occupy her for at least ten minutes, giving Juliet some time to think about what she wanted for the next few years of her life.

As she watched Carly sniff at the grass in the courtyard of her building, she thought about Jordana being gone and all the work possibilities. Jordana’s role had essentially been the same idea as Juliet’s. She had covered a much larger area and hadn’t had to do the new-hire classes. She had focused on the manager and leadership courses that Juliet wanted to teach and the sales course they’d come up with together. Jordana had only been in the main office for big meetings and had spent most of her time on the road, visiting the stores and hosting classes. It wasn’t perfect, but if she could get Jordana’s job, Juliet would at least be doing something different from what she was doing now, and there was something appealing about that to her.


CHAPTER 2

“Buster!” Gwen yelled when the dog jumped up on the coffee table. “What are you doing, you crazy dog?” She laughed as he quickly jumped down.

“That’s his new thing,” Myra said as she walked into the room. “He doesn’t want to be on the couch. He wants to be on the table. We came home yesterday, and he was just sitting there.”

“We? Home?” Gwen teased Elisa’s new girlfriend.

“Yes, we came home. Well, here,” Myra said as she tucked her phone into the pocket of her jeans.

“Leave her alone, Gwen,” Elisa told her as she walked down the stairs. “Are we ready?”

“It’s because he can see through the front window.”

“What is?” Elisa asked her.

“Why he sits on the table when you’re gone. It’s closer to the window than the couch. The table kind of blocks him, and he’s probably waiting for you to get home, so it’s a better view.”

“Oh,” Elisa replied, looking down at Buster, who was now lying in his bed, chewing on the bone Gwen had given him when she had gotten here. “Should I buy something that he can use to get closer to the window? He’s not a cat, so he won’t fit in one of those tower things.”

“Just let him be on the table for a while. He’s still adjusting. Eventually, he’ll be good on the couch,” Gwen said and stood. “So, we’re going out?”

“Yes. Both kids are officially at school, and not just for their orientations, which they can leave.”

Myra laughed and said, “Yeah, that was fun.”

AJ had already caught the two of them having sex once after showing up at home unexpectedly, but with both AJ and Adele at their freshmen orientations, Myra and Elisa hadn’t been worried about either of them walking in when they were about to have sex again. Little did they know that AJ had decided to drive home one day when the orientation stuff was too boring for him and he wanted to spend some time with his mom. He had been homesick and still adjusting to being in a dorm room with a roommate whom he didn’t know well yet. According to Elisa, Myra had been on her knees, pulling Elisa’s underwear down in the kitchen, when the front door had opened and AJ had yelled for his mother. Elisa had then hidden in the pantry to pull on her panties and sweats while Myra had distracted him and encouraged him to run upstairs to drop off his stuff.

AJ had stayed the night and driven back to school the following morning. He’d been able to get his car on campus because he was an athlete, and they had changed the policy about freshmen having cars for athletes. Gwen had been present when Adele had found that out and said it was unfair, so she had called up her own school and asked for a parking spot on campus for her car, citing the unfair policies for athletes that she had found out existed there as well. She’d gotten the parking permit and now had her car there, too, which was good for her because she had a new girlfriend, whom she’d raved about to Gwen just the other night. Gwen adored her niece and nephew and found that she kind of missed them being around New Orleans, but all kids grew up, and they were doing just that.

“They’re now in classes and activities and will have to be on campus all the time, which means Myra and I no longer have to worry about either of them stopping by.”

“What activities is Adele in?” Gwen asked.

“None yet, but she will be soon,” Elisa replied. “You know my daughter… She’s already led the parking for non-athletes protest.” Elisa laughed. “Besides, I suspect her weekends will be spent with Wendy until fall break. Then, Adele is coming here, and Wendy is staying with her family, so they’ll be apart for five whole days.”

“God, I remember what that was like, not wanting to be away from someone at all. I couldn’t imagine a night without them, and five days would’ve nearly killed me.”

“Yeah, I get it now,” Elisa said, looking at Myra.

Myra smiled back, and Gwen cleared her throat.

“I get it; you like each other. Let’s go drink now.”

“I’ll drive,” Myra offered. “I’m not drinking.”

“Are you pregnant already, Myra?” she teased.

Myra laughed and said, “No, I have to be at a site tomorrow morning, and I don’t want to be hungover around power tools.”

“Wise decision,” Gwen said.

As an adult, she always felt awkward in the back seat of a car. As a kid, she had gotten used to it because she was the third of four children, and Archie and Annabelle, the twins, were six years older, so with that kind of age difference, she had always been treated like the baby. That, unfortunately, hadn’t changed when Grant had been born four years after her. They’d both been treated like babies then. Gwen couldn’t stand her older siblings. She loved them because they were blood, but she didn’t like them all that much as people. Grant was fine, but they weren’t close. Gwen was the black sheep of the family, and not just because she was gay. Archie and Annabelle, even though they still had money from their parents, were both rich and successful all on their own, doing their part to represent the good Benedetti name, and Grant was also on his way to being rich and successful. Then, there was Gwen. She was a thirty-two-year-old dog walker and pet sitter, and not rich at all.

She had an inheritance coming her way when her parents died, and they had given her a small trust fund when she turned twenty-five. She’d get even more of it if she got married, as long as it was by the time she turned thirty-five. It was all ridiculous old-money bullshit and had even more rules attached, and she hated it, so she hadn’t touched the money she already had yet. It was there if she ever needed it, but so far, she made her rent, paid her bills, and had a little money left over at the end of each month to be able to eat take-out and have drinks with her ex-sister-in-law and Elisa’s new girlfriend.

Myra driving Elisa’s car was also an adjustment. Since Myra had a pickup truck, they had taken Elisa’s car instead, and Myra had just grabbed the keys off the table by the door and gotten in the driver’s seat like she had done it a million times before, even though they had only just gotten together officially. She had also placed her hand on Elisa’s thigh, and Elisa had taken it without reservation, like that was the most normal thing in the world to her, when she had been married to Gwen’s brother for almost twenty years and Myra was her first-ever girlfriend.

Somehow, it seemed like Elisa had managed to find the love of her life on her first try. How had she done that? Gwen could use some lessons because she’d been out and proud for over a decade now. She’d been in relationships, but she had never found the one, and she had been looking, too. Elisa had just moved next to Myra and called Myra’s contracting company asking for an estimate, and that had been it. They were in love.

‘Lucky bitch,’ Gwen thought to herself when Myra pulled into a parking lot and took a ticket.

“So, we’re celebrating an empty house?” she asked as they walked down the street.

“Yes, and the fact that the work on the house is done, thanks to Myra. Plus, AJ has his first soccer match in a couple of weeks, and he said that his coach told him he’s a starter if he keeps up the good work. That’s a big deal for a freshman,” Elisa said.

“He texted me the news,” she shared as she caught up to Elisa, who was walking ahead of her, holding hands with Myra. “That’s great. He wants to go pro.”

“I know the likelihood of that isn’t great, given he’s not at the best soccer school by far, but starting there will give him good practice if he decides to transfer. He’s hoping to use this season as a springboard for another school; a Division-I school, if he can get in. I just want him to get a good education, and if soccer works out, great.”

“So, where are we going?” Gwen asked.

“I was thinking the Lavender Line,” Elisa replied.

“Look at you, embracing your full gayness and hitting up gaytown, New Orleans-style,” she teased.

“I’ve been there before. You’ve taken me,” Elisa noted, referring to the part of Bourbon Street where the gay bars were located.

“I remember. But this is your first time with a girlfriend, right?”

“Yes,” Elisa said, laughing.

“Good for you,” Gwen replied, bumping her shoulder playfully.

She had brought Elisa to the French Quarter when Elisa had first moved to town, more to give her the full experience of what it was like to visit the packed, touristy part of town than anything else, but she wasn’t a big fan of the Quarter herself when it was packed. She did come out here every so often for a change of scenery and because sometimes, she could see a hot tourist who wouldn’t be frequenting one of the local bars in another part of town.

They walked down the street, which was busy, but not nearly as busy as it had been even a couple of weeks ago. Tourists would always flock to the Quarter at night, but the college students were mostly back at school now, and the summer tourists had all returned home to their jobs and lives. That meant that the off-season was coming, and the locals would get at least some of their city back. Yes, places like the French Quarter and Jackson Square would still be busy all year round, but at least there was a little space to walk between drunk people tonight.

Gwen hadn’t grown up in New Orleans, but after college, she had moved here, despite her parents telling her to move back into their house until she could find a decent job or a wife because, in their mind, those were the only options. Of course, they would’ve preferred a husband, but Gwen had made it clear that wasn’t a possible outcome, so they tolerated her being a lesbian. In fact, they were more okay with that than they had been with her deciding that she wanted to walk dogs for a while until she decided what she wanted to do for a career, and they’d really hated it when she had decided to walk dogs as her career.

“Hey there.”

Gwen looked up and saw an attractive woman with a blonde pixie cut standing next to her at the bar. Myra and Elisa had gone to find a table while she had been sent to get them all drinks, which hadn’t been planned to get her away from the couple to find someone for herself, but if it worked, she would take it.

“Oh, hey,” she replied.

“I’m Jen.”

“Gwen.” She laughed. “We rhyme.”

Jen laughed as well and said, “Jen and Gwen. Nice. It’s like we have our ship name ready to go.”

“Gen with a G?” Gwen asked, trying to figure it out.

Jen laughed again and asked, “Can I buy you a drink?’

“Oh, sorry. Thanks for the offer, but I’m–”

“With someone?”

“No. Well, yeah. I’m here with my friends.”

“And they wouldn’t want you to get a free drink? Some friends you have there, Gwen,” the woman joked.

“Yeah, they’re the worst.” She laughed a little and then added, “Another time, maybe? We’re out celebrating some things tonight.”

“You’re a local?” Jen asked.

“I am. You?”

“No. I’m in town for a conference. Work thing.”

“What do you do?”

“I sell insurance. It’s boring.”

“So, you were just looking for something for the night?”

“I’m here for the next three nights, so it didn’t have to be just for tonight,” Jen replied.

“I see,” she said and waved the bartender over. “Well, I’m not really into that. I can be. I just don’t think I am right now. Not into it, I mean.”

“Sex with a woman?” Jen asked.

“No, I’m really into that. Love that. God, I miss that.”

“Been a while?” Jen laughed.

“You could say that.”

“I could fix that,” she offered, leaning over the bar like Gwen was.

“And I’m sure I’d appreciate it, but I’m not a one-night stand kind of gal.”

“Three-night stands are off the table, too?”

“Never had one of those,” Gwen replied. “But, yeah.” She smiled over at Jen. “Thanks for the offer, though.”

“I saw you come in and had to try. I was really just going to offer to buy you a drink, but I figured why not go all-in, you know? You’re insanely hot, you know that?”

“If I say yes, that makes me a narcissist, right?”

“And funny, too,” Jen said. “My loss.” She held up her beer bottle. “Well, I’ve got to try to find a way to have some fun in this city before I leave. Have a good night, Gwen.”

“You too, Jen. Good luck with your whole three-night-stand mission thing.”

“Thanks,” Jen said and walked off, laughing.

When Gwen was finally able to get the bartender’s attention, she ordered their drinks, and as she waited for them to be made, she turned to her left. There, she saw two women talking to one another at the end of the L-shaped bar. One of them was blonde, and it looked like she had green eyes. Gwen was guessing from afar, but the beer bottle the woman was holding was green, and as she brought the bottle to her lips, it really brought out those eyes. Gwen tried not to stare, but it took the bartender asking her to pay for her drinks to get her to pull her eyes off the blonde. Having paid, she walked toward the table with the three beers she’d purchased, placed one in front of Myra and one in front of Elisa, and took a long drink of the one she’d gotten for herself.

“Did I see you talk to someone at the bar?” Elisa asked.

“Yeah. Tourist.”

“And?”

“And she wanted to sleep with me,” Gwen replied.

“You said no?”

“Tourist,” she repeated.

“Do you have a thing about not sleeping with tourists?” Myra asked.

“Not tourists specifically. I just don’t do meaningless sex. Making out is fine, but I wasn’t interested in that tonight. Just sleeping with someone once, and that’s it? Not a fan.”

“Myra used to be a fan,” Elisa shared.

“Babe!”

“What? You were.”

“Yeah, a long time ago. Like, decades ago now. I’m a one-woman woman today.” Myra wrapped her arm around Elisa’s waist and pulled her into her. “Don’t go telling people I’m a player or something.”

“I said used to be,” Elisa replied and kissed Myra’s neck.

Gwen stayed for another hour to celebrate them having the house to themselves, but when Elisa and Myra were ready to go to another bar, she called it a night. They walked her out and made sure she got into her shared-ride car safely, but instead of going straight home, she went to a client’s house. She’d been taking care of their cat while they were on a three-week-long cruise in the Caribbean. The gray-and-black striped ten-year-old cat was a sweetheart, and Gwen would miss her when they got home and she no longer needed to stop by to check on her, play with her a little bit, make sure she had food and water, and clean the litter box.

“Hey, sweetie,” she greeted when the cat rubbed herself over Gwen’s legs. “How are you?” Gwen picked her up, and the cat rubbed against her cheek. “Animals are just better than people. How are you so sweet?” The cat began purring. “How about some treats? Did you eat all your food today?”

Gwen checked the food and water bowls, cleaned the litter box, and gave the cat a few of the allowed treats. Then, she sat on the floor and used the string toy with the little fake fish attached at one end and played with her, trying not to think about how lonely she was and probably would be for a while.


CHAPTER 3

Yesterday, she’d been told that Jordana had gotten herself fired, and today, she was sitting in the office of the corporate director of training. Jordana had been responsible for three trainers, so it was likely they had all met with him in person. Why she hadn’t been called or, at least, emailed personally about Jordana’s departure right after it happened had Juliet a little concerned, though. Now, she was sitting in the guest chair, waiting for him to end a call and wishing he had just told her to come back later when he was off the phone, because she was nervous that they might be considering some kind of restructuring that could cost Juliet her job.

“Juliet, I’m sorry,” he said as he put his cell phone down on the table. “My daughter has a presentation today at school, and she hates public speaking. Her teacher said she wouldn’t do her presentation without talking to me first.” He smiled at Juliet. “She’s seven. It’s a presentation about the rainforest.”

“No problem,” she replied.

“Well, I know you’ve heard about Jordana’s departure.”

“I did, yeah.”

“Well, we’re still working through all of the details. It was pretty unexpected, as you can imagine.”

“Oh? Was it?” Juliet pretended not to know any of the details.

“There’s no way the gossip mill hasn’t reached you yet.” He gave her a glare that was half-playful and half-serious. “I’m sure most of the company knows what happened by now.”

“I heard it was… unexpected,” she said, using his word.

He laughed a little and replied, “You’re right about that. It’s possible we’ll have a lawsuit on our hands, but honestly, I’m not exactly sure who would be suing us. The roaster quit on his own, so I don’t think he can sue us for anything, but he might try sexual harassment. Then again, we had no idea what was going on, and as soon as we did, we took action. The woman who harassed him is pregnant with his child, and from what I’ve heard, they’re going to make a go of it. So, not sure that lawsuit would hold water.” He sighed. “It’s an absolute mess, and I apologize you didn’t hear about it from me. I was out on vacation the day it happened and only found out about it myself when I checked my messages on Saturday. I didn’t want to ruin your weekend with this, and I’ve been in all-day meetings pretty much ever since to try to figure out how to best handle this mess.”

“It’s okay. I understand,” she said.

“So, let’s get to it, then. Jordana had three trainers under her and was on her way to getting my job when I leave, which won’t be tomorrow, but as we continue to expand, chances are good that I’ll be promoted or move somewhere. We’ll have to grow the team intentionally to make sure we have proper coverage. I say all this because I want you to know that there will be growth opportunities in the future.”

If he was telling her about the possibility of growth in the future, that meant there was no growth right now. That meant she wasn’t getting Jordana’s job. It was disappointing because she had allowed herself to be hopeful, but as long as they didn’t hire a bad boss to replace Jordana, she could be okay with that for now. Only for now, though. She had growing of her own to do, and she didn’t want to be held back by any one company.

“We’ve been talking about how to handle all of Jordana’s responsibilities,” he continued. “Since she got here before the major expansion of the past few years, her role was a unique one. We’ve been discussing how it might make sense to alter it now.”

“Oh,” Juliet said, not sure what he was saying but wanting to at least participate in the conversation.

“So, instead of hiring someone for the exact role or promoting someone into it, we’re going to make a change. I’d like to promote you to a new role that we’re creating called regional trainer. Jordana was regional training manager, but we’ve decided that we don’t need anyone to take on the role of manager since there are only three of you, and I have two direct reports, so I can handle three more. The goal would be for you to take on her training responsibilities but not the people management ones.”

“You want me to train the whole region?”

“It’s not exactly what you’re doing now. We’ll take the two other district trainers and have them split the new-hire training classes between them. They’ll schedule two classes a month and each teach one. We’ll hire in each district once a month, barring some mass departure of roasters, and have one of them do another class. Whenever they’re not teaching new hires, they’ll do one of the sales courses you and Jordana worked on together for our more high-potential roasters.”

“So, I wouldn’t be doing new-hire classes anymore?”

“Not unless you have to cover for someone. You’d be hosting the manager and leadership training courses that Jordana used to teach, and you would do the sales class for all the store managers and new openings. Jordana had been doing the new opening training for all the stores outside of her region, so we didn’t have to staff someone just for that, and I’d want you to continue that until we get to the point where we’re opening too many stores, and you can’t. We’ll figure that out then,” he replied.

“Oh, okay.” Juliet nodded, trying to take it all in. “So, I’d be traveling like Jordana was?”

“You would. I know you’re traveling from store to store now, but you’re able to go home at night. Jordana’s role included travel seventy-five percent of the time, but she chose to travel for pretty much a hundred percent. She needed to be in the office at least one day a month for meetings, but she could take those from home or on the road if she wanted to. I don’t really care if someone’s in here or in a virtual meeting. The new role we’re making would include one hundred percent travel, but we’re putting that on there because if we were to hire someone externally, we would want to be upfront with them about the travel requirements and possibilities. If you take the role, it would be closer to that seventy-five or eighty percent. You’d be making your own schedule based on the training needs and store openings, so as long as you’re teaching enough classes to get everyone through them on time, I don’t care if you travel fifty percent one month and a hundred the next.”

“That’s a lot of travel,” she said mostly to herself.

“I know. But there’s a raise, obviously, and we pay for everything, including a company car, should you want one. If you don’t, we’ll pay for mileage on your own car. The money will end up being more, and with all your costs essentially covered three weeks of the month, you’ll have few expenses, so it will be even more in the end.”

She nodded, trying to think about what he had just said. Juliet wasn’t sure if this role was what she wanted. She had never given much thought to moving up in training. The plan had been for her to be here until a role in HR presented itself, but when one had, they had gone external instead of letting her interview. She understood. Her certifications had lapsed, and they had needed someone ready to go. She hadn’t gotten herself recertified yet, but maybe she should. As they continued to expand, more HR roles would become available, and she needed to be ready. Since she hadn’t planned to move up on this team, though, she hadn’t been thinking about what step would come next.

That next step would’ve been Jordana’s job, but it hadn’t looked like Jordana was ever going to leave, so Juliet hadn’t thought about whether or not she would even want it. It was the only role in training that was between Juliet and the man she sat in front of now, though, so if she didn’t take this job, she would probably never be able to take his should he leave or be promoted as the company continued to grow.

At first, training had only been okay in Juliet’s eyes; it was a way into the company, but she had grown to really like it. Then, she’d gotten bored with the new-hire training, and when the sales content had come along, it had reinvigorated her. Now, this role could give her a chance to continue to roll it out and to teach the well-regarded manager and leadership training courses she had always wanted to teach. It was just the travel that bugged her.

For one, she’d never been one to enjoy business travel. She had only been on a few business trips since joining the workforce, and she hadn’t liked it at all. The hotels all looked the same. Once, she had forgotten that she had rented a car, and she had spent ten minutes looking for her own car in a parking lot before remembering that she had a rented one. Then, she couldn’t remember the make of the car which she had driven out of the rental car lot, so she had spent another five minutes looking for a red car and aiming the key fob at each one she’d found until one finally beeped and unlocked.

Juliet wasn’t sure that she wanted Jordana’s job, but she could see herself sitting in his chair one day. The only classes he taught were the executive leadership courses, but he ran the entire team, and Juliet had always seen herself in HR management. Training was part of the HR department, so it was close to what she’d gone to school for, but it also opened up the opportunities for her to move into exactly what she had gone to school for by getting visibility and recertifying. She could even go back to school and get her master’s degree in HR administration if she were saving money on her expenses. There were part-time and online programs that she could take, and if she were going to be in business hotels practically every weeknight, she could at least be productive with her time. No, she didn’t want all the travel, but she could deal with it for a while until something else came up.

The second issue, though, was Carly. If Juliet were going to be gone all the time, she would have to figure something out for her dog. Her ex hadn’t asked for any kind of custody arrangement when she left and hadn’t once called or texted to ask how the dog she had picked out for them was doing, so she wouldn’t be an option to take care of Carly while Juliet was gone. Molly might be able to take her every so often, but Juliet couldn’t ask her to take Carly all the time. She’d have to hire someone in the short term and see how it went. If she were able to drive to a location and find a hotel that allowed pets that the company was willing to pay for, she could bring Carly with her, but that would mean that the poor dog would be stuck in a hotel room all day while Juliet worked and not at home where she’d be more comfortable. Juliet would have to figure all this out, but she would.

“Sure,” she replied, probably not sounding all that confident.

◆◆◆

“Congratulations!” Molly said as she put Juliet’s beer in her hand and held up her own beer. “You have to toast now, or it’s bad luck.”

“Oh, sorry,” she replied.

When she had told Molly the news of her promotion, Molly had insisted that they go out to celebrate, and Juliet had gone along with it, but she hadn’t really wanted to celebrate. For some reason, it didn’t feel like this promotion was earned or one to be celebrated.

“Why aren’t you in a good mood? You just got a promotion and a raise.”

“I don’t know. It’s a promotion, but it’s not exactly Jordana’s job.”

“So? You don’t have to manage people and you get more money? That’s living the dream, Jules.”

Juliet laughed and replied, “It’s the travel. I don’t really like business travel already, and I worry about what to do with Carly. I accepted, but I should’ve thought about it more before I told him I’d do it.”

“You signed the offer letter, Jules. You’re in now. Why didn’t you wait to do that? I’m sure they would’ve given you a few days.”

“I know.” She sighed. “I jumped at the chance because it’s moving up, which is what I want. And like you said, it’s the dream: getting a higher-paying job without having people to manage. It’s a good thing. I think I just need a minute to figure out Carly, and I’ll embrace the continental breakfasts and shampoo-conditioner combos.”

“Bring your own shampoo and conditioner. Don’t use theirs.” Molly shook her head. “Problem solved.”

Juliet laughed and replied, “I will. Don’t worry. I plan to bring all my own stuff. I’ll use their hairdryer, but–”

“Bring your own hairdryer, too. The ones in hotels are awful; tiny things that usually take a year to dry your hair, and sometimes, they’re even broken.”

“You’re right,” she said and lifted her beer to her lips.

“So, when do you start?” Molly asked.

“Now, technically. Well, next week. I have to cover the stuff Jordana had scheduled already. I can’t do it all and my stuff at the same time, so I need to work out with the other two trainers what they can cover for me, but they don’t know that I’ve been promoted yet, so I have to wait for that. Then, I have to call the hotels Jordana had booked for herself and change the reservations to my name. They also have to add me to the reservation-making travel system thingy. I have a corporate card already, but I’ve never had to book company travel for myself, so it’s just a lot of logistics this week.”

“Sounds like fun,” Molly said sarcastically.

“Yeah,” she replied with no emotion. “So, why did we come here, exactly? Tourist bar on Bourbon? We don’t usually do this to ourselves.”

“Oh, no reason. Gay bar, and we’re both gay,” Molly said, obviously lying.

“Did you hear that Finley might be here from someone today?”

Molly sighed and said, “I overheard India talking on the phone in the kitchen, saying that Finley wanted to go out tonight and she didn’t. This is Finley’s favorite bar, so I thought she might show.”

“And that India wouldn’t?”

“Yeah.” Molly lowered her gaze. “It’s not like I would actually be the other woman. If Finley is taken, she’s taken. I just like talking to her.”

“And staring at her,” Juliet added.

“It’s the cute, messy hair that she’s always touching and making worse, but it’s actually better.”

“Plus, she’s got that hot nerd thing going on.”

“Exactly,” Molly said.

Juliet laughed and looked up at the L-shaped bar they’d been sitting at for the past thirty minutes. There was a woman paying a bartender for what looked like three beers. Her long brown hair was swept back into a ponytail, and her eyes looked to match the pulled-back hair that gave Juliet a nice view of the woman’s long neck.

“Jules?” Molly asked.

“Huh?” she asked, returning her attention to Molly.

“It’s wrong that I like her, isn’t it?”

“What? No. You can’t control who you like, Molls. But I do think that as long as Finley and India are doing their back-and-forth, you’re just going to be heartbroken if you don’t at least try to move on.”

“I know,” Molly replied, sounding disappointed. “But she’s just so pretty…”

Juliet laughed.


CHAPTER 4

Gwen loved her job, but some days were better than others. Today, she was walking five dogs, which was probably one too many when one of them was a giant Great Dane and hadn’t yet learned how to walk on a leash properly and was almost as tall as Gwen.

“Blaze!” she yelled as she tried to get him to stop running off in the direction of anything that moved.

‘I love my job,’ she reminded herself.

Blaze was a new client and was still very much a puppy despite his size. At just under a year old, he would run after every squirrel he would see, but he would go after a leaf blowing in the wind, too, and since they were coming up on autumn, Gwen wondered at how fun that might be when they went to the park together, and leaves fell from the trees. She pictured herself trying to hold on to the leash while he ran after brown, red, and yellow leaves that meant him no harm.

An hour later, she had returned all of her furry clients to their homes, with the exception of Blaze, whom she was dropping off on her way home. Without the other dogs around, he was slightly calmer, but not by much. Still, it was easier to walk him solo, and she decided that since he would get even bigger, she might have to make a separate trip to walk him to save herself the back and arm strain from trying to hold on to him.

“Hi, Mom,” she said when she put her phone to her ear with her free hand after she saw her mother’s name on the screen.

“Honey,” her mother said matter-of-factly how she always did.

“I’m at work. Can I call you back?” she asked as she tried to wrangle Blaze away from the piece of trash he had found on the ground by the trash can.

“You just walk dogs for a living. You can’t talk to your mother while you do that?”

“Nice to talk to you, too, Mother,” she replied sarcastically.

“You know I hate when you call me that.”

“I do,” she said and smirked.

“Your father and I want to talk to you. Can you come by the house tonight?”

“No, I can’t. I have plans.”

“Plans? With whom?”

“Why must my plans involve someone else?”

“Well, if they don’t, then you can move them and come by the house tonight.”

“Mom, it’s not like you’re right down the road from me. It’s hours of driving.”

“We moved back to Louisiana last month to spend more time with our family, and our family doesn’t want to spend time with us.”

“You told none of us what you were doing and bought some house close to Archie right when the twins went off to college. Annabelle lives in Europe. Grant is busy with work. I live in New Orleans.”

“And you’re not busy with work?”

“No, I am.” Gwen let out an exasperated sigh. “I’m busy right now, but you insisted that I couldn’t call you back.”

“Your brother is a successful doctor with his own practice, and he’s offered to cook us dinner tomorrow night.”

“Archibald hasn’t cooked a meal in his entire life.” She laughed. “He has a new housekeeper who will be doing the cooking.”

“He can at least afford a housekeeper. You’re living in a shack.”

“I live in an apartment.”

“A one-bedroom.”

“So? There is only one of me.”

“Where will my grandchildren sleep?”

“Well, I’d need to find a woman to have them with first, since I don’t want to be a single parent.”

“You’re thirty-two years old, Gwen,” her mother noted. “It’s time to stop this nonsense. I have someone I want you to meet.”

“Mom, I don’t need you to set me up on dates.”

“It’s not a date. I wish it were a date, but you’ve made it abundantly clear that you’re only attracted to women, and he’s not a woman.”

“Will you just tell me what this is about?” Gwen asked. “Blaze, that’s a cigarette butt, not food.”

“Excuse me?” her mother exclaimed. “You’re smoking? Since when do you smoke?”

“Mom, I’m talking to the dog that I’m walking because, as mentioned, I am at work,” she said. “Now, what’s going on?”

“Your father has a friend who needs a new office manager. It’s a wealth management firm near here. They’ve got more than fifty employees now. He’s built it all from scratch, and they just lost the office manager they’ve had for more than ten years. I told him you needed a job and invited him to dinner.”

She stopped when Blaze lifted his leg against a tree on the sidewalk and looked down at her feet, shaking her head because this wasn’t the first time, and unfortunately, Gwen knew that it wouldn’t be the last.

“Mom, I have a job.”

“You have a thing that you do that gives you money sometimes.”

“No, I have a job. I earn enough money to pay all my bills, and that makes it a job.”

“Well, it’s not a career,” her mother replied.

“It is for me.”

“This is ridiculous. Will you just come to dinner tonight? He’s looking for someone to fill the job soon.”

“I live here, not there,” she reminded.

“I said it was near here, but it’s between here and there. It would be a commute for you, but not too long, and you could always move closer if you don’t like the drive. I’m sure the money would be worth it. He might even offer to help cover the moving expenses if you need it.”

“Now, you want me to move?”

“Gwendolyn, what are you going to do? Walk dogs for the rest of your life? Live in a one-bedroom apartment and bring home woman after woman?”

“I don’t bring home woman after–”

“Well, you’re not bringing home one woman to meet us and marry.”

“I haven’t met her yet,” she said. “I don’t need you to worry about me. Archie just got divorced. His kids are angry at him because he was a dick to their mother, and he is bringing home woman after woman pretty much in front of them. Go pick on him. He deserves it.”

“Your brother is going through a rough time. His wife left him, and his children are adults now, so they’re not around much anyway.”

“Yes, he’s going through a rough time. I’m not. I’m happy, Mom. Spend your time helping your son, who caused that rough time he’s going through.”

“I can’t believe you’re happy doing what you’re doing.”

“Because I don’t want to have a job where I stare at a computer all day or have to go to meetings all the time? This is what I like, Mom.”

“Fine. Will you come to dinner anyway?”

“No, Mom. I have plans. I’m going to Elisa’s.”

“She divorced your brother, Gwen.”

“She’s one of my closest friends, and she’s the mother of your grandchildren.”

“I know that. But she gave up on her family.”

“No, she divorced Archie. She’s very much involved with her family. She just texted that Adele came home this morning unexpectedly, so I’m going over there to see what’s up.”

“Is something wrong with Adele? She just got to school.”

“I don’t know, Mom. That’s why I’m going over there to check and spend time with her and Elisa.”

Blaze was still sniffing everything in sight, but they had just arrived at the apartment building where his family lived, so she used this as her opportunity.

“Mom, I have to go. I’m dropping off one of the dogs, and I have to get him settled inside.”

“Fine. I’ll give up on dinner tonight. But soon, Gwen.”

“Sure. Okay,” she said to get her mom off the phone.

She dropped Blaze off at home and made sure to give him a bone to chew on, hoping that would occupy him while his parents were out. Then, she headed to Elisa’s and found her niece sitting in the living room, typing on her computer.

“Hey. I heard you were home,” she said.

“Yes, she arrived unexpectedly,” Elisa added when she walked out of the kitchen.

“Mom’s just mad because she was making out with Myra in the living room when I got here.”

“Mom is wondering why you’re not on campus at that new college you just got to,” Elisa replied.

“I told you, I needed a quiet place to study.”

Gwen sat down next to Adele and asked, “They don’t have libraries at your fancy school?”

“They do, but they’re too quiet. You can’t even chew gum in there without the librarian looking at you weirdly. I tried to reserve a study room, but they were all taken. My roommate blares music in her headphones, and it’s so loud that I can hear it through my own. I don’t know how she doesn’t have damage to her ears yet.”

“So, you came home to study? Isn’t that a long drive?”

“Yes, it is,” Elisa replied instead, glaring at Gwen as if she expected Aunt Gwen to convince her favorite niece to go back to school. “And it’s a long drive back, too.”

“Mom, am I really in the way of you and Myra getting it on? She has a house right over there.” Adele pointed in the direction of Myra’s house. “I don’t have a key to it. You can go crazy, and I’ll be here trying to write my very first college paper in peace.”

“It’s not about–”

“Hey, Elisa? Why don’t you go wherever Myra is probably hiding, and Adele and I will hang out for a minute?” Gwen suggested.

“Adele is trying to work,” Adele noted.

“I’m going outside to bring Myra something to drink and play with Buster. You two have fun,” Elisa replied.

Gwen watched her walk back toward the kitchen and waited until she thought that she was out of earshot.

“So, what’s really going on?” she asked her niece.

“Nothing.” Adele shrugged. “I just need–”

“Bullshit. I’m not the mom. I’m the cool aunt. Spill.”

Adele closed her computer and said, “Wendy and I did it.”

Gwen sat there frozen and with wide eyes because, of all the things she had expected her eighteen-year-old niece to say, it hadn’t been that one. Now, she was really wishing that she hadn’t told Elisa to go.

“Yeah…” Adele added. “And I told Mom that we were going to do it before it happened, but now that it has, I don’t know how to bring it up to her. It’s weird. She’s my mom. Can I really talk to her about… stuff? I told her about Tucker after he and I did it, but I didn’t, like, give her details or anything.”

“Well, what do you mean by stuff and details, exactly?”

“Like, what we did.”

“I see,” Gwen said and swallowed, wholly unprepared to have this conversation.

She thought about how Elisa probably had beer or wine in the kitchen that she could really use right about now, but she soldiered on because this was about her niece, not her.

“Did you not like it?” she asked.

“No, I did,” Adele said quickly. “I really did.”

“Okay. Well, what did you need to talk about?”

“I don’t know if I was any good. Wendy’s done that before, and we talked about it before we did it. I told her to tell me if I wasn’t doing something right, and we promised each other that we wouldn’t fake it, but I think she did. I asked her about it, and she said she didn’t. She promised me it was real, and she got upset with me that I didn’t believe her after the second time she said it.”

“Why don’t you believe her?”

Adele placed her computer on the table and replied, “It was really fast.”

“She came fast?”

“Aunt Gwen!” Adele turned around as if expecting her mom to be standing right there, and she didn’t want her to hear that.

“What?” Gwen asked. “We’re talking about sex here. If you’re old enough to have it, Adele, you’re old enough to use the words. She had an orgasm quickly. Orgasm is a lot of syllables. So, she came fast.”

“Fine. Yes, she did that,” Adele replied with red cheeks.

“Why is that a bad thing?”

“Because I did that with Tucker when he and I had sex. I pretended because it was done quickly.”

“Honey, girls can come fast, too. It’s a good thing. It means that Wendy was really enjoying herself.”

“I was… down there.” Adele pointed between her own legs. “Does it really happen that fast? When she did that to me, it took a while.”

“Yes, it can happen that fast. And every woman is different. Some don’t come from that at all, and some might not like it, which is fine, too.”

“She said she did.”

“Then, you need to believe her. If she tells you that she didn’t fake anything with you, you need to believe her, Adele. It sounds like you two enjoyed what you were doing, and that’s a good thing. Making a woman come is an amazing experience. It’s one of my favorite things to do.”

“Aunt Gwen, come on,” Adele said, shaking her head.

“What? It’s the truth. It’s an honor to be able to share that experience with a woman you really care about. Do you really care about Wendy?”

“I think I might be in love with her,” Adele said, sounding all breathy. “I mean, I am in love with her. We were friends before we got together, you know?”

“And do you think she feels the same way about you?”

“She said as much.”

“She told you she’s in love with you?”

“She said it during. She told me she loved me when she was touching me.”

Gwen nodded and asked, “And that scared you, didn’t it?”

“Well, yeah. I mean, we’re eighteen. She’s amazing, but we only just started dating, and I have plans, Aunt Gwen. I wasn’t supposed to meet someone and fall in love yet. I need to focus on school and a career, not girls or boys.”

“So, that’s what this is really about,” Gwen said as she nodded again. “You’re scared, Adele.”

“Who wouldn’t be? She’s beautiful, funny, and smart. And she has plans, too, but then we’re in her dorm room, and we’re taking that step, and she’s taking another one that I’m not ready for because it’s not supposed to happen yet.”

“Oh, sweetie. You’re in love.” She cupped the back of Adele’s neck. “I’ve been there. It’s not easy, but let me tell you a little secret.”

“Please. I need all the help I can get.”

“It’s easier just to embrace it; give in to it. Tell her how you feel. If you’re not ready to say the words yet, that’s okay. Just tell her that, if you can, and apologize about the whole thinking-that-she-might-be-faking-it thing. Maybe share that you’ve done that with Tucker, if you want her to know that, and so that’s why you went there. Then, just be a good girlfriend to her, okay? Don’t run away from her and come back home. Go to her and tell her that you’re sorry.”

“I just got here,” Adele said.

“I know. You can stay all weekend, as far as I’m concerned. Just call your girlfriend while you’re here, then.”

“I’ve never been in love before. I wasn’t with Tucker or any other guy.” Adele shrugged a shoulder.

“It’s amazing, isn’t it?”

Adele smiled and said, “Yes. And terrifying.”

“That too,” Gwen said on a laugh and rubbed Adele’s neck, remembering when she was just a baby and Gwen held her for the first time.

She’d been thirteen years old, holding her goddaughter, and she knew even then that she would always do anything she could to protect her. That included being honest with her: love was both amazing and totally terrifying.


CHAPTER 5

She had a lot of work to do, which meant she had to do some of it this weekend. Juliet supposed this was what came with a promotion, but it seemed like no one was helping her get caught up on what Jordana was working on at the time of her firing, and she was lacking a lot of information that she needed to do the job. At least, thanks to her friendship with Molly and Finley, she had been able to get access to Jordana’s emails, which Juliet needed because her former boss had owned the schedule and the program planning.

There was a folder labeled ‘confidential’ that she didn’t even think about clicking on because while she suspected there was nothing in there about Jordana’s relationship with another employee, there might have been performance-related emails about her peers or something else that she shouldn’t be seeing since she wouldn’t be taking over as a manager, so she focused on the emails related to scheduling and spent much of her Saturday morning organizing her calendar for the rest of September. She had classes of her own to teach, but Jordana had a store opening that would take her to northern Louisiana for a few days. Juliet could get her own classes covered by one of the trainers who had a light schedule this month, but the other trainer had time off in a few weeks, so that created some issues.

Finally, after her third cup of coffee, Juliet felt like she had September worked out. October would have to wait until the upcoming week since she still didn’t have all the information she needed about the programs from her new boss. The raise was nice, but it wasn’t as much as she could’ve gotten had she been managing the other two trainers. Molly had confirmed as much without saying it directly. It could’ve been a twelve-percent raise instead of a three-percent raise, but in her offer letter, they had mentioned that she was still eligible for her annual performance-based raise, which would be between three and five percent, so that was something.

Juliet ate a sandwich for lunch at her kitchen table and tried to plan her budget and finances, taking into account this new role but also assuming she wasn’t getting another raise because she was always conservative in her financial plans. Traveling all the time was deceptive. She would still have to pay rent on her apartment even if she wasn’t there most of the time. She’d still have her cell phone bill and car payment. She didn’t want a company car. It would probably be the one Jordana had after it got fixed, and it wasn’t anything fancy. It was older than the car she had bought for herself two years ago, anyway, and Juliet liked her car. On the trips where she had to drive, she would take the gas money instead and reevaluate once she’d been at it for a while. Her other expenses would lessen. She wouldn’t use as much water, electricity, or gas at home, but they wouldn’t go away entirely. She would have a sixty-dollar a day per diem when she traveled, which was what she had now, and it wasn’t always enough to get a full breakfast, lunch, and dinner, depending on where she was traveling to. She had gotten accustomed to eating breakfast and sometimes lunch at the store, using her thirty-percent discount, which gave her an opportunity to do it up right for dinner later sometimes.

Juliet added everything up and took her new raise into account. With the money she’d have left over, she could save it, which was what she knew she should do, but she looked up at Carly, who was asleep in her bed under the window, her dog’s favorite spot in the apartment, and she smiled at her. Carly had gotten her through a tough breakup this year. She was always there for Juliet when Juliet got home from a long day at work. She would listen to her vent about her colleagues and the classes she taught, expecting nothing in return. She deserved the best, and if Juliet was going to be gone for days at a time now, she didn’t want to have to rely on Molly or one of her neighbors, who always fawned over Carly when they went for their walks.

Juliet needed to find a dog sitter sooner rather than later. Today would be preferable, but she deemed that impossible. She could ask Molly to watch Carly this week, if needed, and find someone for the next trip. Molly loved Carly and would gladly volunteer to take her to her place or, at least, stop by and check on her and walk her a few times a day. She thought about calling her up now but decided that she would try to find someone else first while on a break from doing work. She searched and found a few links for local people and companies that offered the services she would need, which would be more than just walking the dog. Carly needed to be fed, given water, walked, and played with, or she’d be miserable. She was a hyperactive little thing who had a ton of energy, and she needed someone who could keep up with her. Juliet loved that about Carly, though, because her enthusiasm was infectious and made her bad days better.

After not finding anyone suitable online, she pulled out her phone and put something on TV, not paying much attention to it as she downloaded the various apps that were mentioned on the many links she had found. One by one, the apps appeared on her phone screen, and she clicked on the first one she had downloaded, which had a rating of four point seven out of five stars in the app store. Juliet wasn’t about to allow some stranger to take care of her dog if they had a low rating. She could only see the available pet sitters if she created an account, so she used an email address that she hardly ever used in case these people liked spam and logged in.

Entering her location and her needs, Juliet found that she had fifteen matches. When she added that she would prefer a woman to a man, which was a filter because some dogs didn’t like men or women and would react negatively to them, that got her down to eight people. Deciding that she would need someone on the younger side because of Carly’s high energy, she eliminated a woman in her early seventies, whose profile said that she preferred to take care of cats, anyway, and that left her with seven options.

She checked the profiles, ratings, and reviews of five of them before she got to the sixth, which was a woman who looked to be about her age. She looked familiar somehow, but Juliet couldn’t place her from the small profile picture, which showed the woman and a dog playing on the grass. Her reviews were outstanding, and her rating was four-point-nine, which made Juliet wonder who had given her less than a five.

“Gwen is the best dog walker in the city. She takes care of our dog as if it were her own. She always makes sure that our fur baby is walked long enough, checks on her food and water, even though we don’t ask her to, and makes sure she doesn’t eat anything on the walk that she shouldn’t. Our dog has some dietary restrictions and a way of finding things she shouldn’t eat, but since we changed to Gwen, she’s had no issues and seems happier,” Juliet read the review out loud to herself.

“We love Gwen. Our dog, Brutus, looks intimidating but is a total teddy bear. Gwen took the time to get to know him and has helped him socialize with other dogs. When we come home from work at the end of the day, he’s always in a good mood on the days he has walked with Gwen,” Juliet read the second review.

This Gwen had been with the app for over five years and had a ton of reviews; well over two hundred of them, in fact, with over five hundred ratings, managing to keep a four-point-nine out of five with that many ratings. She had to be good.

Juliet quickly checked out the remaining seventh person on the app to make sure that she hadn’t missed anyone better, which didn’t seem likely, and returned to Gwen’s profile. The woman was at the top of the preferred walker ranking and had other services listed as well. She offered full-time pet sitting if the job was offered far enough in advance and part-time pet sitting if not, meaning she would stop by and spend several hours with the pet she was taking care of, versus either staying at the pet owner’s house or taking the pet back to her own. Juliet hadn’t known that was an option, but she’d keep it in mind.

Instead of booking Gwen right away, she went to the contact icon because she didn’t want to book before getting some details. Not sure exactly what to say, she used their in-app tool to mention what she thought she needed and how often but added that it might change based on her new schedule. She also mentioned that she had a trip coming up on Monday and asked if Gwen was available then. She hit send before she could stop herself and wondered why she’d thought about stopping herself at all. She was requesting a service from someone who offered that service. It wasn’t a big deal. Juliet turned her eyes to the TV for the first time and wondered how the news had suddenly appeared there. She had been watching a movie, or so she’d thought. Then, her phone dinged with a unique notification, so she checked the readout and saw a reply from Gwen already.

Gwen: Hi. Thanks for reaching out. I’m available for part-time pet sitting this week. If you would like to talk about a schedule and how it all works, we can message, or I can call you, and we can get something set up.

“A call?” Juliet said to herself. “Yeah, that makes sense. Easier.”

She replied that a call would be fine and expected them to set up a time for it later, but then her phone just rang. It jarred her for a moment before she remembered that she had entered her phone number into her profile. It was likely that was how Gwen had gotten it, but Juliet wasn’t sure she liked her number being out there for any potential dog walker or sitter to have access to without her confirmation that they could.

“Hello?”

“Hi. This is Gwen.”

“Hi,” she said. “Juliet.”

“So, you’ll be gone this week and need someone to take care of your dog, Carly?”

“Oh, yeah,” Juliet replied, focusing on the task at hand. “Sorry. I’m a little crazy when it comes to my dog. She’s pretty much my favorite thing in the whole world.”

“I get that a lot,” Gwen said with a laugh. “And it’s no problem. They’re your family, right?”

“Yeah,” Juliet replied with a smile at Gwen’s laugh.

“So, would it help if you met me first? I often do that with potential clients. And it helps Carly, too, if you’re there when we meet for the first time.”

“Oh, yeah. That’s something you do?”

“I recommend it, actually. It’s easier on everyone that way. And if Carly isn’t a fan, for some reason, I can suggest someone else I know for you.”

“That would be amazing,” Juliet replied. “But I leave on Monday. Sorry. I just got this promotion and have to cover for someone last minute.”

“It’s okay. I can stop by today, if you want. I just left my sister-in-law’s place and have some walking to do for the next hour or so, but I’m free after that.”

“Today?”

“If we do it today and it doesn’t work, you can still meet with someone tomorrow.”

“Right,” Juliet said. “Yes. If you’re available, that would be great. How much is this meeting thing?”

“Oh. The normal hourly rate, but I don’t usually charge anyone for it.”

“You don’t? No, that’s not right. I’ll pay,” she offered.

“Up to you. It’s usually not more than twenty or thirty minutes, so it’s not a big deal to me,” Gwen said. “I saw the address in your profile. I can be there in about an hour and a half, if that’s okay with you.”

“Sure. Yeah. That’s fine. I’ll take Carly for a walk so that she’s a little more subdued when you get here.”

“Actually, unless she has to go to the bathroom, can you wait? We can do that together. It helps with the adjustment if she sees me holding her leash while you walk with us.”

“Yes. I can wait. She’s asleep right now anyway.”

“Okay. Great. I’ll see you soon. Oh, are there any treats she loves?”

“She’s not picky when it comes to her treats. Anything bacon-flavored is her favorite, though.” Juliet chuckled.

“Got it. I’ll be there soon,” Gwen replied.

◆◆◆

Carly was lying on Juliet’s bed, staring at her.

“Yes, I know this is ridiculous. I don’t need your judgment.”

Juliet stood in her closet, picking out something to wear that wasn’t the sweatpants and T-shirt combo she had been rocking all day.

“I need her to at least think I have my crap together,” she added.

Carly didn’t move. She just continued to stare at Juliet, silently asking her why she was changing her clothes, which had nothing to do with Gwen coming over and more to do with the fact that her dog knew that if Juliet was changing, it meant she was leaving, and Carly didn’t want her to leave. The doorbell rang, and Juliet checked the clock on her bedside table. Gwen was fifteen minutes early. It was a mistake to have showered and dried her hair. She should’ve just gotten dressed instead.

“Shit,” she said, giving up on changing into something nicer.

She dropped her towel to the floor and quickly grabbed underwear, a T-shirt, and a pair of jeans. Without putting on a bra, she hurried to the door and pulled it open. She’d meant to grab the sweater hanging over the back of her couch, but she’d forgotten all about it, and now, she was standing braless in front of a beautiful woman with a wide smile on her face.

“Hi,” Gwen said, and her eyes lowered as if on instinct. Then, quickly, they looked away. “Gwen.”

Juliet looked down and noticed that her nipples were on full display through the light gray V-neck shirt.

“Uh… Juliet. Come on in. Sorry. I’m…” She hurried to the couch. “Cold.” She put the hooded sweater on over her head. “And that’s Carly.”

Carly had rushed to the door seconds after Juliet, and she was currently sniffing around Gwen, who closed the door behind her before she knelt down in front of her.

“Well, hello there, Carly. Aren’t you beautiful?” Gwen looked up at Juliet. “Solid white.”

“She’s a–”

“West Highland white terrier,” Gwen spoke. “Yeah, I know my dog breeds.” She looked down at Carly again. “You are just so adorable and sweet, aren’t you?”

Carly jumped with her tiny front paws onto Gwen’s legs, and Gwen continued to grant Princess Carly the attention she felt she deserved.

“Can I give her the thing I asked you about before?”

“The treats?”

Carly began bouncing all over Gwen.

“And that’s why I didn’t say the word,” Gwen noted as she laughed.

“Sorry. She’s ready to go for a walk, I think.”

“Well, let’s do that.” Gwen reached into her pocket and pulled out a small treat and added, “Carly, wait.”

Carly had attempted to snag it from her hand, and Juliet had been prepared to admonish her, but Gwen’s gentle voice had done the trick.

“Okay,” Gwen said, and Carly took the treat with care from her fingertips.

“You’re a pro,” Juliet stated the obvious.

“She’s sweet,” Gwen said, standing up. “And seems to like me. So, should we try a walk? You and I can get to know each other a little, too.”

“Yeah, let’s go,” she said as Carly sat in front of Gwen and looked up at her. “And I’ll just pretend like I’m not totally jealous that my dog seems to adore you more than me right now.”

Gwen laughed and replied, “Well, I did just give her a bacon… thing.”

“Thing, yes,” Juliet said with a smile.


CHAPTER 6

Gwen pulled out her phone, expecting it to be a client but finding Elisa’s name on the readout instead.

Elisa Benedetti: Thank you. Whatever you said worked. Adele is on the phone with Wendy now and is going back to campus tomorrow.

Gwen smiled and messaged her back.

“Sorry about that. That’s my sister-in-law. Well, ex, technically, since she and my brother are divorced. My niece just went to college and came home unexpectedly with some relationship problems, though, so I was over there earlier talking to her. Elisa, that’s my sister-in-law, was just telling me that Adele is good now.”

“So, you have the magic touch with both dogs and college students?” Juliet asked.

Gwen laughed and said, “Dogs are easier.” She looked down at the tiny and very well-behaved Carly, who was walking properly on the leash and seemed to be enjoying their walk. “Elisa has a terrier, too. Pretty sure he’s a mutt, though. His name is Buster. She just got him. He’s pretty entertaining.”

“Yeah? So, how many do you have?”

“Dogs?”

“Yeah,” Juliet said.

“Oh, none.”

“You have no dogs?” Juliet asked, clearly surprised.

“No,” she replied. “I have a gecko named Larry.”

“You have a gecko?” Juliet asked with a laugh.

Gwen nodded.

“Why Larry?”

“Why Carly?”

“Carly was a rescue. She had the name already. I don’t know where it came from. Did you rescue Larry?”

“From Tampa Bay, technically,” she said. “I was there on vacation, and I found the little guy in my shoe when I got home. He had somehow gotten inside the hotel room and inside my shoe, which was already packed. I didn’t notice until I got back and pulled the shoes out of my suitcase. He crawled out, too, and looked up at me with this super cute face. I named him Larry. No idea why. It just came to me. I took him to a vet, who suggested I keep him since he was far from home, so I did. He’s a reef gecko, I discovered. He can live, like, ten to twenty years in captivity. They told me he was about a year old.”

“So, no dogs, but a gecko named Larry?” Juliet laughed.

“No dogs for now, but I want one in the future. In the meantime, I like taking care of other people’s dogs. It’s fun, and I don’t have the responsibility when I get home. I’m kind of like a grandma who gets to give the kids back at the end of the night. I’m also in an apartment, and I’d like to get a big dog one day. I’d rather they have a yard.”

“Makes sense,” Juliet replied. “So, Carly seems to really like you.”

“She’s easy to please, and there was bacon.”

Juliet laughed again, and Gwen looked over at her. Juliet Francis was beautiful. She had this long blonde hair and green eyes that popped with the green hoodie she had thrown on over those nipples she had shown Gwen accidentally earlier. Gwen hadn’t planned on looking down, but the full breasts with hard nipples hadn’t been easy to ignore through that thin fabric. It had taken her a few minutes to remember, but once she had connected to those eyes, she knew for sure that Juliet was the woman she had seen at the bar with that green beer bottle and an open expression on her face as she talked to the other woman.

“You can really take care of her for me while I’m away?” Juliet asked. “I hate that I have to leave her for a few days so regularly, and I don’t know the rest of my schedule beyond September. I would prefer not to have to find someone else. How does it work if you’re sick or have to go out of town or something? How–”

Gwen stopped walking. Carly turned to look at her and then sniffed the grass in the little patch to the left of the sidewalk. Juliet stopped, too, and turned to Gwen.

“If, for any reason, I can’t get to her, I have back-ups. They’re all on the app, so you can check them out. I’ll send you their profiles. I have two people I cover for myself regularly, and they cover for me. I would trust them with my own dog.”

“That you don’t have?” Juliet teased.

“Fine.” Gwen chuckled. “I would trust them with Elisa’s dog, whom I love like my own. Once you know your schedule, though, we’ll see what I can do. I’ll walk other dogs during the day, and you can decide if you want Carly walked solo or with a group. We’ll figure it out, okay? You don’t have to worry.”

Juliet nodded and said, “I know. I just always will. This job came out of nowhere.”

“But it’s a good thing, right? A promotion?”

“Yes, but my old boss got fired, so she’s not there for me to talk to and get my questions answered. It was totally unexpected, which is making me more stressed out than I think I’d be otherwise.”

“I’m sure you’ll kill it,” Gwen replied.

Her phone buzzed again, and she pulled it out.

Elisa Benedetti: Want to grab a drink with us at Candace’s?

Gwen Benedetti: When?

“Sorry. Sister-in-law again,” she said to Juliet.

“Everything okay with your niece?”

“Yeah, everything’s fine. Adele is eighteen and is totally in love for the first time. It’s sweet, and she’s scared.”

“Weren’t we all?” Juliet asked and motioned for them to keep walking.

“Oh, definitely. My first girlfriend and I fumbled through our first time, and I blurted out that I loved her loudly as she was walking to class, when I had meant to say it a whole lot softer. People were looking at us, and she walked away, probably more embarrassed than I was. Adele somehow managed to have a successful first time with her girlfriend, and it was so successful that Adele doubted that it had been successful. Her girlfriend also told her that she loved her, and it was all perfect and sappy, and I’m happy for her and jealous at the same time. Is it normal to be jealous of your niece like that?”

She looked over at Juliet to see if she had caught that Gwen had mentioned a girlfriend. Since Juliet had been in a gay bar, she suspected that it wouldn’t be a problem but that Juliet also might know exactly what Gwen was talking about. She hoped for that anyway.

“I think it’s probably okay as long as you’re not trying to live vicariously through her,” Juliet suggested. “My first girlfriend and I were anything but successful, and when I said I loved her, she replied with a thank-you and ended our relationship about two days later.”

“Shit. Really?” Gwen asked.

“Yes. I was nineteen, and we’d been together for two months. I thought we’d spend our whole lives together, but we were waiting until we were both ready. I guess she hated it and thought I had no hope at getting better at it.” Juliet chuckled. “She was with someone else a few days later.”

“Oh, she’s a bitch,” Gwen replied. “Sorry.”

“No, it’s fine now. I mean, I did cry into my pillow nightly for a week, and my roommate had suggested I go to student health to talk to someone, but I got over her.”

“How long ago was that?” Gwen asked.

“Well, I’m twenty-seven, so eight years. What about you? That first girlfriend you mentioned?”

“I’m thirty-two,” she said without answering the question Juliet had just asked.

“Oh, okay,” Juliet replied.

Carly stopped walking and turned around to face them.

“This is usually when we head back.”

“She’s a smart dog. Aren’t you?” Gwen said to Carly and looked back at Juliet. “I have to get going anyway, but you can just let me know if you want me to–”

“Yes,” Juliet interrupted. “Please. Can you start Monday?”

◆◆◆

“Hi. And also, I met a pretty girl today,” Gwen said the moment she sat down across from Elisa and Myra.

“You did?” Elisa asked. “Where?”

“She’s a new client,” she replied. “And I saw her at the bar before. She’s into women in some capacity, at least.”

“Because you saw her at the gay bar?” Myra asked.

“She confirmed it for me. We talked a little while I got to know her dog, Carly.”

“You’re going out with a client? Is that allowed?” Elisa asked.

“It’s not like I’m a psychiatrist or something. But also, no; I never said that we were going out. I just said that I met a pretty girl. Blonde. Beautiful green eyes. Sexy in a hoodie. My kind of woman.”

“And you’re going to walk her dog?” Elisa asked.

“Yes. And pet sit. She got a new job that requires travel, so I’ll be hanging out with Carly a bunch.”

“And you’re hoping for something more with Carly’s mom?” Elisa asked.

“Juliet,” Gwen elaborated. “Pretty name, huh?”

“What’s a pretty name?” Candace asked when she approached the booth.

“Juliet.”

“As in Romeo? Yeah, pretty. Classic. What can I get for you?”

“Just a beer. Abita.”

“Sure,” Candace replied and walked off.

“So, you think she’s pretty, but are you going to ask her out?” Myra asked.

“I don’t know yet. Maybe. She’s going to be gone a lot, it seems, so not sure there’s much of a point, but we’ll see. So, how’s Adele?”

“In love,” Elisa replied. “And she filled me in. Well, she gave me some of what was going on, at least. She said you helped her.”

“Not really. I think she just needed a non-mom to talk to, and I was there.”

“It was more than that. And thank you. I’m buying your drinks tonight,” Elisa said.

“Just one drink. I’m not staying long. I mainly wanted to make sure that Adele was okay.”

“She’s probably still on the phone with Wendy. I overheard a little of the conversation.”

“You were eavesdropping?” she teased.

“No, the walls are thin, and I overheard while I was in the bedroom. They’re in love. It’s adorable.”

“Yes, it is,” Gwen said with a smile. “And she’s going back tomorrow?”

“She has class on Monday, so she has no choice, but I think she would’ve driven through the night to get to Wendy had I let her. I convinced her to leave first thing in the morning instead and stop by Wendy’s for a while before heading back to campus. They’re about an hour apart, so it’s not a huge distance. I have no idea what she would’ve done had Wendy been hours away.”

“Pine,” Myra added, wrapping an arm around Elisa’s shoulders.

“Probably,” Elisa said. “Oh, and we decided that Myra is going to add a bay window to my bedroom.”

“You are?” Gwen asked.

“Yeah, it’s easy enough. It’ll be an open wall, though, so Elisa will stay at my place while the work is going on, but I think it’ll really add to the house when it’s done. It’ll give a bay window in the kitchen, too, for a nice little nook.”

“That’s cool,” she replied, thinking that it sounded like her friend, who was really more a sister to her than a friend, was happy, and it made Gwen happy as well to know that. “And now, you won’t have to worry about the kids coming home and walking in on you two getting it on,” she teased.

Elisa laughed and said, “We were just kissing this time. We weren’t getting it on. And the kids could at least text me to let me know that they’re on the road. For safety.”

“For safety? Yeah, right.” Gwen laughed.

“Beer,” Logan said, placing the bottle on the table in front of her.

“Hey,” Gwen said as she looked up at her. “Thanks.”

“No problem. You’re my last delivery. I’m off now.”

“Going to see Rory?” Gwen asked.

“Yeah. But I’m not really going anywhere because I just moved into her place this week,” Logan replied.

“Officially official?” Myra asked.

“I’ve been slowly taking my stuff over there, but I don’t have much, so it didn’t take all that long. It’s been a few days now, but I’ve basically been living there for months, and she hasn’t kicked me out yet.”

“She loves you. I think you’re okay,” Myra offered.

“It’s crazy, though, isn’t it? One day, I’m pretty miserable and thinking I’ll never be in another relationship or find a decent job, and I find Rory and this place at the same time.”

“Aren’t you a plumber, too?” Gwen asked.

“Yes, but I’m doing that part-time for now while I work here. Candace knows I’ll quit someday and do that full-time, but I’ll make sure she has a replacement first. I also like it here and don’t really want to give it up, so I might see if she lets me stay on and work a shift or two each week or something. It’s good to have the extra money, too. I want to propose to Rory one day, and I’ll need a ring.”

“Propose? You just met,” Myra said.

Gwen laughed at the fearful expression on Myra’s face, and Elisa just shook her head at her girlfriend.

“I know it’s only been four months, but I’m not asking her tomorrow or anything. I just want to start saving. Saving money hasn’t always been something that I could do.” Logan looked down at her shoes, and Gwen wondered why, but she didn’t want to ask. “She just makes me want that future, you know? That future that doesn’t seem possible until you meet the love of your life, and then it’s like exactly what you’ve wanted the whole time but never thought it was possible.”

“That’s great, Logan,” Gwen replied, a little jealous because she wanted a woman to talk about her like that.

“Do you have time to hang out with us for a few before you go?” Myra asked.

“Sure. Rory won’t be done babysitting for another hour, at least,” Logan said. “Can I sit?” she asked Gwen.

“Go for it,” she replied. “So, ring-shopping?”

“Not shopping just yet; saving the money first. I think in around a year, I should have enough to get her something really nice. I know she’d be fine with anything, but I want her to have something special, something that shows her how much I love her.”

“I think you can just do that every day,” Gwen noted. “Right? I mean, that’s love. A ring is great. A wedding is fine. But loving someone is an everyday thing. I don’t know Rory all that well, but she doesn’t strike me as someone who needs a big diamond to know that you love her.”

“She’s not.” Logan chuckled. “I fix something around the apartment, and she’s eternally grateful because she’s not at all handy. It’s adorable.”

“There you go, then,” Elisa said. “You don’t need a big ring. Get her what you think she’d like.”

When Logan nodded, Gwen took a drink of her beer and turned her head toward the front door for no reason in particular. There, she saw someone she hadn’t expected to see, which caused her to choke on her beer.

“You okay?” Logan asked.

“Uh… Pretty girl,” Gwen replied before her eyes met Juliet’s, who tilted her head, laughed a little, and nodded.


CHAPTER 7

“So, I haven’t been here yet, but I saw the postcards for it in one of the stores and thought we could check it out,” Molly said.

“You don’t want to go to a gay bar?” Juliet asked. “We could find you a new Finley since we didn’t before.”

“I don’t want a new Finley,” Molly replied as she walked through the open door. “And thanks for coming out with me tonight, too. I know you have a lot of stuff going on with the job and figuring things out with Carly. I’m being the needy friend right now. Sorry.”

“It’s okay. And I think I have the Carly part figured out, at least,” she said, following her into the bar that Molly told her was geared more toward locals and not tourists. “I found a dog sitter. I met her today, actually. She’s really great. Carly loved–” Juliet stopped.

Sitting in a booth next to a very attractive and obviously butch woman was Gwen. Juliet stared at that butch woman for a second and then moved her eyes back over to Gwen, the person she actually wanted to stare at.

“Jules?” Molly asked. “Earth to Juliet.”

“Huh?” she asked, having to force herself to look away from Gwen.

“Where did you go just now?” Molly asked, laughing.

Juliet looked back over at Gwen just as Gwen turned to see her standing there and smiled at her. Juliet chuckled a little and nodded at her because she didn’t know what else to do now that she’d been spotted.

“That’s her,” she said.

“Who’s what now?”

“The dog sitter I hired a couple of hours ago.” Juliet nodded in Gwen’s direction. “Gwen.”

Molly looked that way and asked her, “The one with the short brown hair?”

“No, the one with the long brown hair,” she replied.

The bar wasn’t very big, but there was enough sound that, despite the fact that they were standing only twenty feet away, Juliet was confident that the music and talking drowned out their conversation. The two women sitting across from Gwen also looked over at Juliet, and she didn’t know what to do now. Should she go over and say hello? Should she leave Gwen and her likely girlfriend to their double date?

“Let’s say hi,” Molly suggested, deciding for her.

“Um… Okay,” she replied and followed her friend over to the booth. “Hi,” she said to Gwen a little too loudly.

“Hey,” Gwen replied. “Come here often?” She shook her head. “Sorry. Couldn’t resist.”

“No, I’ve never been here, actually,” Juliet replied. “This place was Molly’s idea.”

“Molly is…”

“Her.” Juliet pointed. “This is Molly.”

“Hi. I’m the aforementioned Molly,” Molly said with a small wave.

“Gwen,” Gwen replied. “And this is Logan.” She nodded toward the woman sitting next to her. “Elisa and Myra, her girlfriend.”

It was interesting to Juliet that Gwen had chosen to describe Myra as Elisa’s girlfriend, but Logan was introduced as just Logan. Juliet didn’t know what to make of that, but she didn’t want to ask in front of a crowd.

“Do you want to join us?” Elisa asked her.

“Oh, we don’t want to impose or anything,” Juliet said. “Molly heard that this was more of a local scene, so she just wanted to check it out. We can leave you to it, though.”

“Babe, want to go to the bar and play one of those games with me?” Elisa asked her girlfriend. “They just got the poker one in.”

“They all have poker on them and will take your money,” Logan noted.

“We’ll be right back,” Elisa said with a headshake.

“I guess we will,” Myra added. “Feel free to take our seats. We like the bar.”

“You do? Since when?” Gwen asked.

“Since now. Love the bar. So much love for sitting at the bar,” Myra said.

“Glad to hear it. I hang out there a lot,” a woman said as she approached them. “Can I get you anything?”

“Oh, I guess I’ll take a…”

Juliet didn’t know what to order. She wanted to seem cool, but she usually only drank beer, if she drank at all. Was beer cool? It looked like Gwen had a beer. Maybe a beer was a good choice.

“Martini,” she blurted out like an idiot instead.

Why had she done that? She didn’t drink martinis. She didn’t know anything about martinis.

“Gin? Vodka?” the woman asked.

“Oh. Vodka,” she replied, thinking that she could stand vodka more than gin, at least.

“Dry?”

“Yes,” she said, not remembering what dry meant in this context. “And dirty, with three olives.”

“You really like olives, huh?” the woman asked.

“I do, yeah,” she said, unsure if that was really true.

“Can I get a beer?” Molly asked. “The one she’s got.” She pointed to Gwen’s beer.

Juliet was regretting not saying what Molly had just said and ordering herself a beer, which was something a normal person would’ve done instead of ordering a more expensive drink that she didn’t want.

“Candace, can I get a burger?” Gwen asked.

“Sure. Your usual?”

“Please,” Gwen said.

“Logan, want anything before you go? For Rory?”

“No, she’ll eat with the kids,” Logan replied. “And I’ll have something at home when I get there.”

“I’ll be right back with your drinks.”

“That’s Candace,” Gwen told her. “She owns the place. And Logan bartends here.”

“Oh, cool,” Juliet replied.

“Do you want to sit down?” Gwen offered. “They’ll be at the bar for a while.”

“Yeah, that sounds good. Thanks,” Molly answered for them both.

Molly then motioned for Juliet to slide into the booth, which would put her across from Gwen. Juliet didn’t want to make a big deal out of it, so she slid into the booth and sat down. Molly moved in after her and sat across from Logan.

“So, any occasion or just checking out a new bar?” Gwen asked.

“I asked her to come out with me,” Molly replied.

Gwen nodded and looked toward the bar.

“What’s the occasion for you?” Juliet asked.

“None. Elisa asked me to come out with them tonight. She just wanted to buy me a drink for helping my niece, like I mentioned earlier.”

“Sorry. How do you all know each other?” Logan asked.

“We met today, actually,” Juliet answered. “Gwen is going to be taking care of my dog for me when I’m out of town for work.”

“And you two?” Gwen asked, looking at Molly.

“We work together,” Molly said. “We’re both in HR.”

“I’m a trainer,” Juliet said.

“Personal trainer?” Logan asked.

“No, we both work for Southern Roastery. I train the new hires and stuff.”

“She’s being modest,” Molly added. “She just got promoted, so she’ll be taking on an entire region, and she’ll train managers and salespeople, too.”

“Congrats,” Logan said before she looked down and pulled out her phone. “Rory’s done early. I’ve got to go.”

“Rushing out because she’s heading home? Whipped?” Gwen teased.

“Yes,” Logan replied as she stood. “And you would be, too, if you were me. My girlfriend is amazing.”

“Yeah. Yeah.” Gwen laughed a little.

“It was nice meeting you both,” Logan said.

“You too,” Juliet replied, liking the idea that Logan had a girlfriend who wasn’t named Gwen.

Their drinks arrived shortly after Logan left, and Juliet didn’t know what to do with hers. It didn’t look particularly delicious to her, so she grabbed the little stick with the olives on it and twirled it as Molly told Gwen more about working in HR at a coffee company. Then, after a while, Molly went to the bathroom, leaving them alone for the first time since earlier in the day when things hadn’t been at all this casual or over drinks.

“Not a big martini drinker?” Gwen asked.

“Huh?” Juliet asked back.

“You haven’t taken one drink of that thing yet,” Gwen noted with a little chuckle.

“Oh, right.” She picked it up and brought it to her lips, taking the smallest sip before setting the glass back down, trying to hold in her grimace. “Happy?”

Gwen laughed a little louder and asked, “Why did you order it if you don’t like it?”

“I have no idea.” Juliet laughed, too. “I think I wanted to sound cool.”

“By ordering a martini?” Gwen asked.

“It’s a cool drink. James Bond drinks it, right?”

“I guess so. Not a big Bond fan.” Gwen pushed her half-finished beer toward Juliet. “Want a beer instead?”

“I can’t take your drink.”

“No, go for it,” Gwen replied. “I can drink this.” She pulled the martini toward herself just as the owner of the bar approached with her burger.

“Here you go.”

“Thanks, Candace.”

“No problem. Can I get you or your friend anything to eat?” she asked, looking at Juliet.

“Nothing for me,” Molly replied as she walked up and stood next to Candace. “Hey, I have to go,” she added. “I feel like crap.”

“What?”

“I just threw up in the bathroom,” Molly said.

“You did?” Candace asked.

“I cleaned up after myself and managed to make it to the toilet. I just had these oysters for lunch today, and I think they’re unhappy with me, or my stomach is unhappy with them. I need to get home before it happens again.”

“I’ll come with you,” Juliet said and went to leave the booth.

“It’s okay. It won’t be pretty. I drove us, though. Can you get a ride home?”

“Are you sure? I can–”

“Jules, I don’t want you to see this,” Molly said, holding one hand over her stomach and the other up to wave her off.

“Okay. Yeah, I’ll get a ride. Text me later?”

“I will,” Molly replied and walked briskly out of the bar with her head down.

“Well, I imagine you don’t want anything to eat now,” Candace said to Juliet.

“Not really, no,” she replied.

Candace then walked away with a small smile, and Juliet looked over at Gwen.

“I don’t suppose you can give me a ride home.”

“I took the streetcar,” Gwen replied. “But if you want to ride that with me, it gets me to my apartment, and I can drive you from there.”

“I can just order a car. It’s fine. I should really go after her, shouldn’t I?”

“I wouldn’t.”

“Why not?”

“You’re work friends, right?”

“Yes.”

“She doesn’t want you to see her throw up all over her bathroom because you work with her. I get it. I’d just text her later if she doesn’t let you know how she is,” Gwen said and ate a French fry. “Want a fry?”

“No, thanks,” Juliet said. “You really took the streetcar here? I don’t think I’ve taken one of those in years.”

“I did. I take them a lot. A few times a week, depending on where I need to go for work. It’s more fun for me than the bus and means I don’t have to worry about parking my car all over the place.”

“I remember taking one on a field trip for school.”

“So, you grew up here, then?” Gwen asked.

“Yes. I’ve lived here my whole life. You?”

“No, I moved here after college.”

“I went away for college, but only to LSU, so not that far. Then, I was back, and I love it.”

“I love it, too. I never want to move if I can help it. My mother just wishes otherwise. I think she believes this place to be amoral and filled with drugs, sex, and rock ’n’ roll.”

“It is,” Juliet replied, laughing. “It’s just also more than that.”

“True,” Gwen said. “But I don’t want any of that.”

“No sex?”

“What? No, I love sex.” Gwen’s eyes went wide then. “I meant the drugs part. And rock ’n’ roll is fine, but not my thing. I prefer 90’s boy bands.”

“What?” Juliet laughed.

“Yeah. I grew up idolizing my older sister, who is kind of a bitch, but she was obsessed with the Backstreet Boys, N’Sync, and the rest of them, so I let her define my musical tastes.”

“I have so many questions,” Juliet said, laughing. “Your older sister is a bitch?”

“Yes. She always has been, but she’s worse now. Very pretentious, selfish, and doesn’t care about anyone, really. She hated that I tried to tag along with her when we were kids. I’m six years younger than her, so I get it, but she’s still a bitch.”

“And you still love boy band music?”

“There’s a time and place for it,” Gwen replied and ate another fry.

“And what are those times and places?”

“My apartment, usually, when I’m cleaning. I blare the stuff. No headphones. Letting my neighbors hear it.”

“Oh, you’re the worst kind of neighbor, aren’t you?” she teased.

“I don’t sing along at the top of my lungs,” Gwen said. “Just a little, but not loudly.”

“Will you be exposing my dog to this kind of music?”

“Probably,” Gwen replied with a smirk.

Juliet laughed and said, “So, streetcar?”

“Want a ride? I’ll buy,” Gwen offered. “Just let me finish this burger and have some water with your martini. Candace probably made it strong.”

“You know her?”

“She’s friends with Rory, Logan’s girlfriend. It’s all a little complicated; very lesbian of us,” Gwen said and picked up her burger. “Basically, Elisa met Myra about a month ago, and Myra knows a lot of lesbians who hang out here. Rory is one of them. I started coming here when Elisa did. It’s good food, good drinks, and Candace is great.”

“And no tourists,” Juliet added.

“Rarely, from what I’ve seen. It’s great. A different scene than around the Quarter, which I like.”

Juliet reached over and stole a fry from Gwen’s plate. Gwen lifted an accusatory eyebrow at her and then gave her a playful smile. When Gwen had finished the burger and had only had a few sips of the martini, Juliet prepared to pay, but Candace told her she didn’t have to pay for a drink she didn’t actually drink.

“She’s a real mixologist. It’s a sacrilege to leave one of her drinks untouched,” Gwen explained when they were walking out the door. “You’ll have to come back and ask her to create something for you. It’ll cheer her up.”

“Shit. Sorry,” Juliet said. “Wait. What about your sister-in-law?”

“Oh. She and Myra are going to go home and tear each other’s clothes off, so I just texted her that I was leaving. Don’t need to see them making sex eyes at one another for the next hour.”

Juliet laughed, and they walked down the sidewalk side by side in silence for a minute.

“You really don’t have to drive me home,” she said to make conversation. “I can just get a car.”

“But the streetcar…”

“I can ride with you for a few stops until it gets to where the shared rides like to congregate and get a car faster there.”

“I’m not drunk, if that’s what you’re worried about. I’d never–”

“I’m not. I have a feeling that if I asked you to touch your nose and walk a straight line right now, you’d be just fine.”

Gwen laughed and said, “Yes, I would.”

“I just don’t want to put you out.”

“Where do you live? Albuquerque?” Gwen joked.

“No, I’m only about twenty minutes from here.”

“Okay. I think I can manage that. And the stop is over here.” Gwen pointed to the corner of the street. “It should be here in a few minutes.”

“How did you get into dog walking and stuff? I don’t think I asked that earlier.”

“After college,” Gwen replied. “It was just something to do to make some money at first, but I really enjoyed it. I couldn’t have pets growing up. My older brother is allergic to dogs, and my younger brother is allergic to cats. My sister is somehow allergic to the whole petting zoo. I’m the only one who made it out unscathed.”

Juliet laughed and said, “The whole petting zoo? Really?”

“Yes. Goats, donkeys, horses, and whatever else they have at petting zoos.”

“But now, you have Larry, and he’s great,” Juliet said.

“He’s my main man,” Gwen replied.

“How many siblings do you have?”

“Oh, just the three. My older brother and sister are twins. Then, I have a younger brother. Grant is four years younger than me. You?”

“I’m an only child,” Juliet shared.

“That sounds amazing,” Gwen replied. “No one to be bitchy to you when all you want to do is borrow their Backstreet Boys CDs.”

Juliet laughed as the streetcar arrived.


CHAPTER 8

Sunday had passed by quickly, and Sundays were typically Gwen’s only day off. Some Saturdays, she didn’t have a single dog to walk, but usually, she would pick up a few one-off clients just to have something to do because she hadn’t had much going on in her life up until recently. Sure, she had a few friends, but they were all in relationships now and generally too busy to spend much time with her. She’d also lost a few after her previous relationship had ended because they’d been in that awkward position of trying to figure out which friend to take in the breakup. Gwen had lost, of course, because she had no real ambition, which was the main reason her ex had dumped her in the first place, and with most of their friends all trying to run, not just walk up that corporate ladder, they hadn’t had much to talk about with Gwen or Gwen with them.

So, when Elisa had told her of the impending divorce and that she was, in fact, a lesbian who had only stayed in her crumbling marriage so long because of the kids, Gwen had suggested a fresh start in a new location, and Elisa had found the house close to Gwen’s own apartment. Gwen had helped set it up when she could, and it was nice, having a friend again. It was even better because Elisa was a friend she had known since she was twelve years old. Elisa knew of all of her family issues already and had some of her own. She knew that Gwen loved her job and that this was her plan for at least the next few years, and she never judged her for it. She had even gone on a few walks with her and had held some leashes to help Gwen out.

Having her friend, who was basically her sister, in town had helped with the loneliness, and having the kids around, if they could even be called that when they were technically adults, for the past few months had been great, too. She had loved spending more time with them. They’d grown so much, and since Gwen wasn’t all that much older than them, they’d formed a real bond over the years. Now, they were at school, moving on with their lives, but Gwen was encouraged that they wouldn’t be moving on without her, given that Adele came to her with a problem, and Gwen was able to help her solve it.

Her Saturdays were usually filled with dog walks and cat visits, if she had a cat to visit, and she hung out with Larry, who didn’t seem to care if she was around or not as long as he had his food and time to sleep and stare at walls. Sundays, though, were the days most of her clients, or even all of them sometimes, were home with their humans unless they were on vacation. Gwen had a policy that she didn’t work Sundays unless specifically asked to, and she made a little more money for it, which meant that she wasn’t booked on most Sundays. Unfortunately for her, though, that also meant she was usually alone at home and looking for things to do.

She didn’t want to keep bothering Elisa, who was in a new relationship now. Elisa hadn’t seemed bothered so far, but Gwen knew that the woman wanted to find a full-time job, too, and that would mean more time away from Myra. Gwen wanted Elisa to finally be happy for the first time in her life, and the more time Elisa spent with her girlfriend, the happier she seemed to be. That meant less time for her to hang out with Gwen, which was fine, but Gwen really needed to start putting herself out there, making some friends, and maybe even finding a Myra of her own.

This time, instead of spending most of her day walking dogs around the city, Gwen spent it walking herself around the city. She enjoyed being able to look around and take in the sights without having to pick up poop or worry about one of the dogs not being as leash-trained as their human had told her they were, which was common. She also grabbed coffee at a local place instead of a chain and sat on a bench outside, listening to music in her headphones for a while before going home to make herself an early dinner since she couldn’t come up with anything else to do.

That had been her exciting Sunday off, but at least she had managed to stop herself from texting Juliet. And she had wanted to. She had even typed out several messages, asking how Juliet’s day was going and making up questions she really didn’t have about Carly to prep for Monday. She’d thought of asking Juliet about their streetcar ride, which had been fun but way too short for Gwen because Juliet had decided to get that shared-ride car after all after their streetcar ride, which meant that Gwen hadn’t gotten those last twenty minutes on a drive to talk to her and get to know her a little better. She hadn’t texted her, though, because Juliet was a new client, and just because they had accidentally hung out together once, didn’t mean that Juliet wanted her to text her or even get to know her.

Now, it was Monday morning, and Gwen had hopped off the bus that arrived close to Juliet’s house and was walking the rest of the way there to get the keys and any last-minute instructions from Juliet before the woman left for a few days. Then, she would walk Carly and hang out with her for a few minutes before heading out to take care of her other clients.

Gwen shook out her nervousness because she was just there to talk about Carly, not to see Juliet. She had to keep reminding herself that today was a professional visit. She was there for a job and not because Juliet was pretty and Gwen wanted to ask her out on a date. She was not going to be like one of those guys who got a polite smile from a woman and decided that meant that she had to like them.

“Get it together,” she whispered to herself before knocking on the door.

When it opened and Juliet stood there, Gwen was a little disappointed to find that she wasn’t dressed in that thin gray T-shirt. Juliet was wearing a polo shirt with the logo of Southern Roastery above her right breast and a pair of black slacks that did look amazing on her.

“Hi,” Juliet greeted with a smile.

“Hey,” she replied, looking back up and, yet again, telling herself that she was there for work and not to wait for Juliet to turn around so that she could check out her ass.

“Come on in. Carly is–” Juliet had turned, probably to tell Gwen that Carly was in her bed, chewing on something, but Carly was already rushing toward Gwen instead. “Here. She’s here because she loves you more than me.”

Gwen laughed and knelt down, waiting for the dog to jump up because she knew Carly would. She looked back up at Juliet and smiled because she couldn’t not.

“I’m just new, like a bright, shiny toy,” she said, giving Carly some attention. “So, you wear a uniform?”

“Oh. I’m visiting a couple of stores on my way to the one I’m training today, and I have to be in uniform if I’m in front of customers. It’s lame; I know.”

Gwen stood back up, shook her head, and replied, “Not lame. It… looks good on you.”

“It’s a polo shirt. And I even have to wear those no-slip shoes.” Juliet looked down and lifted one of her feet. “See? Not sexy.”

“You’re going for sexy at work?” Gwen teased.

“No, I didn’t mean–” Juliet paused and shook her head at herself. “Just in general.”

“Well, I know a few women who would go for that. The uniform thing, I mean. Shoes and all.”

Juliet’s cheeks turned a light shade of adorable pink, and Gwen smiled softly at her, wondering if she had overstepped, but at the same time, not caring because it had given her this view of a slightly flushed Juliet.

“I probably shouldn’t even be joking about this because that’s how my boss got fired.”

“She wore the slippery shoes?”

Juliet chuckled and said, “No, she slept with one of our roasters.”

“Those are the people who roast the coffee, right?”

“No, we call baristas roasters because the founder wanted to break the mold. Everyone is a roaster, even if they’re not roasting anything. Confusing; I know. The roasting doesn’t take place in the stores. Well, we have a few that handle it themselves and for other local stores, but we have one main roasting facility where it’s done. At least we do it ourselves. Everything in the stores is roasted by us and is probably the freshest coffee you’ll find in the South.”

“I must admit… I don’t usually go to Southern. I’m either a local coffee shop girl, or I just hit up one of the other chains. I did stop by a local place yesterday because it was on my way, but usually, it’s one of the other chains. Sorry.” She shrugged a shoulder. “There are just more locations, and if I’m walking around with dogs all over the city, I grab whatever I can that’s close.”

“I’ll have to bring you some bags, then, so that you can check it out, and maybe that’ll change your mind,” Juliet said.

“You don’t have to do that.”

“We get free bags of coffee every month as part of our corporate incentives. I always have extras. And I like coffee, but even I can’t drink that much. I’ll give you one I pick up this week, and you can let me know. Any preferences? Dark roast? Light? Something in the middle?”

“I usually get a latte. Does that help?”

“Okay. Espresso, then. Do you have an espresso maker at home?”

“No, I have a pod machine at home. Quick and easy.”

Juliet seemed to be deep in thought before she replied, “Okay. I’ll give that some thought. Espresso isn’t just regular coffee. You have to make it feel special.”

“I have to make my coffee feel special?” Gwen chuckled.

“Yes. If you do, it tastes better.”

“It’s just coffee.”

“It can be more than just coffee, but you have to treat it right.”

Gwen cleared her throat, thinking about how, if Juliet even treated her coffee right, how might she treat a woman in bed…

When Carly brought her out of that very nice thought with a bark, Gwen looked down at her, wondering if Carly had somehow read her dirty thoughts as she sat there, looking up at her with a tilted head. Maybe she had.

“She doesn’t need to go out. I already took her. She’s just begging for attention,” Juliet said. “Can we sit for a minute?”

“Yeah. Sure,” Gwen replied, and they walked over to the sofa, where Juliet sat down.

Gwen sat, too, leaving enough space between them to be appropriate, and she thought Carly would jump up and lie down between them, but the dog jumped up and sat on her side instead.

“Traitor,” Juliet joked.

Gwen gave Carly some attention and encouraged her to settle down next to her.

“Let the grown-ups talk a little, okay?” she cooed to her as Carly huffed a bit and gave up. “So, you took her out already? Does she not need a walk?”

“I wanted to walk her one more time before I left, but she would love to go again with you, I’m sure. She went to the bathroom, though, so don’t be surprised if she doesn’t go again. She usually poops in the mornings and rarely at our last walk of the night. I feed her in the evenings, so that’s probably why. She gets a small scoop of dry food in the morning because she acts like she’s starving if there’s nothing in her bowl, even if she just ate it all.” Juliet shook her head and laughed. “And at night, I usually give her the wet food I buy from this subscription service. It’s in the freezer. You just have to take it out and put it in the microwave for thirty seconds. Then, put it in her bowl, and she’s good. I usually try to feed her by six, but sometimes, I’m late from work, and it’s seven. She’ll pretend like she hasn’t eaten in a year, but she’s fine.” She chuckled. “I think she got used to kind of saving up her food. I’m not sure what happened to her before we rescued her, but they said in the shelter that once she was in her own pen, she had a way of eating a little at a time to make her food last throughout the day, like she didn’t expect to get any more later. I think she still does that, even though it’s been months.”

“We?” Gwen asked.

“Huh?”

“You said we, as in you and someone else.”

“Oh, my ex and me. We adopted her together.”

“Should I expect her to stop by to take care of Carly or visit her at all?”

“No, she left her with me.” Juliet looked past Gwen to Carly and smiled. “Makes things easier. We don’t have to share custody.”

“Okay. Well, yeah, that does make things easier,” Gwen replied. “Can I ask you what happened? From what you told me, you just got Carly this year, and I’d imagine you don’t adopt a rescue with someone you just started dating. Wait. Don’t answer that. Way too personal.”

“You told me you liked Backstreet Boys at the bar. I think I can share that story,” Juliet teased. “We were together for a couple of years and lived here together, but not for all that long, before we got Carly. I thought we were planning a future together, but she told me she wasn’t in love with me anymore, and that was it. She moved out, leaving me with this place and Carly. I’m glad for it now, honestly. The more space I get from our relationship, the more I can see that she was right. I don’t think we were in love near the end, and moving in together was just something we thought we should do. Some couples have kids to try to rekindle their love. Not so easy and very expensive for two women, so we went with a dog, which was a mistake for our relationship, but I don’t regret it at all.”

“Is there anything else I should know?” Gwen asked to change the subject, sensing that Juliet might need it.

“Just that she loves fresh water. The fresher, the better. She’ll watch you put it in her bowl, and if it’s not new at least twice a day, she’ll glare at you until you refill it. I’m also a little worried about her. I’ve never been gone through the night before, so I don’t know how she’ll handle that.”

“Do you want me to take her with me?”

“To your place?”

“Yeah. I can let her stay here during the day so that she’s comfortable at home and then take her with me for the night so that she’s got someone there.”

“No, I can’t ask that. And right now, I can’t really afford it. My new raise won’t kick in until my paycheck in a couple of weeks.”

“I don’t mind. It’s actually easier for me since I can just wake up and walk her and then walk her before I go to bed, too.”

“I think she might want to be here. It’s more comfortable for her, right?”

“Yeah, sure. It was just an idea,” Gwen replied.

“Maybe next time. Can we see how she does first?”

“Of course.”

“Well, I need to get going,” Juliet said. “I have a drive and a few stops to make, but I’ll remember to bring you that coffee.”

“I really don’t need–”

“Just let me do this, please. I’m so grateful that I managed to find you so last-minute and that Carly seems to love you. It helps with the stress of all of this. The least I can do is get you free coffee because it’s already free to me.”

“Okay. If you really want to.”

Juliet stood then and said, “I have to grab my bags. Any chance you could walk me out with her so I can say goodbye at my car?”

“Yeah, no problem,” she replied and stood, too.

A few minutes later, Gwen and Carly were standing by the car as Juliet put her bags in the trunk. Carly was practically bouncing when the door opened. She probably thought she would be going for a ride with her mom, but instead, Juliet tossed her purse into the passenger seat, closed the door, and knelt in front of Carly to pet her and kiss her on the top of her head.

“I’m going to miss you so much. I love you.”

Gwen watched that exchange and got an idea, hoping Juliet would be okay with it.


CHAPTER 9

It had been a long day of driving for her, with two stops at stores along the way. She had met with a couple of managers to introduce herself as Jordana’s sort-of-replacement and talked to them about their hiring needs and schedule, making notes of everything because she would have to find room in October and beyond to train everyone they planned to hire. Juliet wasn’t sure how they would cover everything, being one trainer down, and with the reorganization, they wouldn’t be hiring a replacement to handle her original workload, so that meant they would be doing more with fewer people.

With food service being a high-turnover industry, even though Southern Roastery was a good company to work for, with good benefits and flexible schedules, they didn’t always keep the good talent for long. A lot of college students picked up jobs for the summer and left when school started back up, or thought they could stay, but when their classes resumed, they would realize that they could no longer handle being at work by six in the morning if they intended on getting all their schoolwork and requisite partying done.

After her two stops, she arrived at the store she would be training for the next few days just to check in with everyone and let them know that she’d be there the following day. They were all nice and welcoming, but Juliet was exhausted and more than ready to get to her hotel, which wasn’t fancy, but it at least had a bed and a shower. Having checked in, she got up to her floor and followed the hotel’s awful patterned carpet that did a good job at hiding all the stains people undoubtedly covered it in. When she found her room, she rolled her bag inside, wondering why all hotel doors were so hard to keep open when people needed to bring in all of their stuff. She let it slam shut, which was rude to everyone else, but she hadn’t had an extra hand to keep it from closing. Her purse was heavier than it had been when she’d left that morning, now filled with paperwork she’d been handed by the managers of the stores she had visited. Her backpack was dropped onto the desk with the lamp no one ever used, and her roller was picked up and placed on the luggage rack, which she’d found stored in the tiny closet. She’d worry about unpacking later. First, she needed to get out of these clothes and take a long, hot shower.

Juliet pulled her toiletry bag out of the suitcase, grabbed a pair of sweats, fresh underwear, and a shirt, and then turned on the water. She waited for it to get hot, but it didn’t. It got lukewarm instead. She thought about taking a shower in the morning, but the water temperature wouldn’t get any hotter after everyone else had taken their morning showers. Juliet jumped in, cleaned up, and got out quickly, wrapping herself in a towel and returning to the bed, where she saw her phone light up with a notification. She picked it up and saw that it was a message from Gwen. Worried about Carly, she clicked into it right away.

Gwen Benedetti: I thought I could just text you instead of going through the app since you gave me your number last night. I hope that’s okay.

Juliet replied that it was fine and asked after Carly.

Gwen Benedetti: She’s fine. I actually have a surprise for you, but if you don’t want it, just say so, and it’s gone.

Juliet sat on the end of the bed, wondering at the surprise, and replied, asking Gwen what she was talking about.

Gwen Benedetti: Can you download an app for me and use the username and password I’m putting here?

Then, in Gwen’s next text message, there was a link to an app and a username and password listed that made Juliet laugh. The username was Carlyisthebestestdog, and the password was Carlymisseshermommy. It was easy to remember but very long. Juliet clicked on the link and realized what it was to. It was to one of those pet camera apps. She quickly downloaded it and logged in. Once she did, she saw the inside of her apartment, but a very specific part of it. It was Carly lying on her bed, chewing on a bone.

Gwen Benedetti: Is it okay? I have two of them, but I just aimed one right at her so that nothing else in your apartment could be seen.

Juliet laughed and messaged her back.

Gwen Benedetti: Can I call you?

Juliet replied and waited once more.

“Hi. Where did you even get those? And how much do I owe you for this? I can–”

“Hold on there,” Gwen replied, interrupting her with laughter. “You don’t owe me anything. I had them already. And, honestly, you can keep them. I got them from the app I work for. They get them from the manufacturer. I’m supposed to rep them when I talk to clients, and I do mention them sometimes, but I honestly didn’t think about it until I saw you with Carly at your car. I get samples for stuff all the time because I’m one of the top walkers in the city. These cameras were free, and the app is on a trial for thirty days. After that, you’d have to pay for the service if you want to keep it, but that’s up to you. You can change the username and passwords, obviously. I just watched you saying goodbye to her this morning, and I know you’re worried about her, so I thought this might help.”

“It’s amazing. Thank you, Gwen.”

“There’s no audio on this model. Sorry.”

“No, don’t be. It’s great to just see her.”

“Do you want to talk to her, though? I still have to set up the second camera, and I can move this one if you want it to show more of the living room.”

“You’re there?”

“Yeah. I just got the camera set up and wanted to see if you were done for the day to check it out.”

“Can I talk to her?” she asked.

“Yeah. Hold on.”

Juliet waited for a second and heard her phone making a sound she wasn’t expecting.

“Are you trying to FaceTime me?”

“Yeah. This way, she can see you.”

Juliet looked down at the towel that was still covering her body.

“Oh. Um…” She stood, and the towel fell to the floor. “One second.”

Juliet grabbed at her sweats, leaving the underwear on the bed to add later, and slipped them on. The shirt went on next. Then, she lay back on the bed and tapped the screen.

“Okay.”

Gwen’s face appeared a second later, and she looked confused.

“What exactly were you doing there?”

“I just got out of the shower, so I was putting on my clothes.”

“Well, that explains the wet hair,” Gwen said.

“I just got here. Long day.”

“Want to see a puppy? It’ll make you feel better.”

“Yes, please,” she replied.

Gwen shifted the phone until it was aimed at Carly, who was still gnawing at her bone.

“Baby!”

Carly’s head lifted, and while she couldn’t understand at first that her mom was on the phone, she stood and left the bone on her bed, walking to Gwen and letting Gwen pet her.

“Mommy’s on the phone. Say hi,” Gwen encouraged.

Why did that sound so domestic to her? Like Gwen was her wife, at home with their dog, making sure Juliet and Carly got some time together while Juliet was on her work trip. She would have to unpack that one later.

Carly sniffed at the phone, which made her laugh, and she had really needed that laugh.

“She’s kind of licking my phone,” Gwen told her as she laughed as well. “I think that means she likes you.”

“I guess so. But now you have to clean your phone,” she replied with a laugh. “Thank you for this, Gwen. I really mean that.”

“Yeah, no problem. I was here anyway.”

“I meant for everything. And the camera thing? Thank you. I didn’t even think of that.”

“You’ve been a little busy with this new job,” Gwen said, turning the camera toward herself. “Carly’s going back to her bone now. Don’t take offense. It’s the good kind, so she’ll be working on that for hours.”

“I won’t,” Juliet said and settled into the bed a little.

“So, I should probably let you go, right?”

Gwen seemed to be asking, not telling, and Juliet wondered if she actually wanted to stay on the phone and keep talking, maybe not about Carly.

“Oh. Sure. If you have to go.”

“I don’t. I mean, I’m just going home. I’m done working for the day, but I can stay with her for a little while if you want me to make sure she’s okay for the night.”

“You’ve already done too much,” Juliet replied. “And I really can’t thank you enough.”

Gwen seemed to settle on Juliet’s sofa then and said, “Apparently, you’ll be thanking me with coffee that you’re going to ask me to treat well, so you’re giving me responsibilities with my gift.”

Juliet laughed and said, “It’s not a big responsibility. It’ll give you better coffee, I swear.”

“Well, I guess I should trust you. You are a professional, after all.”

“I am. They put you through a lot of training when you first join to be a trainer yourself. I worked in the roastery for a month and then spent two months in a store making the drinks for customers before I even started learning how to train.”

“That’s cool. They take it seriously, I guess.”

“They have to in order to remain competitive. They’re also a little cheaper than that other brand everyone knows.” Juliet smiled into the camera.

“Well, I’ll have to check them out again, then,” Gwen replied. “Do you want me to set up the other camera before I go?”

“Do you remember what you asked me this morning?”

“About?”

“Taking her home with you.”

“Oh, yeah.”

“If I can pay you after my first check, would you do it if you think she needs it? I don’t know if she does. You’d know better; you’ve been with her all day.”

“She seems fine, but she’s been glued to my hip a little, which is why I gave her the bone while I was setting up the camera: I almost tripped over her twice.” Gwen chuckled a little. “I can take her if you want, though.”

“I really don’t know what the right answer is. I can see her now, which is great, but she’s never been left alone for the night; at least, not since she was found and taken in by the shelter. I’m worried she might think I’m not coming home.”

“What about this? I’ll set up the other camera and take her with me for the night. We’ll see how she does, and if she seems like she’d be better off here, she’ll sleep here tomorrow night, and you’ll have the cameras to watch over her, at least. We can play it by ear after that.”

“Are you this good with all of your clients?”

“Probably not,” Gwen replied seriously. “But she’s just really that cute.”

When Gwen smiled at her, Juliet suspected she wasn’t just talking about her dog, so she blushed a little and smiled back.

“Thank you. I’ll put you on my emergency contact list so that you can get through even when my phone is on do-not-disturb. Please call me if you need anything. And I mean it. Don’t worry about waking me up. You’re doing me such a huge favor here.”

“Okay. I will. But I’m sure she’ll be okay. Hey, do you let her sleep in your bed, or does she sleep out here usually?”

“I let her on my bed. Why?”

“Just making sure. She might want to sleep next to me, but if you have a no-bed rule, I don’t want her to pick up bad habits.”

“Please, that dog rules my life. If she wants something, she pretty much gets it.”

“I can understand that. I give Larry everything he wants.”

“What exactly does a gecko want?”

“Me to leave him alone,” Gwen replied.

Juliet laughed and said, “Well, that’s easy enough.”

“It’ll be fun, introducing Carly to Larry. Think they will like each other?”

“I think she’ll try to eat him, so make sure you put him somewhere she can’t get to.”

“I will. I’m no rookie at this, Jules,” Gwen replied.

It was the first time Gwen had used her nickname, and there was something about how it so easily rolled off Gwen’s tongue. She’d probably heard Molly use it the other night at the bar, and it sounded really good to Juliet.

“She’s a curious dog,” she said after clearing her throat.

“She’ll be asleep. Larry will be fine. I can even FaceTime you in the morning when we get up, if you’re not already at work. You’ll be able to see Carly, and I’ll show you Larry so that you know he survived the night.”

“I’ll be at work by the time you get up. But maybe later?”

“What time do you start work?”

“Six on the days I’m in the stores to train.”

“What? Six in the morning? God. Why?”

“Because that’s when the customers start to want their morning coffee. We get rushes around seven, so we have to have everything ready.”

“Well, get to sleep, then. It’s late for you.”

“It’s nine o’clock.”

“Exactly. Have you eaten, at least?” Gwen asked.

“Yes, I had something at the store.”

“A pastry for dinner?”

“We have packaged sandwiches and chips, too. You really don’t go to Southern, do you?” Juliet asked with a smile.

“Not really. But I think I might need to start.”

“You should. If you go in with me one day, I’ll let you use my employee discount.”

“Well, now you’re just spoiling me.”

Juliet chuckled and asked, “Can I see her one more time before you let me go?”

“Yeah,” Gwen said and turned the phone to Carly, who was just happily chewing and paying them zero attention. “I’ll set the camera up and text you that it’s done, okay?”

“Thank you,” she replied, forever grateful that she had managed to find this woman to take care of Carly for her.

“No problem. Just give me twenty minutes for that, and then I’ll pack her stuff up, and we’ll hit the road.”

“She’s never been on a streetcar,” Juliet noted.

“Oh, I drove here. I kind of figured this might happen,” Gwen said and turned the phone back to herself. “So, she’ll get a fun car ride.”

“How did you know?” Juliet asked with a smile.

“I told you, I’m no rookie.”

Juliet smiled at her for what felt like a solid minute before she realized that she should probably say something.

“I’ll let you go, then, and finish getting dressed.”

“No, you’re good like that; wet hair and all,” Gwen said and then added, “Bye.”

The video was gone a second later, and Juliet laughed for a minute before she really thought about what Gwen had just said. They were definitely flirting with each other now.


CHAPTER 10

Gwen woke up with a wet nose pressed to her cheek.

“Hi, Carly,” she said.

Carly barked, and Gwen had to open both of her eyes because Carly was now jumping all around the bed.

“Well, someone’s awake. I guess you’re a morning creature, like your mom. Time to go out. I know.”

The terrier barked excitedly again, so Gwen got up and dressed quickly. Carly wouldn’t be getting a long walk yet, but since Juliet had given Gwen permission to walk her with some of the dogs Gwen would walk this morning, she’d get in a good one later. Carly had had a good night. After Gwen had set up the second camera and confirmed that the angles were good with Juliet, she’d taken Carly home with her, and the dog had settled right in for the night.

Once they got outside, Gwen took Carly out to the corner, let her do her business, and picked up the little gift Carly had left for her before she took the dog back inside. She let her eat a bit while she dressed for work and then took her on the streetcar for her first official ride. Carly really was a good dog. She was well-behaved there and got along with the other dogs that were being walked that day. Gwen took them to the dog park and let some of them run around off their leashes. She only kept Carly on hers because she hadn’t asked Juliet if it was okay, but Carly seemed to like hanging out with Gwen and the other two dogs that didn’t much care for exercise. After dropping the terrier off at home and texting Juliet that she could check in on her with the cameras now, she headed to Myra’s contracting company.

“Hey,” she said. “I got lunch.”

“Oh, great,” Myra replied.

They had agreed to hang out for lunch today, and it was the first time that they were spending any significant time together without Elisa, who always seemed to be hanging all over Myra these days. Gwen already liked her, but she didn’t know that much about the woman who had captured Elisa’s heart, so she’d picked up sandwiches for them from Henry’s, the best Po-Boys place in the city. Henry also happened to be Myra’s uncle, so when Gwen had mentioned that they were for the two of them, she had gotten their whole lunch for free.

“So, you wanted to talk?” Myra asked after they settled down in her office to eat.

“Oh, yeah. But not, like, seriously.”

“This isn’t the talk about how if I hurt your sister, you’ll kill me? I was pretty sure we’d already done that, but then you asked to come here for lunch.”

“No, it’s not that talk. But should it be?” Gwen glared at her.

Myra laughed and replied, “No. I can promise you that I would never intentionally hurt Elisa.”

“Because you love her?”

Myra had been about to take a bite, but she pulled the sandwich away from her mouth.

“I haven’t said that to her yet.”

“But you feel it?”

“Shouldn’t she be the first one to know?”

“Maybe. But I’m nosey,” Gwen said and took a bite of her sandwich. “So, you love her?” she asked as she chewed.

“My God!” Myra laughed and added, “Yes. But it’s too soon.”

“To love her?”

“To tell her.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s been a month.”

“Lame,” Gwen said. “But your choice.”

“Have you told Juliet you love her yet?”

“What?” she asked, nearly choking on the bite she just took.

“Why do you think Elisa and I went to sit at the bar? It wasn’t to play the stupid poker game,” Myra told her. “Elisa wanted you to talk to Juliet.”

“Well, I did,” she said. “But I’m obviously not in love with her.”

“She’s pretty,” Myra noted with a shrug.

“I know.” Gwen sighed. “She’s really pretty. Why is she so pretty? Why is she gay?”

“Isn’t that a good thing if you like her?”

“Not if she doesn’t like me. At least, if she were straight, I could blame it on that.”

“You took her home. How’d that go?”

“I didn’t, actually. We took a streetcar to my place, and I was going to drive her from there, but she got a car instead because she didn’t want to make me go out of my way.”

“Have you talked to her since?”

“Yes. I’m dog-sitting for her, remember? I talked to her a bunch yesterday.”

“And?”

“And what?”

“Is there anything there?”

“I came here to get to know you more.” Gwen laughed a little.

“We can get to know each other,” Myra suggested.

“Okay. Well, in the spirit of doing that, I don’t know if there’s anything there. I’ve talked to her a little, yes, but mostly about her dog. So, while I think she’s pretty, and we’ve been flirting a little, I have no idea if there’s a possibility there.”

“And the woman she was with at the bar?”

“Work friend,” Gwen explained with a shrug. “I guess she got sick. When I talked to Juliet last night, she said that Molly was fine, though. She checked on her.”

“Last night?”

“Yeah. I set up some pet cams for Jules since she hasn’t ever left Carly alone for the night. Carly is a rescue, and Jules doesn’t know how she was treated before she adopted her, so she was worried about Carly being by herself for the first time. I wanted her to be able to check in on her, and I had some cameras lying around. I FaceTimed with her so that she could check in on Carly before they were all set up, and we talked for a bit. Then, I took Carly back to my place so that she wouldn’t be alone. I dropped her off at Juliet’s this morning, though, and let Jules know that she was home. She’s already texted me. She’s glued to the camera, watching her dog every free minute she has. It’s really cute.”

“Wow,” Myra replied. “You set up cameras for her dog?”

“For Juliet, not the dog. And I had them lying around. I get sent things every so often because I’m a top earner for the app in my area. They ask me to mention products sometimes, post on social media, that kind of thing. I get treats sent to me, too. Where do you think all those treats I give Buster come from?”

“I honestly hadn’t thought about it. I figured you just bought them, or that Elisa did.”

“She buys some, yeah, but I gave her a bunch to get her started. If only my mom could see me now, huh? Peddling dog treats and pet cameras and getting nothing out of either.”

“You don’t get commission or anything?”

“Sort of. The app gets most of the money, but whenever I mention a product and the customer gets it through my link, I get something. It’s pennies, really, so I don’t add it up.”

“I guess the way to look at it is that you’re so good at your job, the company you work for gives you free stuff because they know you’ll be able to sell it. People trust you that much.”

“I’m technically freelance,” she said. “I don’t work for the app exclusively, which is why I don’t make direct, bigger commissions. I’m listed on a few apps, and I kind of prefer it that way. Besides, if I decide to go out on my own one day, it’s easier to be freelance now.”

“Would you do that?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.” She shrugged a shoulder. “It’s riskier. Right now, I have a near-endless supply of clients. If I go out on my own, I lose the apps and have to go by my website or word of mouth. While I have my regulars, people do move, and animals, unfortunately, pass away, so I can’t count on a consistent paycheck. I’m taking it day by day.”

“You could fall back on the money your parents gave you, right? Sorry; Elisa mentioned it,” Myra said and took a bite.

“I could, but I don’t want to. I’m saving that money.”

“Not for the business?”

“No. I would like to maybe get married, buy a house, and have kids one day. The trust fund I have now isn’t massive, so if I use the money to get by while I start a business, I’ll have less for the house and kids.”

“I understand,” Myra replied.

“I get more if I get married by the time I’m thirty-five, so I’ve got three years to find her and put a ring on it.” Gwen laughed and added, “Not that I care about that. My parents think that money solves all problems, but I’m perfectly content with my one-bedroom apartment and my job that they see as being a dead end.”

“That’s the most important thing: happiness. I started my own business because it made me happy to do it, not because I had to,” Myra replied. “And after a devastating divorce from my cheating ex-wife, I’m happy with Elisa now.”

Gwen nodded and said, “I don’t know if my mother’s ever found it; happiness. I don’t think my dad would know the difference. Archie definitely thought he had it, with Elisa being the dutiful wife, but I don’t think he did. I think Annabelle pretends she does but is actually miserable, and Grant just kind of goes with the flow of whatever my parents suggest. I don’t know if any of that is happiness.”

“And you?”

“Me? Well, I thrive off of driving my mother crazy, have a crush on a pretty girl, and I get to hang out with animals, so I’m living my best life right now,” she joked.

After lunch with Myra, Gwen walked two of her best boys, Marvin and Bolt. Then, she needed an afternoon pick-me-up, so she decided to give Southern Roastery a try so that she would have something to talk to Juliet about. It could even be a text message about how she had ordered a cappuccino and how she’d liked it better than her usual latte or something. Juliet could reply, and they’d exchange messages for a while. Gwen shook her head at the thought because she was planning conversation starters for a text exchange with Juliet just because she wanted to talk to her.

“Molly?” she asked when she noticed Molly on her way into the café.

“Oh, hi,” Molly said. “It’s Gwen, right?”

“Yeah,” she replied.

“Just grabbing coffee?”

“I am. Juliet was on my case because I’ve only been here once or twice, so I thought I’d give it a real try this time. How are you feeling?”

“Oh, much better now. It was a twenty-four-hour thing, I think, but it was brutal. I’ll save you the gory details.”

“Thanks for that,” Gwen replied.

“So, how’s Carly?”

“She’s good. I took her home with me last night. Don’t worry; Juliet okayed it.”

“I assumed so,” Molly replied and shifted her coffee to her other hand.

“Just grabbing a coffee, too?” Gwen asked, feeling the awkward silence now but not knowing what else to say.

“Yeah. This place is the closest to our office, so I usually come here a few times a week for the extra caffeine in the afternoon if I can get away.”

“What would you recommend?”

“Oh, I’m in HR. I don’t really know much about what’s good or not. Juliet is the one who went through all the training. I usually just get a vanilla latte.”

“Okay. That sounds good,” she said.

“So, Jules is out of town for a few days?”

“Yes,” Gwen replied, thinking Molly should probably know that since they work together and were close enough to hang out at the bar the other night.

“And you’re keeping Carly with you?”

“Probably. But she did well last night.”

“Could I maybe visit with her? She’s just a sweet dog, and I haven’t seen her in a while.”

“Oh, sure. I mean, I’ll have to check with Juliet.”

“Right. No problem. I’ll text her and ask.”

“I can do it,” she offered way too quickly. “I need to see the confirmation. It’s a rule thing,” she lied, trying to cover up just how excited she was at the mere thought of having a reason to text Juliet.

“Okay. Yeah, makes sense,” Molly replied. “Tonight?”

“Tonight?” Gwen asked back.

“Your place? To hang out with Carly for a few?” Molly then closed her eyes for a second and added, “And I realize how that sounds now. I’m not hitting on you.” She laughed a little. “It really is just about seeing Carly. You know what? I’m being silly. I can wait until Jules gets back from her trip. Just forget about it.”

“I didn’t think you were hitting on me,” she said, lying a little because it did kind of seem like Molly might have been trying to spend some time with her and was using the dog to do it.

“Good, because I promise, I wasn’t. I like someone else; someone from work, who has no idea. If she did, things could get awkward, but I can’t stop liking her, no matter how much I’ve tried.”

“Oh,” Gwen said. “No problem. I’ll text Juliet and ask if it’s okay.”

“Don’t bother. I’m being weird. I’ll see Carly when Jules gets back. You just take good care of her until then.”

“Are you sure?”

“Definitely.” Molly smiled widely. “Thanks. I’ll see you around?”

When Gwen nodded, Molly walked off, and Gwen was left standing there on the street, wondering if Juliet had any idea that her work friend liked her as more than just a work friend.


CHAPTER 11

“And it’s two pumps for the small,” she said. “If it’s an iced drink, though, we add one extra to account for the melting ice diluting the flavor.”

“And an extra shot of espresso?” the roaster asked.

“Not for the small, but for the medium and large, yes,” Juliet replied.

He nodded, seeming to be taking her seriously.

“Once you have the espresso going, you’ll start to steam the milk. Listen for the sound to change. This machine will do all the work for you, but you don’t want to burn the milk. When you put it under the steam wand, it’ll be a little higher in pitch. The milk is done when it gets lower.”

“What about for customers who want it extra hot?”

“Start with fresh milk for them and don’t use that milk for another drink. If they know just how hot they want it, wait until the milk reaches that temperature, but if they don’t tell you, do the usual time and leave it in for another five to ten seconds. That’s good enough for most, and the ones who are extra particular usually know how hot they want it anyway, so you can just get it there with the thermometer without having to guess. Always pour enough milk into the container for the one drink, though, so that you don’t waste any milk in those cases. We have lines on the inside of these.” Juliet held up a clean stainless-steel container and pointed to the lines on the inside that had letters S, M, and L that corresponded to the drink sizes. “You’re probably not using these often because when you’re busy, you just fill up the container to handle as many drinks as possible, but you’ll have customers requesting certain milks and extra hot, so it’s good to know that they’re in there.”

“Cool. Yeah, thanks,” the guy said and looked off at two other roasters who were learning the cash register.

They were doing rotations around the store today. This store was a relatively small one and would start with eight employees since it was only going to be open from six in the morning until two in the afternoon on weekdays and four on Saturdays. The manager was doing a walk around the outside of the building, which would be part of his job twice a day, to ensure there wasn’t trash gathered in the parking lot and no one was violating any of the no-parking or reserved-parking spots. Three employees were in the small back kitchen space, learning about the food items and how to clock in and out and complete their end-of-day paperwork. One person had already called in sick and likely wouldn’t be remaining on if she couldn’t even make it through their few days of training.

Juliet’s job today was to give everyone an overview of how things worked in the store and to give them chances to practice and be graded on that practice. They were rotating around each of the roles, and she was keeping an eye on how each of them performed. The guy in front of her now, learning to make the drinks, had been paying attention to everything she had said all day and was doing well because of it. One of the guys at the register was currently picking at his nail while his colleague attempted to ring up fake drinks that Juliet had pretended to order so that she could see how she did. The store manager was fine, but he had also come from another store and had received additional training upfront, so he knew his stuff. The three employees in the back were all right, but nothing to write home about.

She suspected that the store would only open with six employees and maybe even only five, and the manager would need to hire three new ones right away. It was common that they lost people through the training process, but the company didn’t like to overhire in preparation for that because they hated the idea of having someone work for only a few days and then lose their jobs just because they didn’t need them. In their founder’s mind, these people were giving up other job opportunities to work at Southern, so they shouldn’t be considered extra, and no one in the group should worry about getting cut because they’d hired too many people. So, instead, they hired just enough, and, in many cases, everyone made it through training. In some cases, though, they lost one or two, but they could hire new folks within just a few days, and they could typically start right away.

Earlier, she had grabbed herself some lunch at the taco place next door since she’d been craving something different and the tacos were cheap, and she had ended up picking up a whole box of them because of that and had given them to the staff. After lunch, they’d rotated again, and she had talked to the manager about her observations of the two she didn’t think would make it onto the actual schedule. He had agreed to keep an eye on them and to take a look at the notes on the people they hadn’t hired to see if any of them might be available at short notice.

At five, with the day finally done, all the hourly employees had left, but Juliet had remained behind to speak to the manager for another hour or so about a few of the end-of-the-day procedures that he’d never had to do before. At that point, she’d been on for over twelve hours and was more than exhausted, but she grabbed dinner on the way back to the hotel. As much as she wanted to fall flat on the bed and sleep until morning, she worked up enough energy to eat her dinner and opened the pet camera app to check in on Carly. When she saw Carly lying on the sofa, with her head on her paws, looking lonely and sad, she closed the video and went to dial Gwen’s number. Instead of dreading having to make a phone call, though, which was the norm for most people her age and younger, Juliet found herself energized and even a little excited at the prospect of talking to Gwen.

“She looks sad,” she said.

“Huh?”

“Carly. She looks sad. I just checked in on her.”

“Oh. She does?” Gwen asked.

“Yes. She’s just lying there with her head all the way down and staring out the window.”

“I’m sure she misses you,” Gwen said. “But I’m on my way now to pick her up and take her for a walk. Is it okay if I just take her home after so that I don’t have to come back in a few hours? I will, though, obviously.”

“Oh, sure,” she replied. “If it’s easier. You’re doing me a big favor here.”

“Nah. She really is a great dog. She’ll keep me company tonight.”

“Did she take up more than half of your bed last night?” Juliet asked.

Then, she realized that she’d just assumed Gwen had slept alone the previous night and that Carly had been the only other occupant in that apartment besides Larry, who had a tank or an aquarium of some kind. She internally crossed her fingers for luck that she hadn’t made a fool out of herself with that assumption and that Gwen wasn’t about to tell her about a hot date from last night.

Gwen laughed and said, “No, she kept to her side until I woke up to a cold, wet nose on my cheek.”

“Oh, yeah, she does that,” Juliet replied, relieved. “Was it a big inconvenience to have her there?”

“What? Not at all. I told you, it’s fine. I don’t do this often, but I’ve had a few animals just stay at my apartment with me because they needed it or their humans did.”

“Which is it this time? Does she need it, too, or is it just me?”

“I think a little of both. Want to talk to her?”

“Can I?”

“Yeah, I’m here. Give me a second, and I’ll FaceTime you.”

Juliet looked down at the bed, where she had a messy double cheeseburger and chili cheese fries in front of her. The milkshake and bottle of water she’d also gotten were on the table by the bed, but she’d changed into a T-shirt and sweats when she had gotten back and had only a moment ago, very inconveniently, dropped a glop of cheese from those fries on that shirt. She hadn’t been worried about it when she’d called Gwen, but now, Gwen would be able to see the drying orange spot of congealed cheese mixed with a little brown from the chili.

“Carly, hi,” Gwen said to the dog.

Juliet heard the key in the front door of her apartment as Gwen arrived there and quickly jumped up to find a new shirt. She was so excited to see her little girl after a very long day that she just reached for a tank top and threw it on after tossing her other shirt to the floor to deal with later.

“Ready?” Gwen asked.

“Yes,” she said, making her way back to the bed.

The FaceTime call came in moments later, and Juliet accepted it immediately. She was met with Carly’s face very close up; so close to the camera that Juliet could only see a tiny nose that looked much bigger that close.

“Hi, baby,” she said through her laughter because her dog did not know how to use a phone.

Carly stiffened and pulled back a bit from the camera, trying to figure out where Juliet’s voice was coming from, and it was adorable. Juliet put her hand over her mouth because she wanted to cackle at how on alert her tiny dog had just gotten.

“That’s mommy,” Gwen said. “Where is she?”

Carly got excited and started her little huffs that she did when they were about to go outside or she was about to get her favorite treat. Juliet dropped her hand and laughed as she watched her dog try to figure out where she was.

“Carly!”

Carly tilted her head and looked toward the phone again, and not just to sniff it this time. She had her inquisitive face on, which made Juliet shake her head and smile.

“She’s doing that tail wag thing you warned me about. I should probably take her out,” Gwen said before she angled the camera toward her face. “Also, hi. This is me. I’m a person. I’m the one holding the phone. She didn’t figure out how phones work while you were gone.”

“Hi,” Juliet replied with a little laugh.

Gwen’s eyes focused on something then, and it couldn’t have been the glop of cheese and chili because that was on the floor, along with the shirt, so Juliet looked down in confusion and couldn’t believe she’d done it again.

“Um… No reason, but is it cold there?” Gwen asked.

“Yes,” she said, laughing. “I just threw this on. Sorry; I keep making you look at my nipples. I really don’t plan these things. Is this considered sexual harassment? I’m not sure what the rules are for people in your profession. Am I about to get sued?”

Gwen laughed and replied, “I don’t think you’re making me look at your nipples. My eyes just go there naturally. It’s the gay thing, I think.”

“Boob girl?”

“Definitely,” Gwen said with a nod. “And I should stop looking at them now because you might consider that sexual harassment.” Gwen met her eyes again and added, “Look at my amazing self-control as I only look at your eyes and not the breasts that I can totally see all of through that very white tank top you wore for our FaceTime call.”

“Hey, I didn’t know we were going to FaceTime. You weren’t even at my place when this conversation started,” she argued playfully and crossed an arm over her chest.

“So, it’s my fault that you don’t have any shirts that hide your boobs?”

“Hey, I do.” Juliet laughed.

“And it’s my fault that you don’t own a bra, either?”

“I own many bras, thank you very much. You’ve just seen me in my most relaxed state, when I’m braless and chill.”

“Is that like Netflix and chill?” Gwen asked.

“It is for a lot of women, I’d imagine,” Juliet said.

Carly barked, and Gwen turned the phone back toward her. Juliet was always happy to see her dog, but she did miss Gwen’s eyes looking back at her while the phone was aimed at her very impatient terrier.

“She needs to go out.”

“Oh, okay,” Juliet said. “I can let you go.”

“Or, you can walk with us.”

“Walk with you?”

“I can call you once I have her on the leash. I’m going to walk her here before we get in the car because I don’t want anyone peeing in my car, Carly.”

Carly barked again as if she might just do that if Gwen didn’t get her outside right at that moment.

“You can walk with us and, I don’t know, tell me about your day or something. If you want to. I don’t imagine you have anyone there to tell, and I know how lonely business travel can be.”

“Done a lot of that?” she asked.

“No, but my family is all about ambition and drive and money, so they have, and I’ve talked to some of them about it. Sometimes, on purpose. Other times, reluctantly,” Gwen replied.

Juliet then watched as Gwen rose and walked, with the phone aimed at her face, toward the front of the apartment. Juliet heard Carly’s paws on the hardwood and knew she was following Gwen to get her leash on.

“You don’t have to talk to me,” Juliet suggested just to give her an out, even though hanging up was the last thing she wanted to do.

“I want to,” Gwen replied before she connected Carly’s leash. “Give me five, and I’ll call you back, okay?”

“Call or FaceTime?”

“Why? Are you planning on getting naked next?”

Juliet laughed and said, “No, but I want to finish eating my dinner, and it’s messy food.”

“Well, now I’m tempted to stay on camera just so I can watch that.”

“It’s why I’m in this tank top in the first place: I had a T-shirt on, but I got cheese all over it, so I changed.”

“Messy and cheesy? Sounds delicious.”

“It is so far.”

“Do you want me to not call you so that you can finish eating?”

“What? No, call me,” she said, sounding a little desperate. “I can tell you how I managed to avoid getting burned by a rogue steam wand today.”

“That’s a story I absolutely have to hear,” Gwen joked, and they hung up when she grabbed her stuff and headed out the door, trying to wrangle Carly, only to reconnect a minute later once she had the dog outside, walking on the sidewalk. “So, rogue steam wand?”

Juliet told her the story of how one of her trainees had left the wand pulled out when they were supposed to push it back in after each use to avoid burns like the one she’d nearly gotten. It wasn’t as interesting as she’d thought it would be, but Gwen still laughed when Juliet told her that she’d moved out of the way just in time and bumped her elbow on the counter in the process.

“Are you okay?” Gwen asked.

“I’m fine. Small bruise, but not the worst I’ve ever gotten at this job.”

“What’s the worst?”

“Honestly, the paper cuts,” Juliet said. “We have to go over this start and end-of-day paperwork. Some of it is on the computer, but the employees still have to sign a piece of paper whenever they open or close a cash drawer.”

“People still pay in cash?”

“You’d be surprised. We get a lot of small, drip coffee orders, and people don’t always want to put that on a credit or debit card or even tap their phones, so, yeah. But we still have to have cash for change just in case, and that’s money that someone could steal, so they sign that they’ve counted it and that the amount is correct, and they do that at night, too. They have to fill out this thing, and the manager includes those in their daily reports. Whenever I’m training, I have to review all the practice forms, and I’ve gotten so many paper cuts flipping through them.”

“How many Band-Aids do you go through?”

“Oh, I’m keeping them in business,” she joked. “I know where every first aid kit is in every local Southern Roastery location because I’ve probably had to open it up.”

Gwen laughed a little and said, “Oh, speaking of that; I had some of your coffee.”

“Some of my coffee?”

“Yeah, I went to Southern and got a vanilla latte. It wasn’t bad.”

“Well, if it wasn’t bad, that means it wasn’t great, and I might need to retrain the roaster who made it.”

“I ran into Molly,” Gwen said, changing the subject.

“You did?” Juliet asked and ate a fry.

“Yeah. She was on her way out, and I was on my way in. She looks like she’s feeling a lot better.”

“She is. I called her at lunch today.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. I think she really did just eat something bad.”

“No chance she’s pregnant?” Gwen joked.

“Molly?” Juliet laughed. “No way. Molly is as gay as they come. Not in some of the stereotypical ways; she just loves women. She’s never even dated a guy. Maybe when she was a teenager, but I don’t remember her telling me that. I know she’s never even really kissed one.”

“Me neither,” Gwen said.

“No?”

“No,” Gwen replied. “You?”

“Oh, wow. I guess, yeah. High school, mainly. I had a boyfriend for about six months at the end of my senior year, but we broke up when we went to different colleges.”

“And women from then on for you?”

“It was really women for me all along, but I wasn’t ready to admit it.”

“I get that,” Gwen replied. “So, Molly is all about the ladies?”

And they were back to Molly again? Juliet bit her lower lip, wondering why her friend kept coming up in the same conversation they’d been using to flirt with each other not all that long ago. Was Gwen flirting with her but was actually interested in Molly? Or had she not been flirting with Juliet at all, and she’d been reading into it?

“Yeah, she is. What did you two talk about today?” Juliet chanced.

“Oh, nothing much. She had to get back to work, and I needed to get my coffee. Mostly, we talked about Carly.”

“Carly? You talked about my dog?”

“She wanted to visit her while you were gone, and I said I’d have to check with you first.”

“Molly loves Carly,” Juliet replied.

“They spend a lot of time together?”

“Not much, no. But I’ve brought her on hangouts with Molls before, and Carly loves sitting in her lap.”

“So, I should be jealous that Carly loves someone else more than me?” Gwen teased.

“She loves pretty much everyone,” Juliet said. “So, Molls wanted to visit with Carly while she’s staying with you, or you brought it up that she could?”

“Me? No, I wouldn’t just offer someone your dog, Jules. I’d check with you first before I did anything. Molly asked, but then she said that she’d just wait until you got back, so it wasn’t a big deal or anything.”

“She can if you want her to. I don’t mind,” Juliet said, rolling her eyes at herself.

“It’s up to you. Carly is your dog.”

“Would you care if she’s at your house or something?”

“No, but I’d probably meet her at a park with Carly. I wouldn’t invite her to my place to visit with your dog. And she said she’d wait for you, anyway, so it doesn’t matter.”

“Okay. Well, never mind, then, I guess.”

“I’m sure she would rather visit her with you at home,” Gwen said. “So that you two can hang out or go out.”

“Go out?”

“Yeah.”

Juliet did some mental calculations, and based on the path of their conversation so far tonight, she decided to take another chance and ask, “Do you think Molly and I are into each other or something?”

“What? No, I just–”

“Molly is totally, absolutely into someone we work with.”

“Yes, she did mention that.”

“It’s not me, Gwen. That person is not me. We’re just friends. She likes the woman from IT, who happens to have a girlfriend, so she’s a little miserable at the moment. Molls is all-in on Finley, though, not me.”

“Finley?”

“Yes, her name is Finley. And she’s in this annoying on-and-off-again relationship with someone else we work with, which means poor Molly has to wait for the right moment to shoot her shot, but then she never does.”

“Well, that sucks,” Gwen replied.

“Yes, it does,” Juliet said. “So, there’s that.”

“Right. That. Oh, Carly is done,” Gwen told her. “I’m going to go get her stuff and take her back to my place. Want me to call you when I get there?”

“You don’t have to, Gwen. I’m sure you have things to do.”

“But I haven’t heard about your day yet, except for the whole steamer-wand-of-death part, and I have a story about a poodle with pink bows to tell you about.”

Juliet laughed and said, “Okay. I’d like that.”


CHAPTER 12

She looked frantically around her apartment. It was fine. Yeah, it was fine. Then, Gwen turned and went back into her bedroom. It wasn’t that she expected Juliet to go in there, but if she asked for the tour, Gwen wanted to be ready for that. The bed had been made, and she’d placed the decorative pillows her mother had insisted on buying her in between the main pillows. Were they even called main pillows? She didn’t know. She normally slept with one under her head and the other between her legs to help with proper spine and hip alignment, which made her sound like an old person, and she silently chastised herself for that just as the doorbell rang. Gwen turned toward the door in surprise as if she hadn’t been expecting a guest.

“Carly, is it a mess?” she asked, but Carly just tilted her head and gave her a confused expression. “Carly, your mom is here,” she whispered.

Carly’s tail did start to wag at the word ‘mom,’ which made Gwen smile before she took a deep breath and walked over to the door. There, she took another breath and opened it.

“Hi,” she said.

“Hey,” Juliet replied with a wide smile.

“Um… Do you want to come in?”

“Yeah,” Juliet said with a laugh.

“She’s over there.”

“Who is?”

“Um… Carly, your dog,” Gwen replied with a laugh of her own.

“Oh, right,” Juliet said.

When Carly bounded over to them and jumped all over Juliet’s legs, Gwen stood back and let them reunite, smiling as she looked down at the two of them. Juliet had positioned herself on the floor, and Carly was jumping in her lap. Gwen leaned back against her sofa, crossed her arms over her chest, and took in the moment just as Juliet looked up at her with an even wider smile on her face.

“Hi, baby. Did you have fun hanging out with Gwen?”

“You’re so happy right now, aren’t you?” Gwen asked.

“Yes, I am. I missed her so much. I know it was only a few days, but she’s kind of the love of my life, you know? Not in a weird way.”

“I get it. I don’t know that Larry is the love of my life, but he’s a cool dude and important to me,” she said.

“Where is Larry? I want to meet him.”

“Oh, he’s hanging out up there.” Gwen nodded toward the top of the small refrigerator, where Larry’s tank was sitting. “Because of Carly’s ability to leap tall buildings in a single bound,” she explained.

“I’m sorry. Did she try to get him or something?” Juliet asked as she stood and turned around.

“No. She behaved,” Gwen replied. “I put him up there for safety. He likes being by himself anyway. He’s a good pet in that he really only needs that thing to be kept clean and to have food and water.”

“Oh, he’s cute,” Juliet said as she leaned over the fridge and into Larry’s tank. “He’s so tiny.”

“He’s about two inches long,” she replied and walked over to stand next to her.

“How are animals this tiny?” Juliet asked.

Gwen smiled at Juliet smiling at Larry while Carly kind of danced around them, still very excited that Juliet was back with her. In Gwen’s opinion, that was one of the best things about dogs: they loved their humans so much that their excitement made coming home to them so much better.

“Has she gone out?” Juliet asked.

“Yeah, but it’s been about an hour. You coming home probably has her tiny doggy bladder going crazy.”

“Do you want to walk with me as I walk her, or should we maybe get out of your hair?”

“You’re not in my hair,” Gwen said. “I was just about to order some dinner. If you want, we could do that together and then walk her. I don’t know if you need to get home or just want to be home after your first trip, so don’t feel like you have to say yes.”

“I’m okay. I stopped there to drop off my stuff before I came here.”

“Oh. Well, I could’ve taken Carly to you. I thought you came straight here.”

“It’s okay. I didn’t mind. It gave me a chance to see your place.” Juliet looked around the apartment for the first time since she had arrived. “It’s nice.”

“It’s small,” Gwen said.

“It doesn’t feel small. It’s a one-bedroom, and it’s just you, right? How many rooms do you really need when it’s just you?”

“I was almost tempted to get a studio to really piss off my mother.” Gwen chuckled. “She thinks I should live in a mansion or maybe a palace, so a one-bedroom is essentially a shack made of plywood to her. She’s very judgy.”

“You’ve mentioned her a few times. I take it, she’s unhappy with some of your life choices?”

“You could say that,” Gwen replied and handed Juliet Carly’s leash so that she could pull out her phone and order in. “In the mood for anything in particular?”

“Anything that’s not a pre-wrapped sandwich is fine by me. Shit!” Juliet seemed to remember something. “I got you that coffee, but it’s in my bag, and I left that at my place.”

“It’s okay. I can always get it another time, right?” she asked, hopeful.

“Yeah, but it’s fresh from the roaster. I want you to try it as soon as possible. Can I get it to you tomorrow, maybe?”

“Whenever is fine by me, but you’ll have to show me how to take care of it and treat it right,” she joked. “How about something local? Cajun?”

“Sure,” Juliet said. “And I can show you how to make it, but we can’t use your coffeemaker.”

“Then, how will we make it?”

“Well, I thought it might be weird if I bought you a new, expensive espresso machine, even though I get a discount on the ones we sell, and the cheap ones wouldn’t do the coffee justice, so I was thinking French press. Ever used one?”

“The one where you push down on the thing?” Gwen asked and mimicked the action with the hand that wasn’t searching for a restaurant with her phone.

“Yes.” Juliet laughed as she put Carly’s leash on. “Let’s walk.”

Gwen placed their order as Juliet explained how the coffee would somehow taste magically better if they ground the beans a certain way and let them soak for a specific amount of time before pressing down and then pouring the coffee. She listened, and she really tried to focus on what Juliet was saying, but she couldn’t stop picturing waking up next to her and Juliet making them both a cup of coffee, then bringing it back into the bedroom, and lying down next to Gwen to drink it while they watched something on TV on a lazy Sunday morning.

“So, I got you one.”

“Huh? Got me what?”

“A French press.”

“You got me a French press?”

“They’re not expensive, and I get a discount on top of it. We sell them in every store, so I just grabbed one for you. It’s with the bag of whole bean that I got you. Well, I got you a couple of sample bags. Okay, I might have gotten a few sample bags. I grabbed a light roast, a medium roast, and the espresso because you said you wanted that one specifically. I thought if you like any of them better than the others, I could get you a big bag next.”

“Jules, you didn’t have to buy me a ton of coffee.”

“They’re just sample bags. Think stocking stuffer, not a giant bag of each.”

“How much did all that run you, though?”

“The samples were free, remember? And the French press wasn’t much with my discount. I promise, I didn’t spend a crazy amount of money on you, but you’re the one who just gifted me two pet cams.”

“I got them for free, too, remember?” Gwen winked at her and looked down at Carly, who was walking aimlessly now and seemed to have lost some energy since their walk had begun. “I think she might be done.”

“Who?” Juliet asked.

“Carly,” Gwen told her with a laugh and pointed at the dog, who turned back to her when she heard her name.

“Oh, right,” Juliet said and looked down at her watch. “We’ve been walking for thirty minutes.”

“What?” Gwen checked her phone. “Shit. The food got delivered. They left it at the door. I can’t believe you rambled about coffee for half an hour.” She laughed again.

“Sorry. Occupational hazard.” Juliet said as they turned around and started heading back toward Gwen’s building.

“Have you always been obsessed with coffee?”

“No. I drank it, but I didn’t know anything about it until I got this job.”

“And how was the job? Your first trip?”

“You talked to me every day. You already know,” Juliet replied.

“Sort of. We mostly talked about Carly and your nipples.”

“Oh, my God!” Juliet laughed hard. “I can’t believe you just said that.”

“I can’t believe you wore a sweater tonight.”

“Gwen!”

Gwen laughed along with her and asked, “How did you do with the whole business hotel and long drive part of the week?”

“It was fine, I guess. I’m not a travel pro yet, so we’ll see, but the days are fine. I like training, even though I just sort of ended up in it.”

“What do you mean?”

“My degree is in HR administration. I thought I’d have Molly’s job.”

“But she got it first?”

“No, I wasn’t qualified at the time. Long story. I think they also wanted to bring in someone from the outside. Fresh set of eyes and all that. Anyway, the company is a place people tend to retire from. I’m not sure about Molly specifically, but there are several people with her role supporting other teams, and most of them will retire from Southern, which means I’ll probably have a long time before the job I initially wanted becomes available, and I’d have to recertify.”

“Certify?”

“There are certain certifications for HR roles that companies generally either prefer or require. Southern requires them. It’s about law stuff, mostly, but making sure your ass is covered with someone who’s certified on the important stuff can help when it comes to reducing lawsuits.”

“I had no idea. I went to college but was pretty aimless. I just went because my parents wanted me to go more than anything.”

“So, you didn’t always want to do this?”

“I’ve always wanted to be around animals. I don’t have the heart to become a vet, though, or anyone who works in a vet office, really. I guess I thought about that at one time, but I couldn’t go through with it. This way, I get to spend a ton of time around animals, and I never have to say goodbye to them. Well, sometimes I do when clients move away, and obviously, animals pass away, so that’s always tough, but as a vet, I’d have to–” Gwen stopped.

“Yeah, I have total respect for vets. I don’t know how they do what they do. It’s got to be so hard.”

“My mother thought I’d go that route. We had horses growing up. They were kept in stables, and I’m not really sure why we had them, because my dad never rode them, my mom did, but rarely, and you know all my siblings and their allergies. So, it was really just me, but we had two horses, and I loved them both. I think my mom assumed I’d have my own stables one day and maybe even race them or something, but when I didn’t seem to want to do that, she thought vet. I remain a constant disappointment.”

“I don’t see how,” Juliet said when they arrived back at Gwen’s building.

“Oh, you would if you met her or saw where I grew up.” She laughed it off.

“No, I mean, you’re so successful, Gwen.”

“I am?”

“Yes,” Juliet replied, and they walked up the stairs together. “Seriously, you don’t know, do you?”

“Know what, exactly?”

“Gwen, I was so worried about leaving my dog with a stranger that I was willing to pay all the money I make to find the best dog walker or pet sitter there was, and that’s you.”

“You’re saying I could’ve made more per hour?” Gwen joked.

“I’m serious.”

And Juliet did look serious. Somehow, their lighthearted conversation about coffee and French pressed had turned into a serious one about how Gwen had disappointed her parents.

“Gwen, you’re the top person on that app.”

“It’s a dog-walking app. It’s not like I was at the top of my class at Harvard Medical School.”

“You didn’t just take care of Carly; you loved her.” Juliet turned to her, and they stopped walking just before they arrived at the apartment door. “And you took care of me, too. You made sure that I knew what was going on every step of the way. You even put up cameras for me so that I wouldn’t be stressed out. You took Carly home with you so that she wouldn’t be alone when you didn’t have to do any of that. You could’ve just walked her a few times a day and made sure she had food and water, but you are kind and generous, and you seem to understand animals, and they seem to understand you. Well, at least Carly does, but I read your reviews, and people rave about you like you’re Dr. Dolittle.”

“At least I’d be a doctor.” She shrugged.

“I don’t know what’s up your mom’s butt when it comes to you, but you have a nice apartment in a safe part of the city. You make enough money to take care of yourself. You’re good at your job. You seem to have friends you love, and they seem to love you, too. I think that makes you successful, for whatever that’s worth.”

“It’s worth a lot, actually,” Gwen replied and swallowed hard.

“If you need me to talk to your mom and tell her that, I’d be happy to tell her to leave you the hell alone.”

“I’d love to see that,” Gwen said as she moved to pick up the brown bag of food and unlock the door. “For now, let’s just eat and maybe watch something, if you want. Carly may or may not be obsessed with the animal YouTube channel I put on now.”

“She watches TV?” Juliet asked as she followed Gwen inside the apartment with Carly.

“Was she not supposed to?”

“I never thought to leave it on.”

“Some animals like the background noise when you’re gone and they’re alone. I put it on for her when I was cleaning earlier, and she seemed very interested in the meerkats.”

“Cleaning? Did she make a mess or something?”

“No, I did,” Gwen admitted. “And I didn’t want you to think I was a slob.”

“Are you a slob?”

“Not really. But I’m no neat freak, either.”

Juliet let Carly off the leash, and they both watched the dog run into Gwen’s bedroom and jump all over her neatly made bed.

“Well, there go those decorative pillows.”


CHAPTER 13

“She thought I was into you?” Molly asked.

“And I thought that she might be into you,” Juliet said as they walked back from the store to the office, coffees in hand. “She brought you up a couple of times, and I thought that she might have been trying to get information out of me, like if you had a girlfriend and–”

“I really just wanted to hang out with Carly. But if she was trying to get info about me from you, doesn’t that mean she was really trying to get information about you?”

“That’s a confusing sentence,” she said before taking a sip of her favorite drink that they only sold this time of year.

It wasn’t a pumpkin spice latte. Southern Roastery sold those, of course, and Juliet thought they were okay, but her favorite drink this time of year was a caramel apple latte, light on all the syrups. She loved the hint of tart apple and sweet caramel but still wanted the coffee flavor to make its way through. She even had them make it with an extra shot just in case they went overboard with the syrups, but she rarely had a problem with that here since this was the store closest to the office and had corporate team members going through it every day. It was an honor to be selected to work at this location. They never had to hire externally for it. If someone left, someone else applied internally, and as a result, Juliet always got the best cup of coffee.

“You meant me, right?” Juliet asked. “You’re asking if she really wanted info about me because she likes me?”

“Yeah, you.” Molly laughed a little and added, “She likes you and wanted to see if I was the competition.”

“You really think so? Because I’m not sure, and I’m totally crushing on her right now.”

“You are? That’s great,” Molly said. “You haven’t been even remotely interested in anyone since that ex-girlfriend of yours just up and left. You’re over that, right?”

“I’m very over that, even though I didn’t think I would be at first. It was just hard to understand why she’d suddenly think it wasn’t working, and she wasn’t at all willing to stay and talk after she dumped me. It was like it was totally over for her, and she didn’t want to hear my side of the story or fight for us at all.”

“Maybe she thought you’d convince her to stay.”

“How could I? She had most of her stuff packed and in her car already. She had a place to stay lined up, too. She’d clearly been planning it for a while and hadn’t even bothered to clue me in that she was unhappy. That was the hardest part for me: not that I loved her and missed her like crazy at first, but that she was just done with me. I had some self-esteem issues after that, and it didn’t take long at all for her to move on. I could see that all over social media, and that hurt, too, but I think it was because it felt like she had a head start, and I had no idea. She’d probably been processing our breakup for months, while I was still fully in our committed relationship. She found someone pretty much right away, but I was still stuck on the fact that I hadn’t known. I just felt behind and like an idiot because I knew things weren’t perfect, but I didn’t suspect she’d up and leave.”

“You’re better off for it,” Molly said.

“I know. And I’m glad that we never bought anything together.”

“Carly.”

“Well, I meant property or something that we would’ve had to split up or argue over. She didn’t really want Carly, and Carly’s not property to me.”

“She’s the cutest, and I need a visit, with puppy kisses included.”

“You usually request to hang out with my dog when you’re not feeling so great,” she pointed out. “So, what happened?”

“Nothing. I walked into the parking garage, preparing to head home, but I happened to be there at the exact moment Finley and India were leaving, so I had to see them kiss at India’s car.”

“I’m sorry, Molls.”

“They keep it pretty PG at the office, but I guess that doesn’t apply in the parking garage. India kind of went all-in there, and her hands were under Finley’s shirt, so now I have to live with that image in my head for the rest of my life. Finley, thankfully, pulled away after a few seconds, but I’ve been left thinking about how that kiss probably led to them doing something else that night because it was more than clear what India wanted in those big brown eyes of hers.”

“Maybe you should take some time off or something; go to a beach or do one of those lesbian cruises.”

“Can you honestly picture me on a lesbian cruise? I have a massive crush on a woman, and I hardly talk to her unless it’s about work stuff. If I’m on a ship for a week, I won’t even work up the courage to talk to one person in that time.”

“That’s what the events and drinks are for. Drinks loosen you up. Events give you excuses to talk. You can at least get a break from seeing Finley and India at the office all the time.”

“Since we both know I’m not going on a lesbian cruise anytime soon, let’s get back to you,” Molly replied. “You’re crushing on Gwen, the hot dog walker. Wait. That sounded weird. She doesn’t walk hot dogs.”

“She is hot, though, isn’t she?” Juliet asked before taking another sip.

“Gorgeous. She’s a little older than you, right?”

“Thirty-two. Not a big age difference. I’m almost twenty-eight. So, four years, basically.”

“That’s about the same for Finley and me. I’m turning thirty in a few months, and she won’t turn thirty-five until next August.”

“But you and Finley aren’t together, Molls.”

“Neither are you and Gwen, Jules. One of you would have to ask the other out for you to be doing anything more than flirting. At least, your crush is single.”

“Yeah,” Juliet replied and pulled open the office door, letting Molly walk inside before her. “And I’ll get to see her soon because I have another trip planned, and she’s watching Carly.”

“Not to take away your chances of seeing Gwen, but you know I can always watch Carly for you, right?”

“I know, but I can’t ask you to do that for every trip. I mean, what would I do when you inevitably go on that lesbian cruise and meet the love of your life at bingo? Do they have bingo on lesbian cruises?”

They laughed as they entered the elevator and were still talking about how shy Molly could meet a woman during the swim aerobics class or at a casino. Maybe they’d meet when Molly went down a water slide and landed in the woman’s lap at the bottom. Neither had ever been on a lesbian cruise, so they had to make things up a bit, but it was pretty entertaining.

“Juliet, can I talk to you for a minute?” her boss asked the moment Juliet sat back down at her desk.

“Sure,” she replied and looked at Molly to see if Molly knew what was going on.

Molly gave her a confused expression, and Juliet tried to replay her work trip in her mind to see if something had gone wrong, getting her in trouble. She couldn’t think of anything as she followed him into his office and sat down.

“So, how was the trip?” he asked.

“Good. We lost two right off the bat, but the manager made a couple of calls to the people they interviewed prior, and he’s got two more coming in. They’ll join one of the new-hire classes since they missed the opening class.”

“Great. Great,” he said, leaning back in his chair. “So, I wanted to talk to you about October.”

“I haven’t finished the schedule for October yet. It’s a little complicated.”

“I went ahead and did it for you since I realized it’s a lot to expect when you’ve never had to do it before, and Jordana is not here to walk you through it. I’ve added the finished schedule to the team calendar.”

“Oh, okay. Thank you,” she said.

“I also needed to let you know that we had to let Andrew go. He’s no longer with the company as of about twenty minutes ago. I imagine Molly is being told that now, too. We had someone else in HR take care of the termination paperwork since Molly and Andrew have always been pretty close.”

“Andrew? What? Why?”

“He was close to Jordana, and he’s been making some comments and sending inappropriate emails around the company. He confirmed to us that he knew about the affair and was upset that Jordana got let go because of it. There’s more to it, but that’s the PG version of the story. Pretend I never told you that, please. Anyway, we had to part ways.”

Andrew was one of the other trainers who had been on Jordana’s team. He was pretty close to Jordana. They’d come from a previous company together where she’d been his boss there, too. Molly and Andrew weren’t particularly close, but they’d hung out a few times outside of work, so it was entirely possible that people at Southern had assumed they’d dated or were dating, since Molly being gay wasn’t widespread knowledge. She wasn’t in the closet, but she didn’t blast her sexuality around the office, either.

“So, what does this do to October?” she asked.

“Well, I got it to work, but it’ll be tight. You’ll have to do a store opening Monday through Wednesday, and then a sales class Thursday and Friday. You’ll drive Wednesday night. It’s like that pretty much the whole month.”

“Every week?” she asked.

“Yeah, sorry. I haven’t fully figured November out yet, but the first couple of weeks of that month will be the same. We’re going to find a replacement for Andrew, but that will take some time. Then, they’d have to go through their training. If someone from one of the stores gets the job, they won’t have to do the full ninety days of training. They can skip the two months in the store, but they would still have to do the one month in the roastery like you did.”

“So, I’m basically traveling a hundred percent of the time for at least the next few months?”

“I know. And I’m sorry. It’s the best I can do right now. On the weeks when you’re driving from place to place, I can probably get them to pay for a hotel for the weekends. That way, you wouldn’t have to come back here and drive back up. It would save you some drive time.”

“I can’t. I have a dog at home. If I’m going to be gone every week, I have to at least be home on the weekends.”

“Can someone take care of her for you?”

“I think she would just become their dog by then if I’m literally gone the whole time. Is this how it will always be? I know what you said about the job description, but I didn’t expect to be gone all the time, especially right away like this.”

“I’m sorry. We didn’t know about the Andrew situation. It happened after, and we had no choice. He said some pretty explicit things to the VP of operations. Between you and me, I knew he and Jordana were very close, but now the gossip has started that they might have been more than just former colleagues and friends. He didn’t say that, and neither did she, but the way he reacted felt more like a jilted lover than an employee who lost his boss.”

“I get that. And I think I can figure out October, but I don’t know if I can do this much travel forever.”

“I understand. Once we get his replacement trained up, things will go back down to seventy-five percent at most, and there will be months where it’s only one week or two.”

Juliet nodded and said, “Okay. Well, I guess I should go take a look at the schedule and get my travel booked.”

“Yes. And thank you, Juliet.”

Juliet stood up, and without telling him that he was welcome, she left the office and discovered that Molly wasn’t at her desk when she arrived back at her own and was probably getting the same news that she’d just gotten. Juliet pulled up the team calendar on her computer and checked her October travel schedule. She would be a little all over the place, going north first, then south, and then northeast and southeast. It made no sense, but the classes would have been handled by her, Andrew, and Jordana, so if only one person was teaching them now, they had to adhere to the existing schedule since people were already enrolled in their classes, and having one person change their schedule was easier than hundreds of people having to do it.

“Did you hear about–”

“Yes. And because he’s, apparently, an idiot, I now have to be gone the entire month of October and most, if not all, of November,” she interrupted Molly when she walked over.

“Shit. Really?”

“Yes, really. What did you know?”

“About him being fired? Nothing,” Molly replied as she sat down. “I wasn’t on any of the emails he sent, and I didn’t hear the shouting match there was, either. I must have been in a meeting.”

“Was Andrew involved with Jordana?”

Molly leaned forward, nodded, and said, “I only found out about it from him after Jordana was fired. I guess they’d dated at the other company and stopped when he got here, but they started up again about a year ago. He had no idea that she was sleeping with someone else. He thinks there’s a distinct possibility that the baby might be his and not the other guy’s.”

“Why do I feel like I’m suddenly living in a soap opera? She was his boss.”

“I know,” Molly said on a sigh. “Had he told me earlier, I would’ve told him to knock it off. It wasn’t smart. Now, he’s lost his job, too, and if that baby is his, neither of its parents has a job right now. On top of that, Jordana left him for the roaster guy.”

“There’s a reason I try to stay out of this office crap,” Juliet noted as she stared at the screen in front of her. “What am I going to do about Carly? I’ll be getting home late Friday night or Saturday morning and leaving either Sunday night or Monday morning, depending on how long the drives are between locations.”

“I can help if Gwen isn’t always available.”

“I know. And thank you, but it’s not about that. It’s that I won’t get to see her or spend time with her. I hate that.”

“They told me they’re hiring Andrew’s replacement, so it won’t be forever.”

“It’s still months; months with her staying with other people the majority of the time and only seeing me one or two days a week. She’s a rescue with abandonment issues. She needs to know I’m not going to leave her.”

“You’d never do that. You’ll figure this out,” Molly said. “Maybe I can take a day off and do a store visit or something where you are, bringing her with me for a midweek visit. Or, you can try to find a hotel that lets you have pets there. More and more do that now with emotional support animals and service animals.”

“She’d be stuck in a hotel room from six in the morning until after five at night.”

“Want to grab a drink after work, and we can try to figure out how to do this?”

“Maybe.” Juliet sighed. “Can I let you know?”

“Sure,” Molly replied with a sympathetic nod.

“You know what else sucks, though?”

“What?”

“My crush on Gwen.”

“Why does that suck?”

“Because if I’m gone all the time, when can I possibly take her on a date if she says yes when I ask her?”


CHAPTER 14

“So, things are going well?” Elisa asked.

“Yes, things are going well, but there are no things.”

“What?” Elisa laughed.

“We’re in that initial flirting stage, the ‘will they, won’t they’ stage right now. We haven’t even talked about going on a date or anything like that,” she replied.

“But the flirting is going well?”

“Yes, very well. I’ve already kind of seen her boobs.”

“What?” Elisa laughed again.

“She’s been in some thin shirts a couple of times, relaxing, so no bra, and I’ve gotten a nice outline view of them.”

Elisa laughed and asked, “So, you’ve already seen her boobs, but you’re still in the ‘will they, won’t they’ phase?”

“She’s bringing me coffee later and showing me how to make it.”

“Because you don’t know how to make coffee?”

“I do, but Jules thinks the machines that use pods aren’t delivering me the quality of coffee I deserve, so she’s coming over to show me how to use a French press.”

“Do you have a French press?”

“No, but she bought me one.”

“And you can’t figure out how to use it?”

“I probably could, yes.”

“Are you sure you’re not already dating?” Elisa asked.

“Pretty sure, yeah. It’s just a nice thing that she’s doing because I took care of her dog at the last minute, and she’s eternally grateful.”

Gwen pulled open the door to Henry’s and let Elisa walk inside first.

“Hi, Henry,” Elisa greeted her girlfriend’s uncle.

“Hey, Elisa. Usual?” he asked from his position behind the counter.

“Yes, please. And Gwen is here, too.”

“Hi, Gwen. For you?”

“Whatever she’s having is fine.”

“Is Myra joining you?” Henry checked.

“No, but can you make one for her, too? I’ll run it by the office for her. I’m sure she hasn’t eaten yet.”

“Will do,” he replied.

“Hey, you two,” Jill said before they’d had a chance to sit down. “Late lunch?”

Jill walked over to them with Willa at her side.

“Hi,” Willa greeted.

“Day off from school?” Gwen asked her.

“We had a teacher’s conference yesterday and this morning, so we have the afternoon off. It’s not really off – I have a ton of work waiting for me when I get home – but Jill was free for lunch, so I wanted to join her.”

“If you two want to eat by yourselves, don’t feel like you have to join us just because we stopped by,” Elisa spoke.

“No, it’s cool if you don’t mind the company,” Jill said.

“Not at all,” Elisa replied. “So, how is the new school?” she asked Willa when Jill went to the counter to place their order.

“It’s great. Totally different from where I was before. I’ve had a bit of a culture shock, but in a good way. I love that Juni is there with me, too. She’s doing so well in class.”

“That’s great,” Elisa said.

“Yeah. And I have an excuse to see this one all the time when I bring Juni to her place to hang out or have dinner.” Willa nodded over at Jill.

“As if you need an excuse,” Jill offered when she returned and sat down across from Willa.

“How’s your mom?” Elisa asked Jill.

“She’s okay. I don’t think she’s going to leave again,” Jill said, referring to the time a couple of months ago when her mother had left her with her ten-year-old sister to take care of indefinitely. “She’s started going to therapy, too, so I think that will help. Juni is starting next week. We’ve been looking for the right person for her to talk to about losing her dad, and I think we finally found one.”

“That’s great news,” Elisa said.

Gwen felt a little out of the loop, but she was the newest member of the group, so that made sense. When their lunch was brought over, they ate and talked about a job interview that Elisa had been on, Gwen’s business, and Jill’s place of work, NOLA Guides. When Willa and Jill left because Jill had to get back to work, Elisa leaned over the table, looking like she had been waiting for them to be alone again so that she could bring them back to this topic.

“So, are you going to ask her out?”

“I have no idea. Probably.” Gwen shrugged. “I want to, but she’s got a lot going on right now, so I don’t know that she’ll say yes.”

“She’s bringing you coffee and a French press and, apparently, showing you her boobs. Just ask her.” Elisa told her, laughing.

◆◆◆

When she opened the door, Carly shot up at her, and Gwen bent slightly to catch her so that the dog wouldn’t end up knocking her over.

“Jesus!”

“She really missed you, I guess,” Juliet said with a laugh. “Carly, don’t jump.”

“Too late,” Gwen replied. “And hi, Carly. I missed you, too.”

Carly then licked the side of her face before Gwen could stop her. Prior to that, Gwen had wondered if making coffee together would turn into a moment where they could share a nice first kiss, but she didn’t think Juliet would want to kiss her after this. She placed Carly back down and let the dog run around the apartment with her leash still attached.

“She’s a little hyper today. No idea why,” Juliet shared. “Sorry; I probably should’ve left her at home, but I’ve hardly had any time with her.”

“It’s fine. She’ll settle down,” Gwen replied. “Can I take anything for you?”

Juliet closed the door behind herself and held out a big paper bag.

“Everything’s in there. I should’ve asked if you have a kettle. Do you?”

“A tea kettle?”

“To boil water.”

“We can do it on the stove or microwave, right?”

“Not the microwave,” Juliet stated, dropping her purse onto Gwen’s kitchen table.

“Well, I don’t have a kettle, so stove it is. Want me to get the water boiling?”

“That would be great,” Juliet said. “And can we maybe talk about my October schedule while it boils?”

“Oh, sure,” Gwen replied as she walked to the stove.

She’d thought tonight would be more of a hangout as friends, not a work session to discuss Juliet’s calendar. A little disappointed now, Gwen added water to a pot and put it on the gas burner that she’d already turned on. Then, she turned to find Juliet on the sofa with her phone in hand.

“So… You got it all figured out?” she asked as she sat down next to Juliet, with Carly nestled between them.

“No, I have none of it figured out,” Juliet replied and looked over at her. “My boss dropped another bomb on me today.”

“Another one?”

“Want to hear the short version or the soap opera version?”

“Depends. Will you be acting it out if I ask for the soap opera version? Playing all the parts with different accents?”

Juliet laughed and replied, “No, but I can give you the combo version.”

When Juliet finished telling her about her day, Gwen said, “Shit. So, you’re basically doing the job of three people? How much are they paying you? It’s not enough.”

“It’s temporary, from what my boss said. They couldn’t have predicted what happened with either of them, so I can’t blame them for that. It just sucks for me. We take our time hiring people for the corporate office for a reason, but that means that I’ll be without support for at least a few months, if not longer than that.”

“Sorry, Jules,” she replied.

“Me too,” Juliet said. “It sucks because I thought I’d have to travel some, but not every single week, so it’s making me regret the promotion.”

“Every week?”

“Yes. I did take the promotion knowing that my travel would increase, but not by this much. I hoped this promotion would lead me to another one with little to no travel. I was hoping to get my new boss’s job since he’s probably getting promoted before Christmas when we do our annual performance reviews. I thought if I did well at this for these few months, they would promote me, too. With Jordana gone and Andrew now, too, it’s basically me or an external hire, and I’d felt pretty good about him promoting me over Andrew, even though Andrew had been here longer. Now, I know why it was me and not him.”

“But you told me that Andrew did all that stuff after Jordana was fired and that they didn’t know that they were a couple.”

“Yeah.”

“Then, they didn’t promote you over Andrew because they knew about him and Jordana. They promoted you over him because you deserved it.”

Juliet shrugged and said, “Well, either way, I’m in this now, so I’ll be gone every week for at least six weeks starting the first week of October, and that doesn’t include the rest of my travel for September, which you already know about.”

“Every week? Okay. Monday through Friday?”

“Most of the time, I’ll be back late Friday night, yes, but I might stay until Saturday morning if the drive is too long. And some Sundays, I’ll have to leave in the afternoon.”

Gwen found her own phone on the coffee table and picked it up, now in full-on work mode.

“Let me see what I can do.”

“I’m sure you can’t just take her every week I’m gone, so I’ll probably need those recommendations you were going to give me before to fill in. And I’ve talked to Molly. She can take her a few times if I need her to.”

“Well, she did want to visit with Carly while you were gone,” Gwen said as she stared down at her phone.

“Because she needed some puppy love. The woman she likes and her girlfriend work with us, and Molls saw the two of them kissing in the parking garage. They keep it at bay in the office, but they probably weren’t expecting anyone to see them out there.”

“That sucks,” Gwen said, looking up at her. “I’m pet sitting for two weeks in October, but they won’t come home with me or anything. It’s a ferret and a bird, so it’s mainly just feeding and hanging out, cleaning cages, and making sure that they have water. Other than that, it’s pretty much my regular walks. For now, at least.”

“How much would it cost for you to keep Carly with you while I’m gone?”

“Jules, I’ll just do that. You don’t have to pay me.”

“What? Of course, I do,” Juliet objected.

“Fine. Just the regular rate, then, if you must.”

“No way. You’re taking care of her twenty-four-seven. That’s not just a regular rate.”

“Jules, are we friends?” she asked.

“What?”

“Are we friends? New friends, but friends? It feels like we’re friends to me.”

“Oh,” Juliet said. “Well, yeah, I think we are.”

“And would you ask Molly how much she charged to take care of Carly?”

“No, but Molly is my best friend. You and I just met, and we met because you’re taking care of my dog.”

Gwen nodded and said, “If you want to pay me, I won’t stop you, but I love Carly. She’s sweet and well-behaved. I don’t mind keeping her here with me if that helps you and helps her not be lonely. You can pay me for the walking and the standard pet sitting rate through the app and get the food she needs and whatever else you want to make sure that she has, but that’s all I need, okay?”

“It won’t be for the whole month. That’s too much. I’ll have Molly take her for a week or so.”

“Okay. Just let me know. I’ll put you on the calendar for the whole month for now, and we can change it whenever. You should book it in the app, too, though.”

“Are you really sure?”

As the water began to boil then, it reminded Gwen that Juliet was there to teach her how to make a good cup of coffee, and she thought that it gave her a good way to transition them back to this being more of a hangout than two people planning work for the next month and a half.

“I’m sure,” she said. “Now, will you show me how it’s done?” She nodded toward the stove.

“Oh, right,” Juliet replied. “I’m sorry.”

“What for?”

“I came over here as a friend, and I just made you work. I brought Carly, too. I should have left her at home and just made it about us making coffee tonight.”

“She’s just sleeping.” Gwen looked down and laughed a little. “I think she’s fine. And I’m fine, okay?”

“Okay,” Juliet said. “So, coffee?”

“Yeah, coffee,” Gwen replied.

They stood and left Carly on the sofa after undoing her leash. Juliet opened the box with the French press, and Gwen washed it while Juliet talked her through the coffee blends she’d gotten for her. When they decided on the medium roast first, Juliet pulled out the coffee grinder that she’d brought with her. Assuming it was Juliet’s from home, Gwen wanted to let her use it herself so she wouldn’t accidentally break it.

“Do you not want to try?”

“I don’t want to break your thing.”

“It’s yours, Gwen. I got it for you. I realized today that you probably didn’t have one, and it looks like I was right.”

“You didn’t have to–”

“I know. I wanted to. I promise, it wasn’t expensive. Standard coffee grinder,” Juliet said. “Come on. Grind the beans.”

Gwen did as she was told, and eventually, they had hot water and ground coffee in the French press. Juliet showed her the rest of the process and poured each of them a cup of coffee.

“Milk?” Gwen asked.

“Sure, but taste it without it first.”

“I like my coffee with cream.”

“But our coffee isn’t bitter, so you might not need as much. Just trust me,” Juliet replied, holding up the cup for Gwen to take.

Gwen blew on the steaming liquid as she looked over the mug and into Juliet’s curious eyes. This woman was beautiful, and Gwen didn’t really want any coffee. She wanted to kiss her, ask Juliet to stay the night, and wake up next to her tomorrow morning, but that was probably too much to ask, so she just sipped the hot coffee instead.

“Shit. That’s good,” she said and stared into the mug as if she was surprised there was coffee in there and it wasn’t magic.

Juliet chuckled and said, “Told you. Not bitter, right?”

“No. How did you do that?”

“It’s all in the roast and in how you brew it.”

“My coffeemaker just makes acid. I only want this from now on.”

Juliet’s laughter filled the room, and she replied, “I’ll get you some more, then.”

“Please do. I’ll pay you. You’ll be my coffee dealer.”

“I get it for free,” Juliet reminded again. “Want to try the espresso now?”

“Later. Can we just sit and enjoy this while we watch an animal video with Carly?”

“Yes, that sounds really nice, actually.”

“Oh, hey, I wanted to ask you something,” Gwen said. “Elisa has a new dog, Buster.”

“I remember.”

“Well, I thought he and Carly might get along. Would you maybe want to bring her over to the house, and we can see?”

“Carly making friends? Yeah, that sounds good to me.”


CHAPTER 15

When Juliet rolled up the window, Carly knew they’d arrived wherever it was they’d been heading, but she turned to look at Juliet as if to verify that fact while her tail wagged like crazy.

“Okay. Please behave for me.” She looked at Carly and patted her head. “We want these people to think I can handle training a dog.”

The terrier didn’t answer her, obviously, but Juliet felt like their eye contact meant that Carly had heard her and understood what she had said. She got out of the car and walked around to let Carly out, grabbing the leash she had left her on before the dog got a chance to make a run for it.

“Hey, girl,” Gwen said.

Juliet looked up and saw her walking out of the house next door.

“And hey to you, too,” Gwen said to Juliet this time.

“Hey. I see I come in second place behind my dog?”

“Nah. She’s just always more excited to see me.”

Juliet thought that Gwen had definitely underestimated how excited she was to see her. It hadn’t been all that long since she laid eyes on Gwen, but she had missed that face. She let go of the leash, and Carly ran straight for Gwen, who knelt down to pet her.

“We’re over here,” Gwen told her, nodding toward the house she’d just walked out of. “I gave you Elisa’s address, but we’re actually hanging out at Myra’s because they’re doing construction on Elisa’s place right now.”

“Myra’s place is–”

“Next door, yes. It’s how they met,” Gwen explained before she stood up and grabbed Carly’s leash. “Well, technically, they met because Myra is a contractor and Elisa called to get an estimate on the work. They didn’t know they lived next door.”

“Really? What are the odds?” Juliet asked as they walked toward the house.

“Yeah, it’s crazy. Meant to be, I guess.”

“How long have they been together again? You mentioned it at the bar, I think.”

“Not long at all. About a month.”

“That’s right. And anything I should know?” Juliet asked.

“About what?”

“I don’t know. Like, things I can bring up in conversation or things I should avoid.”

“I can’t think of anything, but it’s cute that you asked,” Gwen replied and opened the door.

Had Gwen just called her cute? Juliet tried not to blush, but she felt the heat creep up her cheeks anyway. She walked through the front door, following Gwen, who still had Carly’s leash in her hand.

“So, Buster is a rescue, too. Elisa just got him, but he’s the sweetest. I’ve had him around other dogs, and there hasn’t been an issue, but I’ve asked Elisa to keep him on the leash, and I’ll keep Carly on the leash. We’ll let them sniff around, and if all goes well, they can play together while the adults eat and hang out.”

“Okay. I trust you,” Juliet replied, and they proceeded to walk through the shotgun house until Gwen opened the door to a well-kept yard that had a patio with an awning that provided some much-needed shade.

Buster had been lying next to a patio chair Elisa was occupying, but when he saw another dog enter the yard, he gave a short bark followed by a soft growl.

“Buster,” Elisa warned.

Buster stood up but didn’t make a move to get closer to Carly. Carly herself moved back a few steps to be closer to Gwen, which, Juliet had to admit, was adorable. Her tiny dog trusted Gwen and knew she would never let anyone hurt her, and that said a lot about who Gwen was as a person.

“Hi, Juliet,” Elisa said, standing up. “He’ll be fine. Carly is just in his territory, so give him a minute because he’s a man, and you know how they are about territory. Can I pet her?”

“Of course,” Juliet replied. “And thanks for letting me bring her over.”

“Anytime,” Elisa said and walked over to Carly.

“And his territory? He’s claiming Myra’s backyard now, too?” Gwen asked.

“Well, there’s a gate between the yards that was there before Myra and I ever moved in, so we’ve just left it open for him to have a lot more space to run off all his energy.” Elisa knelt down to give Carly some attention and added, “Buster, come on over, buddy.”

“I’ve got the leash,” Myra said, standing up and taking Buster’s leash, following him as he approached Elisa. “Hi, Juliet. Nice to see you again.”

“You too. Thanks for having me over. You have a beautiful home.”

Juliet had only seen part of it and for a few seconds at most, but it felt like the right thing to say. The four of them stood around the two dogs as they sniffed and moved around each other, doing that thing dogs usually did to get to know one another. It didn’t take long for them to deem each other safe and start jumping around. Myra let Buster off the leash, Gwen let Carly off hers, and the two dogs burst into the yard, running and jumping around each other. Buster picked up a rope toy. Carly tried to take it, and they were off playing.

“So, beer?” Myra asked. “Or wine?”

“Um… Whatever you’re having,” Juliet said to Gwen.

“Beer for me. Elisa is more the wine girl.”

“Okay. Beer,” Juliet said.

“No martini this time?” Gwen teased.

“Shut up.”

“No problem, Bond. James Bond,” Gwen added in a mock British accent.

Juliet laughed and watched Carly as she played happily with Buster. She was going to miss this, watching her dog be happy.

“Can you let them hang out together when I’m gone?” she asked Gwen.

“Sure. I walk Buster sometimes. Elisa?”

“No problem. He has a lot more energy than I thought he would have when I rescued him, so letting him run or play it off works well for me when it’s time for me to get some sleep.”

“Thank you. I don’t know if Gwen told you, but my job suddenly requires a lot of travel I wasn’t expecting, and I got Carly before I knew I’d be getting it. Gwen’s been amazing. Carly really loves her.”

Elisa smiled over at Gwen and motioned for them to sit at the table just as Myra returned from inside the house with three beers and a glass of white wine that she had somehow managed to carry all at once.

“Here you go, babe,” she said to Elisa, handing her the wine.

“Thank you,” Elisa replied.

“I’m grilling tonight. You’re not a vegetarian, are you?” Myra asked Juliet. “I got a veggie burger thing, just in case.”

“Me? No,” she said, shaking her head.

“Good. I’m making chicken and shrimp, and I’ve got corn going, too. There’s a salad and some other stuff.”

“That sounds delicious,” she said as she sat down next to Gwen at the table.

Myra went to the stand by the grill, and Elisa rubbed her shoulders for a second before sitting down across from them.

“So, you have kids, right? Twins?” Juliet asked.

“I have two eighteen-year-olds, yes. Adele and Archie Junior, but we usually call him AJ.”

“They both just went to college?”

“Yes, different ones. It’s the first time they’ve been apart for more than a few days. I’ve been getting a lot of texts and calls.” Elisa smiled. “AJ is a few minutes younger and likes to pretend that he’s fine, but he misses his sister. Adele is in a new relationship and finding it hard to balance school, her girlfriend, and her brother, so it’s been interesting around here because I am also in a new relationship, have a new dog, and have renovations going on next door because this one couldn’t stop at just fixing the roof and the kitchen.”

“Hey!” Myra laughed. “You wanted the bay window.”

Elisa laughed, too, and said, “I did. I did. Anyway, there’s a lot going on over here, but tell us more about you.”

“Me?”

“No, tell us more about Carly,” Gwen teased.

Juliet looked over at her, and it was only then that she realized that Gwen’s arm was resting casually over the back of her chair. It made Juliet feel like this was a double date, and that realization made her smile.

“You’re being extra sassy tonight,” Juliet replied. “And what do you want to know?”

“I don’t know. What do your parents do?”

“One is an accountant, and the other is a florist.”

“I didn’t know your mom was a florist,” Gwen said.

“That’s because my mom isn’t. My dad is. My mom is the accountant,” Juliet said, winking at her. “My mom actually met my dad when she went to his family’s flower shop to get flowers for a sick friend who was in the hospital at the time. The friend was fine a few weeks later, and Mom and Dad fell in love. He took over the shop about ten years ago from my grandparents, and my mom is their bookkeeper. She takes on other clients as well, and we hardly see her when it’s tax season, but she works crazy hard for a few months, makes really good money, and then just does the books for the shop the rest of the year, which works well for them because they also really like each other. It’s weird.” Juliet chuckled. “She can do the books from home with a laptop, but she goes into the shop to work alongside him and helps with the customers sometimes, too.”

“That’s sweet,” Elisa said with a soft smile.

“It is, yeah,” Myra added as she walked over to stand next to Elisa’s chair.

Her arm went around Elisa’s shoulders, and Elisa’s arm moved around Myra’s waist as she leaned into her.

“I wouldn’t know anything about that.” Gwen laughed. “My parents tolerate each other, I think.”

“I’d agree with that,” Elisa said. “I’d ask why they stay together, but I don’t have any room to talk. I stayed with your brother when I wasn’t happy.”

“You married him after you got knocked up with twins. My parents married each other voluntarily and were together for several years before my mom popped out twins of their own. They’ve brought this unhappiness on themselves.”

Sensing that there might need to be a subject change, Juliet took a long pull from her cold beer and said, “So, the dogs are really getting along, huh?”

Gwen looked at her and gave her a small smile.

“They’ll sleep so well tonight,” Elisa replied. “Which is good because he’s been waking up at five in the morning, expecting to go outside. I wonder whose fault that is…” Elisa looked up at Myra.

“I wake up early most days for work.” Myra shrugged a shoulder. “I’m thinking I might take him to the office with me one day. I think he’d like it. Maybe you can bring him in for a couple of hours around lunchtime, and if he does well, I can take him with me to work on a short day in the warehouse.”

“Sure, if you want to try it,” Elisa replied and rested her head against Myra’s side.

“It’s almost like you two adopted him together,” Gwen teased.

“Shut up,” Elisa said. “Let Juliet talk more. She’s nicer than you.”

“I’m nice,” Gwen argued.

“It’s true: she is,” Juliet said as Myra walked back over to the grill. “She brought cameras over to my place for Carly so that I could see her when I’m gone, and she took her for the night while I was on my trip.”

“She did, huh?” Elisa asked.

“Yeah. I’m going to go check on the dogs,” Gwen said, standing up.

She then carried her beer out to the yard with her and picked up a tennis ball. When she tossed it into Elisa’s yard, both dogs took off through the gate that connected the yards in an attempt to be the first to get it.

“Quite an arm there, Benedetti!” Juliet yelled.

“I’m a pro at this,” Gwen replied, flexing her right arm.

Juliet’s eyebrows lifted at the sight of the muscles there, and she cleared her throat as she glanced back at Elisa, who was smiling at her knowingly.

“So…” Juliet said. “Chicken for dinner?”

When Myra announced that dinner was ready, Gwen went inside to wash her hands after playing with the dogs, and Juliet helped with the plates. She also got Gwen a fresh beer, along with another for Myra, and made her way back outside in time to find Carly lying down right next to Buster under the table.

“They’re here for the scraps,” Gwen said as she joined her and stood next to her.

“Are you messy eaters?”

“No, but they’re desperate dogs,” Gwen replied with a laugh. Then, her hand went to Juliet’s lower back over her shirt, and she asked, “Hungry?”

“Starving, actually,” Juliet admitted.

The food was delicious, and the conversation continued to flow. Juliet hadn’t wanted another beer because she was driving, but when Gwen refilled her glass of iced tea for her from the pitcher on the table, Juliet smiled over at her and, without even thinking, rubbed Gwen’s knee as a thank-you before she pulled her hand back and returned her attention to Myra, who was talking about her construction business.

Eventually, the dogs realized that the humans wouldn’t be dropping anything under the table for them, so they went back to playing in the yard, though not with as much energy. As the sun got almost all the way down, the bugs were starting to come out, so Myra lit some torches that were set up in place to give them some relative safety, and Elisa got the dessert that she’d made earlier that day.

“Coffee?” Elisa offered Juliet after setting down a plate in front of her.

“Don’t get her started on coffee. She’ll only tell you that you’re making it wrong,” Gwen teased.

“I will not.” Juliet laughed and then added, “She has a pod machine. Do you?”

“No, but I’m sure I don’t know how to make it like you do,” Elisa replied.

“I have a few sample bags in my car. I was going to give them to her.” Juliet nodded toward Gwen. “But you’ve made me dinner and pie, so I think you get dibs.”

“Hey!” Gwen laughed. “Are they the medium roast?”

“Yes, because that’s what you said you wanted,” Juliet replied.

“Then, I want them,” Gwen said and continued to laugh. “I mean, you can give one to Elisa, but she won’t appreciate them how I will.”

Juliet smiled at her and replied to Elisa, “I think I’ll just finish this pie and my iced tea, but thank you for the coffee offer.”

“Will I get my coffee later?” Gwen asked her.

“Only if you behave,” Juliet teased.


CHAPTER 16

“Thanks for inviting us,” Juliet said.

“Anytime,” Gwen replied.

Carly was sniffing around Myra’s front yard while Juliet held on to her leash. They’d finished eating dinner and their dessert, and once the sun was officially gone, they’d moved things inside. Elisa and Myra hadn’t wanted either of them to help with the dishes, so Gwen had offered to walk Juliet to her car.

“Buster and Carly really get along well, huh?” she added, trying to keep Juliet there as long as she could because she wasn’t ready to say goodnight to her yet.

“Seems like it,” Juliet replied. “Will you bring her over here to hang out with him while I’m gone?”

“Sure, if you want me to,” she replied as she stuffed her hands inside her pockets.

“I just want her to be entertained, have fun, and not be alone,” Juliet said.

“She won’t be. I’ll be with her. And if you’re good with it still, I’ll walk her with the dogs I trust.”

“Yeah, that’ll be good for her, I think.”

“I’ll pick her up tomorrow, then,” Gwen said. “Before you hit the road.”

“Okay. Can you be there by eight? I have to leave early. It’s a long drive.”

“Sure,” she replied. “Whenever. I’ve got dogs I walk by nine, so I need to grab her and her stuff before then.”

Juliet nodded, and Gwen wondered how much longer they were going to stand by the car and talk about the dog.

“Well, we should go. I think she’s sniffed every blade of grass here.”

Gwen laughed a little and said, “Yeah, okay. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Good night,” Juliet replied with a soft smile.

Gwen watched her and Carly get into the car after that and waited for them to pull away, giving Juliet a little wave before she went back inside Myra’s house.

“Okay. Did you kiss her? Please tell me you kissed her,” Elisa said when Gwen arrived in the living room.

“She’s tipsy. Forgive her,” Myra said, nodding toward her girlfriend. “She finished that whole bottle of wine.”

“It went well with dinner,” Elisa replied. “And did you kiss her or not?”

“What? No, we just talked and let Carly sniff the yard.”

“That sounds weird,” Elisa said.

“It’s not. She’s a dog; she sniffs things,” Gwen said and sat down next to Elisa on the sofa. “I feel like we spend a lot of time talking about the dog and not talking about each other. Like, I didn’t know her dad was a florist, and her mom was an accountant because we spend all our time discussing Carly and Juliet’s travel schedule.”

“Well, you might be friends, but you are technically getting paid to take care of her dog. And she said that this job was new, so she’s probably stressed about Carly, right?” Myra reasoned and wrapped an arm around Elisa’s shoulders.

“Yes, but I like her. I want to get to know her.”

“You should tell her that, then,” Myra suggested.

“Yeah, ask her out,” Elisa encouraged. “She’s really nice, Gwen. I like her for you. And don’t think I didn’t notice that you had your arm over her chair.”

“It just happened.” Gwen smiled at the memory. “But she didn’t push me away.”

“No, she didn’t. She had her hand on your thigh there for a minute,” Myra noted.

“She had her hand on your thigh?” Elisa asked, turning her head toward Gwen. “Where was I?’”

“Sitting there, but it was under the table,” Gwen said. “And it was only for a second. I liked it, though.”

“I bet you did.” Myra laughed. “So, are you going to talk to her? And I don’t mean about the dog.”

“We’re slowly getting to know each other, which is fine; I don’t mind taking our time. But she’s going to be traveling for so much and soon… I just want to get to know her and see if I’m right in thinking that there’s something between us.”

“Tell her you want to talk then and leave Carly out of it. If Juliet brings her up, try to change the subject,” Elisa suggested.

“Yeah, I guess. I mean, like you said, I am getting paid, so I can’t just ignore it if she brings her up.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you like this before,” Elisa said, squinting at her. “And I’ve seen you with every girlfriend you’ve ever had.”

“Well, she’s not my girlfriend.”

“Not yet,” Myra noted.

“Elisa, you’ve never really seen me in this phase. You’ve seen me with girlfriends, yes, but not much before that, when I really like a woman and think that she might like me, but we haven’t said it out loud yet.”

“It looks good on you,” Elisa said, smiling at her.

“It’s kind of scary.”

“Didn’t you just tell my daughter that love is scary, but you should still go for it?”

“Well, don’t go quoting me to me,” Gwen replied with a wink. “I’m going home now. I have to wake up early to go pick up Carly.”

She stood.

“Are you okay to drive?” Myra checked.

“Yeah. I finished my beer, like, over an hour ago, and I ate everything on my plate. I’m good,” she replied. “But thanks for checking on me.”

“Anytime,” Myra replied.

◆◆◆

The following morning, Gwen arrived at Juliet’s just before eight and knocked on the door, preparing to keep this conversation about Carly since Juliet needed to hit the road and Gwen was technically on the clock.

“Hey, good morning,” Juliet said with a wide smile. “I made you something.”

“Um… Hi,” Gwen replied. “And why are you so chipper? It’s early.”

“Not for me. Early riser for work, remember?”

“Sorry; I haven’t had my coffee yet. Did you say you made me something?”

Gwen walked into the apartment and found Carly right there, ready to sniff her legs.

“Hi, Carly,” she said, letting her sniff around.

“I made you coffee,” Juliet replied. “The good stuff. I’d hoped you hadn’t had any yet.”

“You made me coffee?”

“Yeah, and it’s medium roast. Your new favorite.” Juliet smiled as she walked into the open kitchen and carried a mug over to Gwen.

“This is great, but do you have a to-go cup? You have to hit the road, right?”

“Not yet. I’ve got some time.”

Juliet nodded for them to sit on the sofa, so Gwen followed her over there and let Carly sit next to her.

“So, how was your night after I left?” Juliet asked.

“Good. I went home pretty much right after, though. Thanks for this,” Gwen said.

“No problem. If you’re over here and you want to make more, there’s a whole setup in the kitchen. Help yourself.”

“Am I not taking her home with me?”

“You are. I just meant if you need to drop her off here for some reason and you’re over here.”

“You’ve given me a ton of coffee already. I think I’m good for a while.” Gwen took a sip. “Damn, this is good, though. What’s in it? It tastes a little different than the stuff you made at my place.”

“Salt.”

Gwen looked up at her in confusion and said, “What?”

“Pinch of salt. It helps make it less bitter, smoother.”

“You really added salt to my coffee?”

“A pinch. You can’t even taste it.”

“I knew something was different,” Gwen pointed out.

“Yeah, that it tasted good.” Juliet laughed. “Don’t be a baby. Drink your salt coffee.”

Gwen laughed, too, and took another sip.

“It really is good.”

“So, I’ve got a few minutes before I have to go. Anything you need for her this week?”

“Not that I can think of,” she said. “I’m good. Do you have her food in the freezer, though?”

“Yeah, take whatever you need,” Juliet said. “And I got her some new t-r-e-a-t-s, too.” She spelled out the word. “I’ll put those in a bag for you.”

“Then, I’m good. Where are you off to today?”

“Some tiny town in northern Louisiana. I’ve never even heard of it, but Andrew used to cover it, I guess. They’ve got two stores there, and they’re both not doing all that well, so I’m going to retrain the staff.”

“Is that a good thing or a bad thing?”

“A little of both, I suspect. It’ll be easier because they should know the basics, but also harder if I have to correct a bunch. I’ll be there for a few days, and if they don’t get it together after that, people will lose jobs, and I’ll have to go right back there to train the new staff. What have you got going on while I’m away?”

“Me?” she asked and took a sip to stall for a bit. “Nothing. I’m sure I’ll hang out with Elisa and Myra and maybe grab drinks with friends or something, but I don’t have anything planned officially.”

“No hot dates?” Juliet asked.

Gwen met her eyes and said, “No hot dates, but I will have a woman by my side every night.”

Juliet looked confused at first and then disappointed, or, at least, that was how it looked to Gwen.

“Carly, Jules. I meant Carly. She sleeps next to me in my bed, remember?”

“Oh, right,” Juliet said and laughed. “Of course.”

“You?”

“What about me?”

“Any hot dates up there in northern Louisiana?”

“In a town I’ve never heard of? No, not likely. I’ll be in the stores and then in my hotel room, eating whatever fast food they have up there and probably staining more shirts.”

“Do you want to talk while you’re there?”

“I figured we would because of–”

“Carly. Yeah, I know. I meant just talk, though. I’ll obviously keep you updated on her because that’s my job, but I was hoping we could talk about not Carly, too.”

“We don’t always talk about her.”

“I know. But I liked getting to know you more last night at Myra’s. I was hoping we could do more talking like that.”

Juliet smiled at her, gave Gwen a slow nod, and replied, “I’d like that.”

“FaceTime? You know, so that you can see Carly, too, and not at all because you might be in a see-through shirt with no bra on.”

Juliet laughed and said, “Odds are, if the food is messy, I’ll make a mess.”

“That’s kind of cute,” Gwen said with a smile.

“It is? My klutziness is cute?”

Gwen nodded and replied, “Definitely.”

Juliet sighed and said, “I want to stay and keep talking now, but I have to go.”

Gwen took a quick sip of her coffee and went to stand.

“You can stay. Finish your coffee. You’ve got a key.”

“No, I’ll walk you out. You can say goodbye to Carly at the car, like last time. Then, I’ll walk her and take her with me.”

“Did you drive? I’ll get the food and stuff ready.”

“Yeah, my car’s out front, parked next to yours, actually,” Gwen said.

“Okay. Well, let’s go, then. Come on, Carly.”

Carly jumped off the sofa at the sound of her name, and they walked to the kitchen, where Juliet packed a bag and handed it to Gwen. Then, Gwen watched Juliet say goodbye to her dog for the second time in as many weeks and drive off, leaving them both standing there, wishing she hadn’t left at all.

“Your mom is really pretty,” Gwen said to Carly. “And really… just, like, everything else, too, you know?”

Carly looked up at her but didn’t seem to grasp what Gwen was saying.

“Okay. Let’s walk first, and then we’ll head home.”

She walked Carly around the block to let her go to the bathroom and drove her home, where she put Carly’s stuff away and prepared to leave again to get her morning walkers. Her phone buzzed in her pocket just as she got to her door after putting Carly back on her leash. She pulled her phone out and smiled.

Juliet Francis: I’ll be done by five. Want to talk at six? I’ll have food. You can have food as well, and we can FaceTime while we eat dinner together.

Gwen Benedetti: That sounds good to me.


CHAPTER 17

After two long days, the long drive back would’ve normally taken its toll on Juliet, but instead, she was surprisingly chipper. Well, it wasn’t much of a surprise. She was chipper because she had talked to Gwen every day for at least a few hours. They’d chatted the night she arrived over FaceTime, and Juliet hadn’t gotten to sleep until well after one in the morning. She hadn’t laughed that much in a very long time, though. They had talked again on her second night, but this time, the call was a little shorter since she needed to get some real sleep before her drive home. They’d said goodnight to one another both nights, and Juliet had liked having someone to say goodnight to again. She’d also been sad immediately after hanging up because she hadn’t been falling asleep next to Gwen, or anyone else, for that matter. She hadn’t even had Carly to sleep next to her. She’d been alone and on a work trip.

The retraining had gone well. The staff had been having issues with waste, tossing out espresso drinks because they’d make them wrong, and customers would return them or ask for the drink to be made correctly. Juliet had discovered one employee who wasn’t the best listener in the world, one who wasn’t great at the register and wasn’t charging properly for extra syrups and extra shots of espresso, and another who was always coming up short on their cash register. The policy was clear, though: three short drawers in a month meant a write-up, and another one after that the following month meant termination, so she’d talked to the manager about letting go of that roaster. Training wasn’t always teaching people how to make drinks and serve sandwiches with a smile. It was part detective work, too, and then problem solving once she had diagnosed the issue or multiple issues. She liked that part of the job enough, but it was often exhausting.

After all that, she was more than ready to be at home, in a hot bath, and hanging out with her dog, so she’d hit the road early that morning and had only stopped for gas. She was also really excited to see Gwen again and no longer felt like trying to hide that fact. After talking to the woman every night, flirting with her during their conversations, and having to spend time away from her, she was ready to at least figure out her next step where Gwen was concerned.

“Hey, want to grab a drink later?” Molly asked.

“Maybe. Can I get back to you on that, though?”

“Sure. Have other plans with a certain dog walker, perhaps?” Molly asked.

Juliet laughed and replied, “I don’t know yet. Maybe. I think I might go for it, Molls,” she said while in the car, which was connected to her phone via Bluetooth. “I like her a lot. We’ve talked every day.”

“Every day? It’s been two days.”

“I know. But we talked for, like, five hours one night.”

“Five hours?! After you worked a whole day? We don’t even talk that much. Then again, you don’t want to sleep with me.”

“No offense, but no, I don’t.”

“None taken. I don’t want to sleep with you, either,” Molly said. “So, five hours?”

“Yeah. Crazy, huh? Her favorite color is green. She told me that while looking into my eyes, which also happen to be green. I’m trying not to make anything out of that, but she was smiling when she said it.”

“She was staring–” Molly stopped. “You were on FaceTime? You didn’t just talk on the phone?”

“No. We get on FaceTime so that I can see Carly, too.”

“Sure, blame the dog,” Molly joked.

“I’m serious. I get to see Carly and Gwen. It’s win-win.”

“I guess so. Are you going to ask her out?”

“I think so. She said something the other day, before I left, about how we talk about Carly a lot, and she wanted to get to know me better. That’s not something a friend usually says.”

“They also don’t usually say that their favorite color just happens to be the color of your eyes.”

“No, they don’t, I guess,” Juliet said with a smile. “But what if she says no?”

“Why would she say no?”

“Because I don’t even know when we would go out.”

“Well, you’re on your way back now,” Molly said. “I’m guessing that’s why you’re a maybe on drinks tonight: you’re hoping you can go out with her. Am I right?”

“Yeah. And I meant after that. I will be gone so much, Molls.”

“Do you even like these increased responsibilities they gave you with this so-called promotion, Jules?”

“Not really, no. I’m just trying to think about my future. If I can do this for a few months, maybe I’ll get his job.”

“Sweetie, he’s not getting promoted. If he does, it’ll be a big surprise.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m in meetings with all of HR. They’ve been talking about the executive team promotions and searches this week while you were out, and they did not indicate that there was a new role opening up for him. The VP role doesn’t exist, so they’d have to create it just for him. I’m not sure they see the reason to do that right now.”

“Really?” she asked. “I was kind of counting on that.”

“I guess it could still happen, but if it does, it would be during next year’s reviews, not this one, and that would mean over a year of this travel for you. Besides, you know how they don’t like promoting someone twice within a year. They want people to be in their roles for at least twelve months before they move you up again.”

“But that’s just a rule with exceptions.”

“True,” Molly replied.

“I just figured with him moving up, especially now, with Andrew being gone, they’d put me in his place and backfill me.”

“They could still do that. I just don’t think it’ll be this December.”

“Well, fuck,” Juliet said as she pulled off the highway. “I don’t know if I can do this for over a year, Molls.”

“Because of Gwen?”

“No, because of all the travel. I miss Carly, but it’s not even that. I’m just not made for driving all over the place and eating fast food or terrible room-service rubber chicken. I’m a homebody. I like to be sitting in front of my TV, eating a somewhat healthy dinner while I watch something I’ve seen a hundred times already, and being in my own bathtub with my almond oil bubble bath.”

“Oh, that sounds nice. Where do you get that? I should pick some up.”

“I’ll send you a link when I get home,” she said, turning the corner.

“Can I help at all?” Molly offered. “I feel like he might have embellished about his promotion thing, which led you to sign an offer letter without knowing exactly what you’d be signing up for, and then Andrew was let go, too. I know it’s a lot.”

“It is,” she said. “I don’t know. I’ll figure it out, I guess. I’m about to turn onto my street. Can I call you later about drinks?”

“Sure. I’m kind of hoping you turn me down, though, because that means you’ll be out with Gwen.”

Juliet laughed as they disconnected and she turned onto her street and into the parking lot for her building. Just as she parked, though, she got a text message, so she went to check her phone, expecting it to be from Molly, a reminder to send her that link for the bubble bath.

Gwen Benedetti: Want to meet us at the dog park? I’ve got all her stuff in the car, but she wanted to go for a walk, so I thought I’d let her run off some energy for a bit.

Juliet replied and hurried to drop off her suitcase at the apartment before she quickly changed into comfortable jeans, a T-shirt, and a light sweater, and got back into her car.

◆◆◆

“Wiggly Park?” she said.

“Hey,” Gwen replied, standing up from the park bench when Juliet approached. “And, yeah. Cool name, huh?”

“I didn’t even know this was here.”

Juliet looked around at the rectangular patch of grass with a short fence around it that was surrounded by a street and houses.

“It’s just a fun place where they can be off the leash and run,” Gwen said. “How was the drive?”

“Good. Long, but good. I got you a cookie.”

She held up the brown bag to Gwen.

“A cookie?”

“Yeah. We sell them. I got it yesterday before I left the store, but they’d made it fresh, so it should still be good.”

“They make cookies fresh there, too?”

“Well, they come in frozen, but we bake them. Does that count?” Juliet asked as Gwen took the bag.

“Depends on what kind of cookie you got me.”

“It’s chocolate chip,” she replied.

“Really? Those are my favorite,” Gwen said and peered inside the bag. “Cool. Thanks, Jules.”

“No problem.” She shrugged a shoulder. “So, where’s my girl?”

“She’s over there, playing with Buster,” Gwen replied as she turned and stood next to Juliet, nodding to where Carly was running alongside Buster, who was trying to take whatever she had in her mouth.

“And what are they playing with, exactly?”

“One of his rope toys. I brought it from Elisa’s. They’d been running back and forth like that for twenty minutes, so she should be very ready to fall asleep next to you tonight.”

Juliet laughed and noted, “She hasn’t even noticed I’m here.”

“She’s busy. That rope toy is important,” Gwen teased. “Plus, I think she’s a little in love.”

“With Buster?”

“Yes. And he loves her back; don’t worry. I think they’ll treat each other well.”

“Oh, you do, do you?”

“When I drove them over here, they both sat in the back seat and kind of curled up into each other. It was really cute, Jules. They didn’t even try to sit up and look out the windows. They just wanted to snuggle.”

“Really? That’s adorable,” she replied. “And he’s fixed, right? I mean, she is, so she’s not going to get pregnant, but he’s not going to like–”

“Hump her brains out?” Gwen asked, causing Juliet to laugh again. “He’s fixed, yeah. Hey, can you watch them for a minute? I really need to pee. I made the mistake of having that coffee before I came here, so I’ve been holding it in.”

“Sure. But coffee?”

“Yes. And I went to Southern; I didn’t make it myself. I got the drink you recommended last night.”

“And?”

“It was fucking delicious, so you are forever my coffee dealer now.”

“Go pee,” Juliet said through her laughter. “Give me the cookie.”

Gwen handed Juliet back the bag and rushed off toward what looked like a small building with just bathrooms and a drinking fountain between them in the corner of the grass lot. Juliet focused on Carly and Buster, who were still playing, and noticed that there were only three other dogs in the park right now. One was playing with his owner, and the other two were playing with each other and a stick.

“Okay. I’ll give it a six out of ten. It was a five last time. They get the six because there was actually toilet paper.”

“What?” Juliet asked when Gwen appeared at her side.

“I rate bathrooms. It’s a thing I do.”

“You rate them?”

“Yes, out of ten.”

“And how does a bathroom get a ten out of ten?”

“Well, cleanliness is worth a lot of points. Toilet paper in each stall is worth one. Paper towels or working hand dryers are worth another. Actual soap to wash my hands is key, but it’s the coat hangers or bag holders on the inside of the stall doors that can really take it over the edge. If they have those, that’s worth two points.”

“Whoa! A whole two points?” Juliet teased.

“That’s twenty percent of the grade. Very important.”

“You don’t even have a coat or a bag,” Juliet noted.

“Not now, but I might in the future, and I have in the past,” Gwen argued.

“You’re very strange,” she said as she laughed.

“I am?”

“Yes. But I like it,” Juliet replied and handed Gwen the bag with the cookie in it.

“Want to split it?” Gwen offered.

“No, thanks. I’ve had two this week already. My midday snack when I couldn’t get away.”

“And you had burgers two nights in a row.”

“Well, the only decent place in that town had burgers, and I was advised by the store employees not to get the soup and salad combo, so the burger seemed like the best option. It was really good, which was why I had it twice.”

“Yeah, but that can’t be healthy. I mean, I assume you’re standing and walking all day at work, but driving a bunch and then staying in the hotels at night and eating–”

“Yes, I know. Believe me, it’s not part of my long-term plan. I used to complain about cooking all the time, and now, I’m complaining about eating fast food all the time.”

“Grass is always greener,” Gwen said.

“Yeah,” Juliet replied.

“Do you cook?”

“Kind of.”

“You kind of cook? How does that work?” Gwen asked.

“Well, I had one of those meal subscription services. I had to learn to cook for one again after my ex left, so I got a service that delivered five meals a week. I cooked those, but it doesn’t really count because they have recipes and pre-portioned ingredients.”

“Did you put them on the stove or in an oven?”

“Yes.”

“Then, you cooked.”

“I guess so,” Juliet said with a little laugh. “It was pretty good.”

“You canceled it?”

“For now, at least. I won’t be home to eat it, so I’d be wasting food and money. I do have to figure out how to eat healthier on the road, though. Maybe when I drive, I can pack a cooler or something and pay for a room with a mini fridge.”

“That could work. And you could grocery shop when you get there, too.”

“I don’t know where I’d find the energy. I’m up at five or five-thirty at the latest, depending on how close the hotel is to the store I’m training, and I’m working until lunchtime and grabbing something we sell or something else that’s fast. Then, it’s more work until at least five; sometimes, six. After that, I pick up something quick on the way back to the hotel, and, well, I eat it while I talk to you, apparently.” She smiled over at Gwen.

“Yeah? We can keep doing that?” Gwen asked as she smiled back.

“If you want. But we don’t have to every night. I’m sure you’ll be busy sometimes with your friends and family.”

“My family is annoying, other than Elisa and her twins, but they’re at school now, and Elisa has Myra. She’s been nice enough to include me still when, I’m sure, she’d just rather be alone with Myra all the time, and I don’t like to impose.”

“I think Elisa loves you like a sister and wants to hang out with you, Gwen. I don’t think she feels like she has to include you or wants to be alone with Myra instead when she’s inviting you over.”

“Maybe,” Gwen said.

“What about other things?”

“Other things?”

“Yeah,” Juliet said and then cleared her throat. “Like… dates and stuff. I mean, you’re single and obviously gorgeous and funny, so a lot of women probably want to date you.”

Gwen turned to her and asked, “Women want to date me?”

“Yes,” Juliet said, turning toward her, too.

“Well, I don’t want to date them.”

“Did you turn straight suddenly somehow?”

“No.” Gwen chuckled. “I just meant that I don’t want to date women. I want to date a woman.”

“So, you’re a one-woman woman?”

“I am, yes. Haven’t been in a while, but I’ve been thinking about it a lot recently.”

“Recently?” Juliet smiled at her. “Any reason why?”

“No, I don’t think so,” Gwen teased her. “It just hit me that I might want to start dating again.”

“I see.” Juliet took a step toward her. “And do you have any thoughts on the type of woman you might want to date?”

“Oh, a lot of thoughts,” Gwen replied and took a step toward Juliet. “For one, she has to have blonde hair, preferably with a few waves in it.” Gwen tilted her head to take in Juliet’s wavy blonde hair. “I think green eyes are a must, but it’s tricky because they’re so rare, so I don’t know where I’ll be able to find them. Also, she has to have a dog. I don’t know if you know this, but I love animals. I love taking care of them and making them happy. I think I’d prefer it if her dog was of the all-white variety and maybe a little hyper at times.” Gwen turned to look at Carly and Buster, who were lying next to each other in the grass, panting. “I’d love it if she knows how to cook because I’m pretty bad at that, but I don’t think I’d want her spending hours upon hours in the kitchen, so if she cooks with recipes and some help, like say with a kit of some kind, that would be the best compromise. Oh, I almost forgot: she has to be a coffee fan. I mean, a big fan, who knows just how to make the perfect cup of coffee every time.”

“Do you know that I work at a coffee company?” Juliet asked, pointing at herself with a smile.

“What? You do? I had no idea,” Gwen joked.

“I’m also blonde, got those waves you’ve requested, and I happen to have green eyes.”

“I know. I’ve noticed,” Gwen said, taking another step closer to her and moving a strand of Juliet’s hair behind her ear. “You’re beautiful.”

“Do you want to go out with me tonight?” Juliet asked.

“I’d love to go out with you tonight,” Gwen replied.

“Yeah?”

“Are you sure you’re not too tired for it? You’ve driven all day, and I know you–”

“I’m not too tired,” Juliet interrupted. “I’ve been wanting to ask you out pretty much since we met, but definitely since the bar. I just didn’t know if I should since you’re taking care of Carly, and I don’t even know when I’ll be home.”

“Why don’t we start with a date tonight and see how it goes? Can I make one request, though?”

“Sure. What?”

“No Carly,” Gwen said, taking one of Juliet’s hands in her own and entwining their fingers. “Just you and me this time. Dinner somewhere and whatever after, but no dog talk or work schedule talk.”

“Deal,” she replied, smiling down at their linked hands. “Can we go get the dogs now? Because I need to get home soon and shower so that I can get ready for a date with this really pretty girl I know.”

Gwen laughed and said, “Yeah, let’s get the lovebirds over there.”


CHAPTER 18

“She asked me out,” Gwen said.

“Good,” Jill replied. “When are you going?”

“Now. Well, soon. She’s on her way here, probably.”

“Then, why are we on the phone? Shouldn’t you be getting ready?”

“I’ve been ready for twenty minutes. I had to stop messing with my hair because I was only making it worse. I’m just sitting on the couch now, waiting for her to get here.”

“And you needed a distraction, so you called me?”

“Well, Elisa was busy.”

“I see how it is,” Jill said, laughing. “I’m busy, too; you know? My girlfriend is about to get into the shower, Gwen. That means she’s naked, and I could be naked and in there with her.”

“Shit. Sorry. I’d never want to deprive you of that.”

“It’s fine. I was just told I can’t shower with her because she’s only taking a quick one so that we can go out to dinner. She came back from a run because she’s a runner now.” Jill paused. “I’m not supposed to make fun of her for working out, but it’s not like she needs it. Her body is perfect. Babe, your body is perfect!” That last part, Gwen guessed, was for Willa’s benefit. “What are you two doing for your date?” Jill asked her.

“I have no idea,” she said. “Jules is planning it. I’m just supposed to dress casually.”

“So, you dressed up a little?”

“Yes,” she said and laughed. “A dress.”

“She says casual, and you wear a dress?”

“It’s a casual dress. And I’m in flats,” Gwen defended.

“You don’t listen well, do you? I think ladies like it when you listen. For example, Willa just walked into my shower, and I’m sitting here on my bed, not following her in, even though I really, really want to.”

“But you’re watching her from the bed, aren’t you?”

“She didn’t say I couldn’t do that,” Jill replied.

Gwen laughed and said, “I’m a little nervous. Okay, I’m a lot nervous.”

“That’s normal. It’s a first date.”

“I know. I just don’t want to be a mess tonight. I want her to think that I have my shit together.”

“You do have your shit together,” Jill said.

“Depends on who you ask,” Gwen replied.

There was a knock at the door, and she turned around as if expecting Juliet to be standing inside her apartment already.

“She’s here.”

“Good. Go on your date. It’ll be fine, okay?”

“Thanks. And enjoy staring at your girlfriend while she showers, I guess,” Gwen said.

“Oh, I will,” Jill stated and hung up on her.

Gwen laughed and slid her phone into her purse. Then, she stood and looked down her body, checking for possible wrinkles in her light-gray dress. Seeing none, she decided she was presentable enough to answer the door, and when she did, she was surprised to see Juliet standing there in a pair of jeans, a white T-shirt with a sweater tied around her hips, and a baseball hat on her head turned to the back.

“Uh…” Gwen uttered because while she was confused by Juliet’s very casual attire for a first date, this look was really fucking hot on her.

“You’re in a dress,” Juliet noted.

“Yeah.”

“I said casual.”

“It’s a casual dress.”

“It’s not just a casual dress,” Juliet replied as her eyes raked over Gwen’s body. “You look a lot more than casual in that dress, Gwen.”

“Yeah?” She smirked.

“You look beautiful,” Juliet told her, raising her eyes to Gwen’s. “I probably look like a slob.”

“What? No, you don’t,” she said. “Trust me, you do not look like a slob. You look hot, honestly. Like, that hat thing is good for you.”

“It’s good for me?” Juliet laughed.

“Yes, it really works for you with your hair down like that.”

“It’s more practical than anything.”

“Practical?”

“Yeah. And I really, really hate to ask you to do this, but do you mind changing out of that dress and into something that’s actually casual?”

“Really? Where are we going?”

“Can you just wear it on another date? Like, any other date?”

Gwen smiled and said, “Fine, but I’m not wearing a hat. It took me forever to get my hair like this.”

“Fine, but you’ll have to wear a hairnet,” Juliet replied, confusing Gwen even more now.

◆◆◆

“I brought you a hat just in case you changed your mind about wearing it,” Juliet told her when they walked inside the building.

“You really brought me to your work on a date?”

“It’s not really my work. I don’t work at the roastery,” Juliet said. “And I thought it would be something fun for us to do. We can roast a bag of coffee just for us to drink.”

Gwen smiled over at her and said, “I assume someone will teach me what to do?”

She took the baseball hat Juliet held out and put it on her head.

Juliet turned to her, straightened the hat for her a little, and replied, “Yes. I’ve got a master roaster showing us how it’s done. Come on.”

She took Gwen’s hand, pulling her through the best-smelling warehouse building Gwen had ever been in, and a few minutes later, they watched on as a guy named Michael, the master roaster, explained to them the roasting process.

“First, we start by loading the beans into our drum inside the roaster. It rotates over gas burners and agitates the coffee, which is what we want. We generally do much larger batches here, but Juliet made a special request, and she is the best, so we don’t mind making a small one for her.”

The guy winked at Juliet.

Gwen gave him a glare and said, “She is the best, isn’t she?”

“This roast is for espresso,” he continued after taking in her glare. “Juliet said you wanted to try that.”

“She did, huh?”

“I know you like the medium roast, but I thought you’d like your very own espresso,” Juliet said.

“I do. Thank you,” Gwen replied and returned her attention to Michael.

“These beans are actually from right here in Louisiana. We normally import coffee beans here, but there are a few local growers with mainly indoor facilities since coffee prefers diffused light rather than direct sunlight. When we roast, we typically do it for around twelve to fifteen minutes using three and a half kilos of raw green beans. In this case, though, it’s a much smaller batch, so it won’t take as long.” Michael motioned to a giant bowl of beans in front of him. “It’s what we call a washed process, which means when the coffee fruit gets picked, all the pulp and skin get removed before it gets dried in the drying process. This makes the coffees really clean and balanced, with a lot of sweetness, which is what we want.”

He smiled at Juliet.

“You like sweetness, do you?” Gwen asked him.

Juliet leaned over then and whispered, “He’s married and knows I’m gay.”

Gwen smiled at how obvious she was being more than at Juliet’s words.

Michael cleared his throat and said, “In the early stage, the roast might not smell like coffee, but don’t worry about that. With an espresso roast, it takes a little longer to extract more of the body and the coffee’s sweetness. This pushes the sugar development further, which is how you can achieve that extra sweetness in the espresso’s flavor. I tend to go for espresso myself.”

Michael went on to show them the roaster and explain the by-product of roasting called chaff, which was part of the coffee cherry that contained a lot of nitrogen and got used as compost after it was removed.

“The coffee beans expand as they heat up because they are taking on more energy. When they can no longer take on any more energy, the reaction turns exothermic.” Michael pointed to something, but Juliet had just taken Gwen’s hand, so Gwen wasn’t paying attention. “This is a key time as the coffee starts to develop sugars and oils, which is what it needs to get the flavor of espresso. It’s also an important time to adjust the heat.”

Michael went on to talk about heat, pressure, and cracking sounds, but all Gwen could think about was Juliet’s hand in hers as Juliet’s thumb grazed the outside of her palm. She swallowed when Juliet’s hand slipped out of hers, only to be placed on the small of her back under the T-shirt she’d put on after changing out of her dress. Thankfully, Juliet’s hand wasn’t visible to Michael, who was still explaining the bean monitoring process, which was a thing, apparently, and the optimal colors and development level of… something. Gwen couldn’t care less that she had only caught every other word, at most, and when he started talking about the cooling process, she felt anything but cool.

When it came to roasting the coffee, there wasn’t much for them to do, really. The beans mostly did the work on their own, and Michael showed them how they cooled the beans once they’d been roasted. Then, he explained about the gas the beans contained and how they needed time to eliminate that gas before the beans were brewed into a cup of coffee.

“My coffee has gas?” Gwen asked, laughing a little.

Juliet’s hand moved away from her back as Juliet joined her in laughter, but Gwen moved closer to her side and took Juliet’s hand back.

“Yeah. You’ll want to wait seven to ten days before you grind it up and drink it,” Michael replied. “It will be cooling for a bit. Want to have a cup of something else while you wait? We’re tasting a batch of our new autumn roast tonight before we all head home.”

“What’s in an autumn roast?” Gwen asked.

“It’s a blend,” Juliet explained. “Mainly, some cinnamon and nutmeg flavors, the stuff that’s popular this time of year.”

“Then, yeah, sure. Can we?”

“Anything for Juliet,” Michael replied with a smile.

“Anything?” Gwen whispered to Juliet as the guy turned to walk away.

Juliet turned until she was facing Gwen and said, “He knows we’re on a date. He’s just a nice guy, okay?”

“Did you introduce him to his wife or something? He, like, loves you,” she noted.

“No, but I got him a job here after he got out of prison when no one would hire him.”

“Prison?”

“Drugs. Not murder, Gwen.”

“How did you–”

“Michael was living on the street. I used to walk by him on the way to the office, and we got to talking. He’d just gotten out of prison on possession charges, and I suggested he interview with us and got him some interview clothes from a thrift store. He’s been clean since he went away and is now a master roaster here. He met his wife. They have a baby on the way. So, the reason he’s so nice to me has nothing to do with him wanting to sleep with me.”

“You saved the guy’s life,” Gwen replied.

“I just got him an interview and a cheap suit. It wasn’t a big deal.”

“Jules, it’s a huge deal. He’s successful because you gave him a chance when no one else would. He’s married now and about to be a dad. That’s huge.” Gwen smiled at her. “You’re kind of amazing, aren’t you?”

“Let’s catch up with him. I think you’ll like the autumn blend. It’s what we use in the caramel apple drink you had.”

Hand in hand, they walked into a different part of the warehouse, where Michael showed them how the beans were ground for tasting to determine whether they were ready to be shipped to the stores. They waited as the coffee brewed, and Gwen relaxed into Juliet’s side. Minutes later, Michael poured each of them a small cup of coffee, and they waited patiently as it cooled before Gwen took her first sip.

“Damn. This is good,” she noted. “Is it because it’s that fresh?”

“That’s one of the reasons, yes, and it does make a big difference. When you’re buying your coffee at a grocery store, though, odds are it’s probably too old to be really good.”

“Well, I’ll never do that again,” Gwen stated, looking at Juliet. “You’ll keep me in this coffee, right?”

She lifted the glass she’d been given back to her lips.

Juliet smiled and replied, “Yes. Now, let’s go listen to Michael as he tells you all the things they look for before the coffee can be sent out.”

Gwen was shown a card that the team used to ensure the coffee met the company’s quality standards, and she watched as Michael took a few more sips of his own coffee, considered it for a second, and then checked off everything on the card, signing his name at the bottom. This batch was ready to go. He was explaining what he was doing as he went, and Gwen followed along, taking sips when he sipped. Her jealousy at bay now, she was having fun, but although both delightful, the hot coffee in combination with the heated touch from Juliet’s hand on her back again, under her shirt, had Gwen wishing they were outside in the fresh air.

“Michael, this was amazing,” she said. “Thank you for showing me.”

“No problem. Glad you could make it. We’ll keep your batch cooling for you here, and you or Juliet can pick it up in a few days. It can finish its process before you drink it.”

“Thank you,” she said, shaking his hand.

On their way out, Gwen was handed a bag of the fresh autumn blend for her to have while her own espresso blend cooled, and then she and Juliet walked outside.

“So?” Juliet asked her when they were outside. “Was it worth the hat?”

“Are you kidding me? That was awesome. Plus, now we both smell like coffee.”

Juliet laughed and asked, “Are you hungry?”

“Starving, actually,” she replied.

“Want to grab food before our night is over?”

“It’s only eight,” Gwen noted. “Were you planning on dropping me off at eight?”

“No, I just only planned this since it was so last-minute,” Juliet said. “I’m thinking something light and fun for dinner. Is that okay?”

“Well, you wouldn’t let me wear my nice dress, and I’m in a hat now, so I think we have to go light and fun because dark and fancy won’t let me in.”

“But you look very cute in my hat,” Juliet said, stopping to push the hat down a little on Gwen’s head. “Like, really cute.” She smiled at her.

“We’re going someplace where they make us wear a bib to eat our seafood,” Gwen suggested.

“Lead the way,” Juliet said while laughing.

“Just get us to the highway, and I’ll tell you where to go.”


CHAPTER 19

“I cannot believe you had them sing their stupid birthday song to me. It’s not my birthday,” she said as they walked out of the seafood restaurant Gwen had suggested.

“The look on your face when they brought out the cake with a sparkler in it and started singing…” Gwen pointed out, laughing harder than Juliet had ever heard her laugh. “I got the whole thing on video, thank God. Now, I’ll need all of your social media accounts so that I can tag you.”

“Oh, no way,” she replied, taking Gwen’s free hand, the one that wasn’t still holding on to her phone. “No!” she added and laughed as Gwen pressed play on the video. “Not again. You’ve already watched it twice.”

“Three times. I watched it again when you went to the bathroom.”

“You’re the worst,” Juliet said as she continued laughing. “I’ll have to find a way to get you back.”

“I don’t think you can. This was the absolute best. No prank can top your total confusion mixed with fear and then embarrassment. Seriously, I’m tempted to print out a still shot from this and frame it. I’ll just put it up on the wall behind my TV so that I can look at it all the time and laugh, and when people come over to hang out and ask why I have this weird photo hanging up, I’ll tell them the story and show them the video.”

Gwen was still laughing, so Juliet took the phone out of her hand and tucked it into the pocket of her own jeans before she turned Gwen toward herself and cupped her cheek.

“Shut up,” she said seriously but softly.

She leaned in for a kiss, and when their lips connected, Gwen’s hands moved to her waist and pulled Juliet in. Juliet wrapped her own around Gwen’s neck and slid into her hair, but she nearly knocked off the borrowed hat that Gwen was still wearing, so she lowered her hands back to Gwen’s neck as their lips danced together for the first time. She moaned a little when Gwen’s tongue slipped into her mouth and deepened the kiss.

Juliet didn’t care that they were in the parking lot of a seafood restaurant that had zydeco music playing loudly behind them. She kissed Gwen deeply and ran her hands over her back as Gwen did the same to her. When the loud song playing from the outdoor speakers ended and they naturally pulled apart, they stared at one another for a minute before Juliet ran her thumb over Gwen’s lower lip, pulled Gwen’s phone out of her pocket, and handed it to her.

“Ready?” she asked.

“Uh… Yeah,” Gwen replied, looking a little out of it.

Juliet smiled at her and took Gwen’s hand again, walking them to her car, where she opened the door for her date to be extra chivalrous. She took Gwen’s hand back once they hit the road, and they drove in relative silence to Gwen’s place, where Juliet parked and waited to see what Gwen would do.

“So… You can come up,” Gwen told her. “If you want. I have coffee. Well, you already know that. Wait… Maybe you can’t. Carly.”

Gwen turned to her.

“Molly wanted to spend some time with her, and I told her that I was going out with you, so she took her for me.”

“You just got home. You should be with her.”

“Gwen?”

“Yeah?”

“Molly needed the emotional support, and Carly loves the attention, so it all worked out. I can go pick up my dog now and take her home, or I can come upstairs with you. We can make coffee together and not talk about my dog, which was your request.”

Gwen smiled and said, “Right. Yeah. Sorry. I think I got nervous all of a sudden.”

“Do you want me to go?”

“No, I want you to stay,” Gwen replied, taking Juliet’s hand. “I mean, stay, Jules.”

“Stay over?”

“Yeah, if you want,” Gwen said. “We could just sleep. I know it’s only our first date, but I feel like we’ve been on, like, seven dates already since we’ve talked so much.”

“And you only want to sleep if we’re on our seventh date?” Juliet teased.

“I’d like to curl up on the sofa with you and watch something or talk for a while. Then, if you want, we can go to bed. It’s an office day for you tomorrow, so you don’t have to be up super early, do you?”

“I’m usually in the office by nine,” she said.

“Could you stay tonight?”

Juliet nodded and replied, “I’d love to.”

They made their way up to Gwen’s apartment, and when they got inside, Gwen removed her hat and placed it on the kitchen table. Juliet took hers off, too, and placed it next to Gwen’s.

“Shame. I really liked that look on you,” Gwen said with a lifted eyebrow aimed at her.

“The hat?”

“The total tomboy look about you when you wear it backward like that. Like, I expect you to be wearing a sports bra under that shirt, and I love that sweater tied around your waist, too.” Gwen then pulled on her sweater until Juliet was inches away. “I can do this with it.”

“I can wear the hat for the rest of the night, if you want. And I am wearing a sports bra under this shirt.”

“What? Really?”

Juliet pulled back and lifted her shirt, revealing a white sports bra and hard nipples beneath.

“Jesus,” Gwen said, taking a step back and running into a chair. “You’re trying to kill me.”

Juliet laughed and let her shirt fall back into place.

“Honestly, I was just out of clean bras, but I had this one in my drawer, so I threw it on and went with the super casual because it justified the sports bra.”

“You don’t need to justify a sports bra to me.”

“No?” Juliet ran her hands through Gwen’s hair. “And you don’t need to do anything with this hair for me. I love it when it’s all the way down and a little messy and when you have it pulled back, too.”

“You do?”

Juliet nodded and said, “I also loved kissing you earlier.”

“Oh, I loved that, too,” Gwen replied.

“So, maybe we make that coffee and do that a little more instead of talking or watching something?”

“Can we skip the coffee, too?” Gwen asked.

◆◆◆

“And you didn’t sleep with her?” Molly asked.

“Molls!” Juliet whisper-yelled before she looked around the cubicles. “Hey, George. Good day so far?” she said when she saw George, who sat diagonally from her, staring at them.

“Yes,” he said, returning his attention to his computer.

“Sorry,” Molly whispered as she leaned over her desk. “But you didn’t?”

“No, I didn’t. It was our first date.”

“I just assumed when you asked me to take Carly for the night that it was because you were finally going to, you know, do it with her.”

“Finally? It’s been days.”

“It’s been days of you talking about her non-stop and texting me that she’s cute or sweet or great with Carly. You told me you talk to her for hours.”

“We have talked for hours, and we did that last night, too.”

“Last night, you had her in person, Jules. FaceTime is FaceTime, but you had the girl right in front of you. Did you at least kiss her before you went to sleep and probably spooned her all sweetly instead of jumping her bones?”

“Did you just say ‘jumping her bones?’ Really?”

“Whose bones?” Finley asked, approaching their cubes.

“Oh. Hey, Finley,” Juliet said. “No one’s bones.”

“So, no one is jumping anyone’s bones? Bummer,” Finley said.

“Yeah, sad,” Molly replied as she looked down at her shoes.

“Did you need something?” Juliet asked.

“Yeah, actually. I just hooked up the new printer, so you will need to add it to your computers before you print again. Just wanted to let you know since I was already here.”

“We got a new printer?” Juliet asked.

“Yes. The other one crapped out on me last week. I tried to fix her, but she was on her last legs. We gave her a funeral in the parking lot before the junk people came and took her away.”

“You did not,” Molly said, laughing.

“Well, I waved goodbye, at least. The old girl has been here since the beginning, so it was a sad day, but the new one is a kick-ass, state-of-the-art machine and can do everything you need, including making you a sandwich, I think. I haven’t tried that one yet, though.”

“Can we try now? I’m starving,” Juliet said.

“Want to go grab something with me?” Finley asked. “I’m on my lunch break.”

“Molls?” Juliet asked.

“Uh…” Molly glanced at the calendar on her screen. “Sure. I have an hour. Can we make it fast?”

“Sure. I only have an hour, too,” Finley replied with a smile.

“Oh, shoot,” Juliet said, pretending to look at her own schedule now. “I can’t go, after all. I’ve got a meeting in ten minutes.”

“You do, do you?” Molly glared at her.

“Yes. Sorry. Can you two go and grab something for me?”

“Liver and onions?” Molly joked, but the glare she was still giving Juliet told her that if the restaurant they ended up at served liver and onions, Molly would bring that back for her.

“Just whatever,” Juliet said. “I’m not picky.”

“Cool. Ready?” Finley asked.

“Is India going to come with us?” Molly asked, standing up.

“No, she’s in meetings all day.”

“Okay. Well, wherever you want to go is fine with me, then,” Molly said and glared at Juliet once more. “This conversation isn’t over, Juliet.”

“Can’t wait,” Juliet replied with a smile as they walked away.

Since she didn’t actually have a meeting in ten minutes, she went to the kitchen and grabbed a banana from the fruit bowl they stocked daily. That would hold her over until Molly came back with whatever food she’d gotten for her, assuming it was something Juliet would actually eat. She knew she probably shouldn’t have suggested Molly go out with Finley alone, and she wasn’t ever going to encourage Finley to cheat on her girlfriend with anyone, especially Molly, who was the sweetest, but there was just something about Finley’s relationship with India that made her feel like it wasn’t meant to last. She wanted Finley to get to know Molly and hoped Molly would actually give Finley a chance to really see her because if it didn’t work out with India, Juliet hoped Finley would wise up to how great Molly was.

Juliet finished eating the banana at her desk and began booking her travel for her October trips, but every time she clicked on a hotel to book a room, she found herself dying a little inside. She’d only been on two trips so far, but she was already exhausted. She wasn’t eating right, she was working from her hotel room whenever she wasn’t on the phone with Gwen because she didn’t have anything else to do, and she wasn’t happy. She clicked to book anyway, though, and tried to think about how this was the right plan for her future with Southern Roastery. If she were to move up in the company at some point, she had to go through this job first or maybe recertify to make herself ready for another job like Molly’s, should it become available. She supposed she could do that online on those nights when she had nothing to do in the hotel room, but that didn’t really make her happy, either. She smiled when she thought about what would make her happy and picked up her phone.

“Hey. I just dropped off your baby girl at your place,” Gwen said when she answered the call.

“Nope. Not a dog convo,” Juliet replied.

“What? Wait. Aren’t you at work?”

“I didn’t call to get an update on Carly. I called to ask you out again.”

“Oh. Well, you did that already, right after you had your tongue down my mouth this morning. And I’m pretty sure you asked before that, too.”

Juliet smiled at the memory of waking up next to Gwen that morning, kissing her, and wanting more, but knowing they couldn’t have it yet because she had to get to work. Last night, they’d made out like teenagers on Gwen’s sofa for well over an hour before they’d had to pull apart because hands had started to move places neither of them had been ready for. Gwen had then hopped in the shower to cool off while Juliet had made them each a decaf coffee from Gwen’s pod machine since she hadn’t thought of getting Gwen any decaf from Southern prior to that. She would definitely remedy that soon because the coffee that had come out of that machine had been awful. She also planned on asking Gwen when her birthday was because she would be getting her a much better coffee machine as a gift for both of them.

After climbing into bed last night, Juliet had stared at Gwen’s swollen lips and hadn’t been able to resist kissing her until she had climbed on top of her and moved her own lips to Gwen’s neck. When Gwen had rolled them over shortly after and kissed down her stomach, Juliet had almost asked her to take off her borrowed pants and touch her, but she hadn’t wanted their first time to happen just because she’d lost her self-control. She wanted them both to be ready for it.

On that note, she really needed to refocus her mind on their morning activities instead, when she had kissed Gwen goodbye and asked her out, because that was a safer memory for her to recall while she was at work.

“I did. That’s true,” she said.

“So, when?” Gwen asked.

“Tonight?”

“So soon? You must really like me.”

“I do. But I also want to squeeze in as much time together as we can before I have to leave again.”

“Ah,” Gwen replied. “Well, I can pick you up tonight. Dinner?”

“Dinner and my place after?”

“Sure. I have some dogs to walk at six, so I can be there by seven, if that’s okay.”

“I’ll be ready.”

“What about Carly?”

“My place after, Gwen. You can pack a bag.”

“I see,” Gwen said. “Will there be a backward baseball hat situation?”

“I guess I can wear it again, if you want.” She laughed.

“One day soon, I’d like you to only wear that hat.”

Juliet cleared her throat and replied, “Yeah, okay. I can maybe… do that.”

Gwen laughed and asked, “You’re at work, aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Is someone around?”

“Yes,” she confirmed, eyeing George, who seemed very interested in her conversation.

“Does it bother you that I’m thinking about you wearing only that hat, and you can’t really say anything because someone’s there?”

“Yes,” she repeated.

“And would it bother you if I told you I was heading home and planned to do something about my vision of you in only that hat?”

“Meaning?”

“Well, I have somewhat of a visual since I got the hat look last night, and I’ve now kissed that stomach of yours and seen those nipples in various thin shirts and bras, so… I was going to…”

“Gwen!” She cupped her hand over the phone and added in a whisper, “You’re going to touch yourself when you get home?”

“Yes, I am,” Gwen told her with a chuckle. “And I’ll be home in about ten minutes.”

“Not fair,” Juliet replied.

“Well, you can do that to yourself before our date, too, if you want.”

“But I haven’t seen…” She looked at George, who was obviously pretending not to listen in. “What you’ve seen because of my… shirts.”

“And bras,” Gwen added with a laugh. “I’m sure you can imagine. I mean, you had your hand there last night.”

Juliet leaned back at the memory of having Gwen’s breast in her hand, massaging it just before they had pulled apart on the sofa.

“I have to get back to work,” she said.

“But will you later?”

“I don’t know. Maybe,” she lied because she absolutely would be touching herself the moment she got home.


CHAPTER 20

Gwen took care of the three walks she needed to do for the day and passed her fourth round of walks off to another approved dog walker because she had a date, and she didn’t want to be scrambling to get ready for it. Working freelance for several apps gave her the kind of freedom she really enjoyed. She was able to find another walker on a list her clients approved of, and the other walker got a little extra cash. In her years of doing this work, she had never had an issue finding someone to cover for her if she didn’t want to or couldn’t take a dog for a walk.

As she walked to the streetcar stop, she saw a small blue van with a ‘For Sale’ sign in the window. Not thinking much of it, she continued to walk on, but later, when she got home and started to plan her date that night with Juliet, her mind returned to that van. It wasn’t what she would need. Far too small. It was clearly meant for a soccer family that needed the trunk to pack their gear for the games they went to and from every weekend, but it brought back something she’d thought about doing for years.

After walking dogs and pet sitting for a while, a friend of hers had recommended that she learn how to groom dogs, too. The app they both freelanced for offered those services, but since Gwen hadn’t known how to do that, she had been missing out on that potential cash for years. That had gotten her to take a course offered for people like her at a pet store, and she had learned a lot. For starters, walking dogs was easy. Washing them and trimming their nails usually wasn’t, but she could understand why the animals might not like to have a near stranger wash them and take their paws into their human hands, holding some pretty heavy-duty nail trimmers. It had to be scary for them.

She was still thinking about all that when she chose another dress since she didn’t want to wear the same one Juliet had already seen on her and hung it on the back of her bathroom door. Then, she took a shower and blow-dried her hair, but since she still had time left before she had to start getting ready, she sat down on the couch and pulled out her laptop. She hadn’t looked at the files in a long time, but after taking the course, she hadn’t listed herself as offering grooming services because she’d have to invest in the equipment to do so first. She could do the actual grooming in the client’s home, but she still needed the equipment for it, and she had gotten so popular by then that she hadn’t exactly needed the cash, either.

Gwen looked at the file she’d designed herself with little to no actual design experience. The logo wasn’t bad but could probably use some work by a real designer. It was a cartoon version of her in a Rosie the Riveter type pose, but holding on to nail trimmers instead of flexing badass muscles. Grooming by Gwendolyn didn’t have the best sound to it, but she hadn’t been a fan of Gwen’s Grooming, either. The alliteration was great, but something about the word ‘grooming’ and the business being van-based didn’t sound right to her. She would have to think of something else or launch with this if she chose to follow through.

She pulled up her bank account and checked the balance that she had in savings. Since she had to pay for her own benefits, didn’t have a 401(k) or an IRA account, and went out of pocket for some of the things she gave to her pet clients, despite her success, she didn’t have all that much saved. It was enough to take the risk on something or take a very nice, long trip. Those were her options. Yes, she could continue saving up for a house or a wedding or something, but she didn’t think either of those things would be needed anytime soon. She wanted to buy a house with someone if she could, and she didn’t need a big wedding or one at all, really. She knew she would’ve been happy with having one woman for the rest of her life and spending all the money they’d saved one day on something they both wanted, whether it be that house, a kick-ass honeymoon trip, or something else entirely.

Just as she was trying to think through how much she could spend on a possible business, her phone rang, and her mom’s name appeared on the screen. Because, of course, her mother would be calling her when Gwen was thinking about taking another chance the woman would never approve of.

“Hey, Mom,” she said, closing the laptop.

“Hello, Gwendolyn,” her mom said, and Gwen knew that she was somehow in trouble.

“What did I do now?”

“I need you to talk to the kids. They’re being unreasonable.”

“Sorry. What?”

“The twins. They listen to you, so I need you to talk to them.”

“What happened?” she asked, sitting up more.

“They’re refusing to spend their fall break with their father. They told me they’re going to Elisa’s for Thanksgiving and that her new girlfriend would be hosting, too.”

“Okay. So? What would I be talking to them about?”

“They need to see their father, Gwen,” her mother said. “I was planning on having Thanksgiving at the house because they would be there. I’m cooking. Your father will be there, and I have already invited Grant. Annabelle won’t be coming, but that’s not unusual. She’s very busy, and Thanksgiving isn’t a holiday in Europe. Talk to Adele and Archie Jr. for me.”

“No, I won’t, Mom. They’re adults. They can make their own decisions. If they want to spend their breaks with their mother, that’s up to them.”

“Their mother and her new girlfriend, whom she met right after divorcing her husband? How new is that relationship, anyway? I assume they were already together before she left Archie.”

“What? No. Elisa didn’t cheat on Archie, Mom. She just met Myra last month. Trust me, I would know.”

“If that’s the case, they shouldn’t be co-hosting a family holiday meal. What are the odds this Myra will be around at the end of November?”

“I’d say pretty high. They’re very happy, Mom.”

“Either way… The kids should come to their father’s house for the holiday.”

“Why?”

“Their family will be there.”

“Mom, just let this go. Elisa is their mother. They want to be with her. The twins aren’t really kids anymore. They’re not happy with Archie, and they need to work this out themselves and not be pushed into some big, awkward family reunion.”

“He’s been struggling ever since he found out that the woman he loves is a lesbian, knew the whole time, and never told him,” her mother defended.

“Mom, your son is an asshole. It’s about time you realized and acknowledged that. Archie might have been in love with Elisa when they first met, I do think that’s true, but he fell out of love with her a long time ago. He cheated on her repeatedly, and when she told him that she wanted to separate, he just paraded women around, in the house they shared with their children, who were already struggling with the fact that their parents were divorcing. When he offered to let Elisa stay in the guest house for the kids’ breaks, he told her she had to park in the back and that she couldn’t bring Myra or any other woman because he didn’t want the twins exposed to that. What he was doing was, apparently, okay, but her being with a woman wasn’t. He then yelled at her and called her names, and AJ had to step in. AJ heard that, Mom. He heard his father calling his mother horrible names that Elisa didn’t deserve, so Adele and AJ made the decision to leave and not look back. I’m sure they’ll make up one day, but they have every right to be angry with their father, who’s selfish and has always – and I mean always – put his own needs above theirs. I’m including how he basically pressured Elisa to have sex with him in the first place, when she wasn’t ready, and got her pregnant. He’s never really been there for them. Hell, I’ve been to more of AJ’s soccer games than he has, and I lived two hours away. He’s put himself, his ambitions, and his needs over everything, including his own family. So, no, I won’t talk to Adele or AJ for you, and you shouldn’t be trying to clean up your son’s mess. He’s almost forty years old; he can clean up after himself. And I don’t want to hear about how busy he is being a successful doctor with his own practice, or that he was the breadwinner while Elisa stayed home. Elisa stayed home when they were young, went back to work when she could, and then stopped working later because, yet again, her kids needed her since their other parent was incapable of actual parenting, which is way more than just paying for stuff.”

“I feel like you’ve been holding in that monologue for a while now,” her mother replied.

“Since I first realized that my older siblings were possibly adopted or aliens. Maybe I’m actually the adopted one or the alien because I have never fit in with this family. You’ve made that abundantly clear my entire life. In fact, the first real memory I have was you trying to make me put on that frilly red dress to go to a party, and I didn’t want to wear it because I wanted to wear pants.”

“You were three years old.”

“Well, I still remember it,” Gwen said. “You made me wear that dress, Mom.”

“You were a toddler. You couldn’t pick out your own clothes.”

“That’s not really the point, Mom. I’ve always been an outsider in our family.”

“You have not. We don’t have outsiders in this family, Gwen. You’re my daughter.”

“But I’m not Annabelle; I don’t get to just make excuses about not coming home for a family holiday. I don’t get told how successful and smart I am. I get told that I need to settle down, find a real job, and make real money as if the money I have made is fake and doesn’t pay my rent and other bills.”

“That’s not what I mean, but you haven’t even touched your trust fund,” her mother said.

Gwen had completely forgotten about that. Since she hadn’t used it for anything day-to-day, she generally forgot that she even had it. She so rarely thought about it that she hadn’t even remembered it when she’d been thinking about starting her own business just moments ago.

“Well, I’m thinking about using part of it for something now.”

“You are? What?”

“I might buy a van for a mobile grooming business.”

“Honey, the trust fund is for a house or a family car or for your future retirement.”

“A business of my own can get me to those things, too, and I’m not using all of it.”

“Why don’t you focus on finding yourself a wife and buying a cute starter house for you and your future kids? You would have more than enough to do that, and if you still want the van thing, you can do it then.”

Gwen sighed and said, “And this is what I was talking about, Mom. Had Annabelle said that she wanted to spend her entire trust fund on some expensive painting, you’d tell her to do so; you wouldn’t even question it.”

“Art is an investment.”

“Mom, a business is an investment in me. I’ve been working freelance for years, but that’s essentially running my own business.”

“You’re walking dogs, Gwen.”

“And I love it,” she stated, rolling her eyes. “I’ve always loved animals, Mom. I didn’t want to work in a vet’s office, but I stumbled upon this amazing job that I love. Is it as lucrative as running my own medical practice? No, but I also don’t need it to be. I haven’t touched my trust fund because I haven’t had to. I make enough money to support myself, and I have money saved. I can do this on my own, with or without the family money you’ve given me, and I’ve had to, because that money has always come with strings. If I use it now, you’ll expect something from me, and I don’t want that, so I’ll just do this on my own. If you want, I’ll put the money back into your account or something. I don’t even want it in my bank account anymore.”

“That money is yours, Gwendolyn. All of our children got their trust funds. I won’t take it back.”

“Fine. Don’t. But I’m not going to use it. Maybe I’ll just donate it to charity or something.”

“It’s yours to do with what you want. I never meant to imply that there were strings; not on this portion of it, anyway. The other portion, the one you get if you get married – that stipulation wasn’t mine. It comes from your grandparents.” Her mother sighed. “I do not understand why we always end up fighting when we talk.”

“Because you defend your other children, but never me, Mom. Annabelle is all sorts of amazing and not a bitch, when we both know that she chooses not to come home, and it’s not because she’s busy. Archie is a God’s gift to humanity. It’s no wonder he turned out the way he did when you raised him to believe that he could do no wrong. Grant is whatever. He’s the least of my worries. But I get shit for my life choices every time we talk, and I’m done, Mom. If you want to call me one day and talk about something I’ve done right in my life, let me know.”

“Gwen, I–”

“Goodbye, Mom,” she said and hung up.

◆◆◆

“Hi,” she said, lacking enthusiasm, as Juliet opened her apartment door.

“What’s wrong?” Juliet asked, trying to hold Carly back with her foot.

Gwen’s eyes lifted from the dog up to Juliet’s chosen outfit for their second date. Juliet was wearing a pair of form-fitting black slacks with a gray button-down shirt that she’d tucked in, along with some black boots that disappeared beneath her pants. Her blonde hair was down and extra wavy tonight.

“You look gorgeous,” Gwen noted.

“Thanks. So do you. What’s wrong, though? Carly, bed,” Juliet added that last part firmly, pointing to Carly’s bed.

Gwen was then pulled inside the apartment, and Juliet closed the door behind her. The dog looked sad but walked to her bed anyway. Gwen heard her huff a bit, which made her smile on the inside, at least.

“I had an unexpected call with my mother earlier, and I let her get to me.”

“What did she say?”

“Nothing. We don’t have to talk about it. I made a reservation. Want to go?” She hooked a thumb toward the door.

“We can stay in tonight and talk about it, Gwen,” Juliet suggested.

“No. We only have a few days, right? Then, you’re on the road again. I’ll get out of my funk, I promise. You’re already helping. You really do look great.”

“Can we talk about it when we get to the restaurant, if you need to?” Juliet asked.

“Sure,” she replied, feeling unsure about that.


CHAPTER 21

“She worships your brother?” Juliet asked.

“Well, not exactly worships, but it’s not that far off. It’s nothing new, really, and it’s not even surprising at this point. She was raised that way. Her mom was a stay-at-home parent while her father worked as a lawyer. Grandma raised six kids and was the embodiment of their definition of a perfect wife: always cooking, cleaning, and making sure the kids had what they needed, while Grandpa did his thing and showed up just in time for dinner. On occasion, anyway,” Gwen added before she picked up her water glass and took a sip. “I get that my mom was raised like that, and she raised us like that, too, but still. She expected Archie to get married to a woman just like her, and while Elisa acted like that woman, it was all fine. The moment she stepped out of line and dared to be herself, though, my mom stopped supporting her, and it became all about what my brother needed then and how Elisa had done him wrong. It’s pretty much the same with Annabelle. She’s a bitch to everyone and never comes home, and yet, somehow, she’s a better daughter than me because she spends her trust fund and doesn’t work. Explain that.”

“Trust fund?”

“Yeah. All four of us got them. I got part of mine when I turned twenty-five. The other part only comes if I’m married by thirty-five.”

Juliet lifted an eyebrow at her.

“Don’t worry, I’m not proposing,” Gwen added with a laugh. “Besides, that’s still three years away, so I’ve got time. I don’t want it, though. I haven’t even touched the one I got at twenty-five.”

“No?”

“No. And if you’re thinking about proposing just so you can get your hands on that money, be aware that it comes with strings.”

Juliet laughed and replied, “I wasn’t. But what are the strings?”

“My mom claims that there are none, but the moment I’m married, I know she’ll expect a kid to pop out or something so that she can have more grandchildren, and if I don’t make it happen immediately, she’ll mention the money I got ‘just for that purpose’ over and over until she’s annoyed me enough to pop out a kid.”

“Do you want them?”

“Kids?” Gwen asked and pushed her plate away.

They’d gotten dinner at a nicer place than the previous night, and Juliet’s food had been delicious, but she’d been so worried about Gwen that she hadn’t been able to eat much of it. Gwen had been somewhat silent throughout their drive and dinner, and if she wasn’t silent, she was only making small talk. That had given Juliet an indication that she had needed to get something out, so she’d taken a chance and had encouraged Gwen to talk about the call with her mom. Now, she felt like they were really talking for the first time that night.

“Yeah, kids,” she said and smiled.

“I do, yeah. And I don’t care if I’m married first. I just want one person forever; you know? I know some women are amazing single moms, but if I can help it, I would like to have a partner help me raise them. You?”

“Me too,” Juliet said. “And I don’t so much care about the wedding thing, either. I mean, it’s great for tax purposes, but I’d do a ceremony at city hall with witnesses. I don’t need a whole thing that costs a ton of money and only lasts one day.”

Gwen smiled at her and said, “Whoever gets to maybe marry you at city hall is one lucky woman.”

“Does that mean you’re taking yourself out of the running?”

“Hell, no,” Gwen replied.

Juliet laughed and said, “Good. I don’t want you to.”

“I would suggest we go on a third date, at least, before we make any kind of long-term commitment, though,” Gwen added with a smile.

“Probably a good idea.”

They skipped dessert, deciding to walk around the city at night a bit before returning to Juliet’s place, and when the check arrived, Gwen took it and paid for their meal. On their walk, Gwen nodded toward Café Du Monde, which wasn’t a place Juliet usually frequented due to tourists bringing about perpetually long lines, but they were there, and Gwen seemed interested, so she nodded that they could go, wanting to give Gwen whatever she could that night to make her happy. The line was long, as it usually was, but it moved quickly, and they had nowhere to be anyway, so they stood and waited. When Gwen took Juliet’s hand, Juliet leaned into her side, loving the feeling of having someone to stand in line for beignets with.

“So, another work trip?” Gwen asked.

“Coming up, yes. And another after that, and…”

“And?” Gwen asked.

“And I don’t want to go.” Juliet shook her head.

“Sorry, Jules. Does it help if I say that I don’t want you to go, either?”

“Yes, and not really.” Juliet laughed. “I feel like I met you at the exact worst time because I’m going to be gone so often.”

“Well, we only met because you’re going to be gone so often. You wouldn’t have had a reason for me to walk Carly otherwise.”

“True,” she said.

“But if you don’t like it, what are you going to do? Just keep doing it forever?”

“No. I took the job because I thought I’d get promoted quickly, but after talking to Molly earlier, I’m no longer sure that’s going to happen, which sucks.”

“Why not?” Gwen asked as they took a step forward in line.

“Well, my new boss told me he’d be getting promoted soon, but Molly said that was unlikely. The company does all the promotions once a year unless there’s a new role or someone leaves, so I might be doing this for over a year. It’ll get better once they hire Andrew’s replacement, but that person needs to get trained first, so that relief is probably four to six months away. They didn’t backfill me when I took this weird hybrid role, so I’m doing my old job, part of Jordana’s job, and now, all of Andrew’s job.”

“Yes, but you don’t have to,” Gwen said. “Can’t you tell your boss that it’s too much?”

“You’ve been working on your own, babe. I’m not sure it really works like that,” she replied and took a step forward with Gwen. “It’s a job. I kind of have to do what they say.”

“No, you don’t. You can find another job.”

“I don’t want one; that’s the problem. I like what I do. I thought about going back and recertifying in the HR areas I’d need in order to get the next HR gig like Molly’s, but my heart isn’t all the way in it anymore. That was my plan. I went to school for it, planned for it to be my whole career, and now, I just don’t know anymore.”

“Okay,” Gwen said and turned to face her, still holding Juliet’s hand. “Pretend it’s next year. Picture it. What are you doing?”

“Maybe still standing in line for beignets with you,” she joked.

“I’m serious,” Gwen said through light laughter.

“I don’t know. Probably still doing this because I won’t be promoted yet.”

“But do you want to still be doing this? Traveling all the time?”

“Not really.”

“Then, what do you want?”

“My old job, but with some local classes to teach. The sales one we piloted was great and was supposed to be held at corporate, and I’d like to centralize our leadership classes instead of traveling to them.”

“Can you do that?”

“It’ll be my boss’s call, but I can recommend it. They’re weeklong, those classes, and we make the managers travel to a hotel conference room within their district. We could offer them here instead, and I wouldn’t have to travel all the time. They are paying for a hotel room for each of them anyway.”

“That sounds like it would save the company money.”

“It would. But they’ve always been against it.”

“Why?”

“Because Jordana was against it.”

“But Jordana is gone.”

“Yeah, I guess she is,” Juliet said as they moved up another spot in line. “She wanted the travel.”

“Well, she was boning that dude, right?”

“And Andrew, too,” Juliet added with a nod. “A whole lot of boning.”

“Who knows? Maybe she had other dudes, too.”

“God… She could have, right?” Juliet said. “If she had two that we know of, why not another? She traveled almost every week of the month, covering a lot of stores. She could have had a guy in each one.”

“She’d have to really love sex, then,” Gwen said. “With guys.” She shook her head. “Gross.”

Juliet laughed and ran a hand through Gwen’s hair.

“Yeah, gross.”

“Sex with women is way better,” Gwen added.

“I would have to agree with that statement,” Juliet replied before she leaned in and kissed her sweetly. “Will you stay over tonight?”

“But where will you sleep if Carly is in the bed next to me?”

Juliet laughed and said, “I think she’ll just have to move over and make room for me in there.”

“Then, I would love to,” Gwen replied. “But if I wake up and my face is getting licked again, I will assume it’s you this time.”

“I plan on licking something else,” Juliet stated.

A throat cleared then, and they both turned. They hadn’t realized that they were next in line, so the woman behind the counter was now glaring at them.

“Two orders of beignets and two coffees, please,” Gwen said before turning back to Juliet. “And we’ll talk about that later.”

◆◆◆

Juliet put the key in the lock and went to turn the knob, but Gwen squeezed her other hand, which she was holding, before she could, making Juliet look over at her, wondering what was wrong.

“So, it’s later,” Gwen said.

“Yes, it is,” she replied with a chuckle before she turned the knob and pushed open the door. “And I have to take this one for a walk.”

“No, I just went for a walk. I’m fine. Ready to lie down, actually,” Gwen joked.

Juliet laughed and said, “Hi, baby.” She knelt down by the excited Carly and reached for her leash. “Come walk her with me?”

“Of course,” Gwen replied with a smile before she took the leash from Juliet and took Juliet’s hand into her free one. “You’re still worried about her when you’re gone, aren’t you?”

Juliet checked that she locked the door properly, as she always did, and walked down the hall with Gwen and Carly.

The scene was a good one. They were holding hands. Her dog was walking ahead of them, ready to get outside and sniff everything in sight. All they really needed was to add a baby stroller and a house instead of an apartment, and this was Juliet’s dream life.

“Yes, I’m worried. Will she even know who I am when I come back?”

“Of course, she will. You’re her mom, Jules.”

“I’ve only had her for a few months, when you think about it, and when I first got her, she had another mom.”

“Ah, yes; this ex-girlfriend who just up and left you and Carly. What would she have done if the two of you had had a kid?”

“No idea, honestly. I never had her pegged as someone who would just leave. She was the one who picked Carly out, too. I mean, I thought Carly was sweet, but I wanted another dog.”

“Yeah?”

“I can’t believe that now because I love her to death, but yes, my ex wanted her more than I did. Then, she just left her behind like she hadn’t mattered at all. Kind of like what she did to me, too.”

Gwen nodded but didn’t say anything, and Juliet realized that the last part might have come out wrong when she took in her now very serious face.

“Hey?”

“Yeah?” Gwen said.

“I’ve got some thoughts and opinions about my past, but I’m not still hung up on my ex, okay? I’m here with you, which is right where I want to be. You can tell that because you’re the other reason I don’t want to travel all the time. It’s not just Carly, you know? I’ll miss her, but I know you’ll take good care of her for me. Aunt Molly will get her visits in, too. Carly won’t want for anything.” They made their way outside. “But I’ll want for you.”

“You can have me, you know?” Gwen said.

“Tonight?” Juliet asked as they started their walk.

“Yes,” Gwen replied. “If you’re ready.” She looked over at Juliet, who was watching Carly sniff the sidewalk.

“Part of me is,” Juliet told her.

“But not all of you?”

“I don’t know. I don’t want us to rush into something because I’m going to be gone a lot.”

“Okay. Well, we can wait,” Gwen replied. “I don’t mind waiting for you.”

She squeezed Juliet’s hand and smiled.

“I don’t want to wait. In fact, I’d like to see you every night before my next trip, if I can.” Juliet lifted their joined hands to her lips and kissed Gwen’s.

“Yes, you can. I can find someone to cover if I have to.”

“I don’t want you to skip work because of me. I know you make money when you work, not when you don’t. I guess that’s the benefit of salary, huh?”

“That and actual benefits. Because my work is freelance, I have to pay for my own.”

“Oh, I hadn’t even thought of that,” Juliet said.

“Thinking again about that proposal, huh?” Gwen joked. “I still have the trust fund, though.”

Juliet laughed and asked her, “You really don’t want the money? I know there are strings. And I’m no gold digger; I’m just curious.”

Gwen smiled over at her and replied, “It’s hard because that money would make my life easier. I could buy a house or invest in my business. I could also blow it all on the riverboat or take a kick-ass trip all around Europe and stay at only five-star resorts.”

“Your business?” Juliet asked, not falling for the jokes Gwen had tried to mask her true desires with.

“Yeah, to go out on my own and get off the apps. They make money off of me, but if I were on my own, I could cut out the middleman. I have a lot of regulars I can rely on, and they could give me referrals.”

“Why don’t you do it, then?”

“It’s risky,” Gwen replied with a shrug. “And it would be harder to get new clients since everyone is on apps these days. Even if I knew how to build one of those for myself, how could I get it to the top of everyone’s list to download it over the big ones that are already there and have a giant list of people offering their services?”

“You have those regulars. Their word of mouth would keep you in business.”

“Probably, but I won’t know for sure, so it’s still kind of scary. I’ve thought about offering grooming, too.”

“Like in-home grooming? God, that would be great. I hate taking Carly to the groomer. She normally likes car rides, but I swear, she somehow senses when we’re going to the vet or to the groomer.”

“I was thinking about a van, actually. Mobile grooming,” Gwen said.

“That could be cool,” she replied. “Why don’t you do it?”

“I’d need to buy the van and probably renovate it.”

“But you don’t want to touch the trust fund because of those invisible strings?”

“Exactly,” Gwen replied.

Carly stopped and took care of her business. Then, they turned around and headed back toward Juliet’s apartment.

“Hey, tonight?”

“Yeah?” Gwen asked.

“I want to snuggle up next to you, but that doesn’t mean I want to wait forever, okay?” Juliet said.

“Okay.” Gwen chuckled. “How long is not forever to you, then?”

“I don’t know. I could see myself being ready tomorrow, the day after, or the day after that.”

“Wait. Really?” Gwen asked.


CHAPTER 22

She rolled over and saw Carly’s face staring down at her. The dog was panting and clearly ready to go out. Gwen rolled back over to where she started and saw Juliet lying there, still asleep and looking adorable. The previous night, they’d talked for a bit, but they had both been pretty tired, so they’d just watched something on the TV in Juliet’s bedroom and fallen asleep. There hadn’t even been any of the deep kissing leading to hands groping like Gwen had hoped for, but this was good, too. This was her waking up next to Juliet, a woman she was pretty crazy about already.

Despite them only having officially gone on two dates, it really felt like they’d been on at least a dozen. They’d talked about practically everything at this point and still had so much to discover about each other. Gwen knew Juliet liked beaches for vacations but preferred there be something else to do as well, like museums or shopping. She couldn’t just sit still on a beach for a week and read a book. Gwen had agreed with her on that and tried to resist planning their first vacation as a couple in her head because it was a little too soon for that. Juliet also wanted to get a second dog one day when she had a house and preferred to get a larger one next time. She said she’d be open to getting a cat as well, and when Gwen asked how she felt about lizards, Juliet said she’d be fine adopting a gecko. That had made Gwen smile because while she didn’t have any plans to get another gecko, Larry was part of her life now and needed to be considered. Juliet wanted a two-story house if she could find one and afford it, and she hoped to stay in New Orleans or just outside it, even if she left Southern Roastery one day. Gwen could understand that. She loved this city, too, and planned to stay here forever if she could.

With everything important lining up for the two of them, the only thing Gwen was worried about was Juliet’s travel. Part of that worry was selfish because Gwen wanted to spend as much time with Juliet as possible. The other part, which was actually the bigger part, wanted Juliet to be happy, and after only having gone on two business trips, Juliet didn’t seem all that happy.

Gwen thought she would do something nice for her, so she kissed her sweetly on the forehead and slipped out of bed with Carly in tow. Then, having dressed quickly and quietly, she grabbed the leash, and Carly followed her outside. Their walk was for one purpose, and it wasn’t a long walk around the block. Carly would get that later. After a few minutes of sniffing around for the right spot, the dog did her thing, and they were back upstairs, where Gwen dumped some dry food in her bowl and refilled her water. With Carly addressed, she went back to the bedroom and saw that Juliet was just starting to wake up.

“Why are you over there?” Juliet asked.

“I took Carly out,” she replied.

“Gwen, you didn’t have to do that,” Juliet said. “Come back to bed.”

Gwen removed her jeans, changed back into the sweats she’d borrowed, and Juliet’s eyes were wide open now. Gwen smirked at her, which made Juliet glare at her.

“You did that on purpose, didn’t you?”

“You told me to come back to bed. This is me coming back to bed,” she replied with a wicked eyebrow before she slipped beneath the sheets. “Problem?”

“I now know the color of your underwear, so, yeah, I’d say problem. I’ll be thinking about that all day,” Juliet replied, rolling over and burrowing into Gwen’s side.

“You’re the one who wanted to sleep last night. I didn’t even get to make out with you.” She wrapped her arm around Juliet’s shoulders and pulled her in closer. “Good morning, by the way.”

Juliet leaned a little and kissed Gwen’s cheek.

“Good morning. I’ll give you a proper kiss in a minute. Should I get up and get her food?”

“I took care of it,” Gwen replied. “She has new water, too. Once she eats, I’ll give her a bone to chew on, so you can head off to work, and she’ll be occupied.”

“Gwen, you didn’t have to do all that. You’re here in your capacity as my–” Juliet stopped. “Date. You’re not working right now.”

“Well, I assume that as your… date, or possibly something more in the future, I’d be sharing some Carly responsibilities, yeah? Walks, feeding her, treats. Just getting a head start on that, I guess.”

“Thank you,” Juliet replied. “I should get up. I need to shower.”

“No chance I can join you?”

Juliet moved and looked down at her.

“Another time? This is strictly a shower to clean and not smell at work today. I’d like to take a much longer shower with you, where cleaning is second on the agenda.”

“Yes, please,” Gwen said, leaning up and kissing Juliet quickly.

“No way. I said proper kiss.” Juliet lowered herself until she was on top of Gwen. “Forgive my morning breath?”

“Always if you’re going to kiss me like this,” Gwen said, wrapping her arms around Juliet’s waist and pulling her down for more.

◆◆◆

“Hey,” Gwen greeted. “Ready?”

“Oh, hey. Yeah, give me just a sec. I need to grab my purse in the back,” Jill replied. “Enid, are you coming with us?”

“Yeah. Can Care come, though? We were going to grab lunch.”

“Sure,” Jill said. “Gwen?”

“Of course.”

That morning, after Gwen had said goodbye to Juliet at her apartment, she had packed Carly up and taken her to the dog park to run around for a bit. She didn’t do it as the dog walker but as Juliet’s date and maybe more in the future. Carly made a new friend there and played with her for ten minutes before her new friend had to go home. Gwen had done her morning walks, and just as she’d dropped off the last dog, she had gotten a text from Jill asking if she wanted to grab lunch. Not wanting to turn down a chance at hanging out with her new friend, she’d said yes and offered to meet her at NOLA Guides.

“Is it really cool if we go?” Enid checked. “I know you and Jill were going to do your thing.”

“Yeah, it’s fine,” she said. “We’re just grabbing lunch. The more the merrier.”

When Jill reemerged from the back with her purse, the three of them walked down the somewhat busy street at midday, and when they turned the corner, they ran into Caroline, Enid’s girlfriend, who had been coming from Jackson Square, where she was selling her art alongside another artist for the day.

“So, how’s school?” Gwen asked.

“Fine. Not my favorite,” Caroline replied. “I’m in my second-to-last year, but I’m taking twenty-one credit hours next semester and some summer classes, too, probably, so it might even be my last year, and I’ll finally have a degree and my parents off my back. I just want college over with, honestly. It’s Enid’s last year right now, so we would be finishing around the same time since I’m not going to grad school like my overachieving girlfriend.”

“MBA, right?” Gwen asked.

“Yes. Classes just started back up, so I’m adjusting like I do at the beginning of every semester. It’s good, though. I hated school when I lost my job and had to go back because I couldn’t find a new one, but I really like it now.”

“And she’s well on her way to running her own NOLA Guides office,” Jill added.

“Really? I thought you were the manager,” Gwen said to Jill.

“I am, but Mel is expanding our footprint, and Enid will manage the new office.”

“Probably,” Enid added. “I go back and forth on it because Mel is still in the planning stages, but if I don’t, I’ll have a ton of people from school I can recommend who will do a great job.”

“Oh, please; you’ll do it,” Jill said. “You love working in that office with us. We’re fun and make all those numbers you stare at interesting.”

“Hey, I like the numbers I stare at,” Enid argued.

“My girlfriend’s a nerd,” Caroline added with a shoulder shrug. “A hot one.”

“Thanks, babe,” Enid said and took Caroline’s hand.

“So, how’s Willa?” Caroline asked Jill.

“She’s also kind of a hot nerd,” Jill said. “And I love it. I love her.”

“She’s sweet. I like her for you,” Enid noted.

“Well, it’s always important to have the ex’s opinion of the current,” Caroline joked.

“Exes? You two are exes?” Gwen asked.

“No, she’s kidding,” Enid said, looking over at Caroline and shaking her head. “We were never together. Jill and I went out on a few dates.”

“And made out,” Caroline added. “But I’m being totally mature about it.”

Enid laughed at her.

“She’s joking right now, but she actually is mature about it,” Jill shared. “These two met right around the time I started dating Enid briefly. Two official dates. Then, on the third one, which could’ve been the sex date, she comes over and says that she’s not into me at all and is obsessed with this other girl named Caroline. Enid dumped me for her, and then, a month or so later, I met Willa, so it all worked out.”

Gwen watched as Caroline and Enid both rolled their eyes at Jill but smiled at the same time.

“I guess so,” Gwen replied.

“What kind of incestuous ex stories do you have?” Enid asked her. “Help me out here.”

“Oh. None that I know of. I’ve only been in a couple of relationships, and I don’t really talk to them anymore.”

“You don’t stay friends with your exes? Are you even a lesbian?” Caroline teased.

“I know. I know.” Gwen laughed. “I just think it’s easier that way. If one of us is still hung up on the other, she doesn’t have to see the other move on with someone else, so it’s not awkward. Later, if we’re both cool about it and we want to be friends, we can, but if we’re not feeling like it, we just don’t do it.”

“Yeah, this wasn’t awkward at all when we first started dating and they stopped,” Caroline said sarcastically.

“But we’ve all moved beyond it now because I have a girlfriend of my own, whom I love, and Enid loves you, so we can all hang out and it’s fine.”

“Yeah, it is,” Caroline agreed seriously this time.

“Hey, tell us more about Juliet,” Jill said and elbowed Gwen in the side playfully while they walked.

“What about her?”

“Oh, don’t play coy with us. Why isn’t she joining us for lunch?”

“She’s working,” Gwen replied. “Also, I didn’t ask her, but I guess I could have.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“I didn’t think about it. She’s really busy right now, so I’ve gotten used to her traveling and not being in the office.”

“How often does she travel?” Caroline asked.

“She didn’t use to, but she got promoted when her boss got fired, and now, it’ll be pretty much all the time.”

“Shit. That sucks. Right when you meet her,” Enid said.

“Well, technically, I met her because of the travel. I met her because I’m her dog walker.”

“Oh, right,” Enid replied. “Still, how are you going to handle the travel thing?”

“No idea. We’ve only really been on a couple of dates, so we’re not together or anything. We haven’t made plans or talked about what we’d do at all. Most of our conversations about it are about Carly.”

“Carly is her dog,” Jill explained.

“And Juliet is really worried about Carly forgetting her because she’ll be gone practically every day for six weeks. She won’t forget her, but I understand the worry. Carly will miss her mom like crazy and will wonder where she is. Since she’s a rescue and Jules doesn’t know much about her life before the shelter, she’s worried that Carly might think she’s been abandoned. I’m going to do what I can to ensure she doesn’t think that, but there’s no substitute for Mom, you know?”

“I think you’ll be a pretty good one, though,” Enid suggested. “You’re Mom-adjacent given that you’re dating Mom in this scenario.”

“That sounds weird, babe,” Caroline replied.

“I know.”

“Anyway,” Gwen continued. “I really like her, so I kind of hate that she’s about to be gone all the time.”

“But it’s only six weeks, right? I get it. I’d hate it if Willa were gone for six weeks without me, but she’ll be back.”

“Technically, she’ll be back home on the weekends, but there’s one or two trips where she might stay wherever she is. I’ll get to see her at least once a week, maybe, but it’s not just six weeks. It’ll be like this for probably four to six months, according to Jules, and maybe longer. It’s just a lot.”

“Four to six months?” Caroline said and looked at Enid. “I don’t want to go four to six months without seeing you.”

“Good thing we practically live together and go to the same university, then.”

“I’m serious,” Caroline replied with light laughter and a playful smack to Enid’s arm. “When you’re done with school, if you don’t take the NOLA Guides’ job, you’ll–”

“Care, I’m not leaving without you, okay?” Enid interrupted her.

Gwen watched as Caroline’s soft smile crept onto her face, and she rested her head on Enid’s shoulder just as they arrived at the restaurant.

“Hey, you okay?” Jill asked her when Caroline and Enid walked in ahead of them.

“Yes. Why?”

“Because you seem to be sadder about her leaving than you’re letting on.”

“Oh. Well, I just met a woman I’m crazy about, and she’s going to be gone at least five days a week for the foreseeable future. So, yeah, I’m not doing great. I’ve watched Elisa and Myra fall in love, and they’re so happy. Then, I listen to you talk about Willa, and now, those two.” She pointed into the restaurant where Caroline and Enid stood at the host stand, getting them a table for four.

“Yeah, I’ve been there myself. I also watched those two fall in love when I really liked Enid back then. If Juliet is the one, though, it’ll be worth it, right?”

“Yeah, I think so,” she said. “It just sucks.”

“I know. I’m sorry,” Jill offered. “I’ll buy you lunch to make up for it. Want a beer or a Bloody Mary? I’d say it’s five o’clock somewhere, but this is New Orleans – we can drink whenever we want.”

Gwen laughed and followed Jill into the restaurant. She knew it was too late to invite Juliet to lunch now, but it wasn’t too late to text her something that Gwen felt was important. By the time they’d sat down at their table, had been handed menus, and started talking about their drink order and how Enid and Caroline would share their favorite sandwich, she got a reply.

Juliet Francis: I miss you, too, babe.


CHAPTER 23

Juliet was on one side of the sofa, her legs in Gwen’s lap, and Gwen was sitting on the other, watching a meerkat YouTube video. Carly was lying on Gwen’s other side. Juliet looked up from her laptop and smiled at how perfect this all was.

“What?” Gwen asked.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You’re staring at me.”

“How do you know I’m not staring at the dog?”

“Are you?” Gwen asked.

“No, I’m staring at you, and I shouldn’t be because I’m supposed to be prepping this class.”

“Do you want me to go? You invited me over tonight.”

“No, I don’t want you to go. I want you to stay. I just also have to work, and you’re distracting.”

“How am I distracting? I’m just watching some meerkats run around and minding my own business.”

“You’re cute, and I just want to look at you the whole time,” Juliet replied.

“Oh, so you’re blaming me for my inherent cuteness? I see,” Gwen replied and rubbed her hand over Juliet’s legs. “Prepping for a class?”

“Yes. It’s a manager class I’ve never delivered before,” she said. “So, I need to prepare for it, which isn’t something I’ve had to do in a while.”

“Can I help?”

“Yes. Can you cover your head in a paper bag and put on a parka or something?”

Gwen laughed, and that seemed to wake Carly up. The dog jumped off the sofa, so Juliet worried she’d want to go out again, despite just having gone out an hour ago, but she didn’t. She just moved over to her bed and flopped down as if she had run a marathon and needed to sleep. Juliet smiled and shook her head. When she looked back at Gwen, she was shifting Juliet’s legs out of her lap to sit on the sofa facing her.

“Okay. Can I actually help you for real? I’m not going to find a paper bag.”

“What would you do?” Juliet asked.

“I don’t know, Jules. I’m asking you here,” Gwen said. “I’d like to make myself useful.”

“You’re very useful,” Juliet said and smiled.

“Not with cuteness.” Gwen laughed and rubbed Juliet’s legs again. “Come on. How can I help?”

“You can pretend to be my audience, I guess, but that’s weird. I don’t know if I can pretend to teach you.”

“Why not? I’ll take it seriously. I won’t heckle. Do they heckle you? Should I heckle so that it’s realistic? Wait… If they heckle you, I’ll kill them.”

Juliet laughed and sat up so that she could lean over and kiss Gwen quickly.

“They don’t heckle me. Sometimes, they ask annoying questions and keep going on and on with them because they don’t respect me as their trainer, but it’s mostly the old guys.”

“How many old guys are there?”

“Depends, but usually at least one in each class.”

“Can I join one of these classes?”

“You can’t beat up the old guys.”

“No, I meant to maybe watch you in action or something,” Gwen replied.

“You want to watch me teach people how to manage a coffee shop?”

“I’d like to just watch you.” Gwen shrugged. “It’s cool, what you do.”

“It’s cool?” she asked.

“You teach people things. That’s cool. And you know how to roast coffee. I mean, how many people know how to do that properly? I’m still waiting for my espresso to be ready to drink, by the way.”

Juliet laughed and said, “Only a few more days, and I’ll pick it up for you. We can try it together.”

“Will you make it for me?”

“Yes.”

“Will you add salt?”

Juliet laughed again and said, “Only if you want me to after you taste it.”

“If you do, don’t tell me. It’s weird,” Gwen replied. “I can’t really watch you, can I? Company secrets and all that.”

“Yeah… But if you want to get a second job, just work at one of the stores, and then you’d sit through my new-hire training.”

“Oh, that’s tempting. In the new-hire one, do you wear the polo?”

“Yes,” Juliet said with a smile. “Not for the whole time. Sometimes, we’re in a classroom.”

Gwen’s eyes went wide.

“Where did your mind just go?” Juliet asked.

“You. Classroom. Pencil skirt. Button-down shirt tucked in and unbuttoned a little at the top,” Gwen stated. “Maybe some black-rimmed glasses and your hair back.”

“That’s sexy librarian, not teacher.” Juliet laughed.

“It can be both. In my mind, it’s both.” Gwen seemed to be far away in her mind, picturing Juliet in that little ensemble.

Juliet shook her head at her a little and asked, “Will you take Carly out again for me? Do you mind? I need to finish this real quick, but she might need to go again.”

“No problem,” Gwen replied. “But when I come back, do you want to order food?”

“Sure.” She nodded. “Whatever you want.”

Gwen leaned over and kissed her before getting up, and Carly followed her out the door within a minute. With them gone, Juliet quickly closed her laptop and jumped up, forgetting entirely about the work that she needed to do. The class would be fine. And even if it wasn’t the first day, she would improve it on day two. She knew Carly didn’t need to go out again just yet. The terrier would enjoy the walk and the time with Gwen all the same, though, as she always did, and Juliet would get what she needed: Gwen out of the apartment for a few minutes.

Knowing she didn’t have much time, she rushed to her bedroom and rummaged through her closet. She had a pencil skirt that she wore to the office sometimes. She had a ton of button-down shirts. She didn’t have black-rimmed glasses, but she did have an old pair of fake reading glasses that she’d bought for a Halloween costume one year. Not wasting any time, she changed out of her sweats and into the ensemble, slipped into a pair of black heels, and then pulled her hair up into a clip to complete the look. It was ridiculous; she knew that. But this was what Gwen had been picturing earlier, and she’d been able to make it happen.

As she stared at herself in the mirror, Juliet realized it, though. She swallowed hard, knowing what this would mean. Putting on the clothes Gwen had clearly been fantasizing about would lead to them having sex. She had told Gwen last night that she didn’t want to rush anything just because she would be leaving on one of her trips, but they’d had amazing dates so far, and when she asked Gwen to come over just to hang out while she worked, Gwen had jumped at the chance, and they’d sat there together, just existing in the silence that hadn’t been awkward at all. Gwen was beautiful. She was smart and kind, and she made Juliet laugh. She was also sexy, and Juliet wanted her.

When she heard the door to the apartment open and Carly’s collar tags doing the jingle jangle thing they did when she ran around, Juliet knew she was ready.

“Okay. Calm down now,” Gwen said to the dog. “We’re home.” She laughed. “Where are you?” she asked Juliet.

“Hi, babe,” she said from her position in the open door of her bedroom.

Gwen turned, and her face showed a few things at once. Confusion was the primary one, at first, but that was slowly replaced by a headshake and then a lifted eyebrow, followed by intrigue, and lastly, there was heat in those brown eyes.

“What did you do?” Gwen asked.

“This was what you meant, right?”

Juliet unbuttoned the top two buttons.

“Holy fuck, Jules. You’re so hot.” Gwen moved to her as she continued to look up and down her body. “But you’re hot all the time. You don’t have to dress up for me.”

“I wanted to,” she said and wrapped her arms around Gwen’s neck. “I want to.”

Gwen swallowed and replied, “You said you wanted to wait.”

“I also said it could be today, tomorrow, or…”

“You sure? Just because I made some comment, doesn’t mean we–”

“Gwen, I just dressed up for you. And, at first, I thought it would be something silly for us to laugh at.”

“How could I laugh at this?” Gwen looked her up and down again. “You’re so beautiful.”

Juliet tilted her head and added, “But then, I stared at myself in the mirror and thought about how this wasn’t something silly at all. It was serious; very serious.”

Gwen nodded and looked down at the noticeable cleavage Juliet was now revealing. Juliet smirked at that and rolled her eyes.

“Very serious,” Gwen said softly.

“Are you ready?”

“Since I first laid eyes on you,” Gwen replied, looking up to meet Juliet’s eyes. “But I also meant what I said, Jules: I’ll wait. I’m not looking for–”

“I know,” Juliet interrupted. “I got all dressed up for you, though.”

“You had me take Carly outside just so you could do this, didn’t you?”

Juliet smiled and asked, “Do you really mind that much?”

Gwen shook her head and said, “Not even a little bit.”

She ran her hand over Juliet’s cheek, down over her neck, between her breasts, and found a button that she undid.

“Was this a fantasy of yours?” Juliet asked.

“The clothes?”

“Yeah,” she said as Gwen undid another button.

“No,” Gwen replied. “But you are.”

It was Juliet’s turn to swallow before Gwen leaned in and kissed her.

“And I get to see them without the clothes now,” Gwen added.

“Huh?” she asked, her mind a little in a daze already.

“Your nipples,” Gwen clarified with a smirk.

Juliet pulled her back in for another kiss and reached for the button on Gwen’s jeans. Gwen walked Juliet backward into the bedroom while she undid the rest of the buttons on her shirt. Her tongue moved into Juliet’s mouth, and Juliet moaned while Gwen pulled the shirt out of the skirt and off of Juliet’s shoulders, letting it drop to the floor.

“You’re so…” Gwen faded out as she looked down at Juliet’s bra-clad breasts.

“What?” Juliet asked, needing to hear it.

“Beautiful,” Gwen let out softly.

Her hands moved to Juliet’s breasts, and she held them as if weighing their fullness at first before Juliet reached behind her own body and unclasped the bra holding them back. Gwen watched as the bra was removed and dropped to the floor, and her eyes met Juliet’s, but only for a second before they lowered again and stared. Juliet held in her laughter, but Gwen’s expression was one of wonder as if she’d never seen bare breasts before, when she had two of them herself and wasn’t exactly a virgin.

“Better than I ever imagined,” Gwen said.

Juliet looked down, too, wondering what she was talking about because her boobs were just boobs. Her nipples were hard, though, solid as a rock, and in a little bit of uncomfortable pain. Gwen’s fingertips grazed both of them at the same time, and Juliet’s head went back on its own. Gwen’s lips moved to her neck then, and she had to admit, this wasn’t what she’d thought their first time would be like after she’d donned the sexy outfit for Gwen. She had expected hot and fast. She had expected to be taken against something and her clothes torn off. She’d expected to have to buy a new pencil skirt and maybe sew buttons back on her shirt. She had been wrong, and as much as she knew she would like the hot and fast sex that awaited them, this was better.

Gwen reached for the fake glasses Juliet had put on and removed them, setting them on the dresser behind her before she turned back around and removed her T-shirt. Juliet looked down then and watched as Gwen removed her bra next, dropping it beside Juliet’s on the floor. Juliet licked her lips, wanting them on those full, bare breasts with hard nipples in front of her. She wanted those nipples pressed to her own, but when Gwen moved back into her, their breasts, which usually lined up, didn’t. Juliet’s were higher now. Gwen looked down and noticed the heels.

“Sexy,” she said. “But off.”

Juliet smiled and didn’t waste any time kicking them off, which meant their breasts could finally connect. Gwen kissed her again as one set of hard nipples rubbed against the other, and Juliet moaned when Gwen’s hand went to the zipper of the skirt and slowly lowered it at her right side. She reached for Gwen’s pants and unzipped them, and Gwen walked her back until her legs hit the bed. Juliet moved to lie down, not waiting for Gwen to give her that playful shove onto it, and Gwen stared down at her for a moment before she reached for Juliet’s stomach and rubbed up and down the skin there as if she couldn’t believe that Juliet was real.

Shortly after, Juliet watched as Gwen pulled down her jeans and stood only in a light-blue pair of bikinis. Her eyes lowered unabashedly, and Gwen smirked at her.

“You can tell, huh?”

“Tell what?” she asked.

“How much I want you right now,” Gwen replied.

Juliet nodded because she could; she could see the dark spot indicating Gwen’s desire for her. But she wanted to see more.

“Take them off,” she uttered softly, hoping Gwen would comply.

Gwen reached for them and unceremoniously shoved them down her legs as if she couldn’t wait a second longer to be naked with her. The only problem with that was that Juliet was still half-clothed. Gwen continued to stare down at her, and Juliet lowered her eyes to the brown patch of hair between Gwen’s legs. It was neatly trimmed as if she’d known that this was going to happen tonight. Juliet licked her lips and reached inside her own skirt and panties, finding herself wet as she watched Gwen’s reaction.

“Jesus,” Gwen let out and knelt in front of her.

“I’m so wet, babe,” she said as she stroked herself slowly.

For a few seconds, Gwen’s eyes were glued to the hand moving beneath the fabric, but it didn’t take long for her to reach for the hem of Juliet’s skirt and tug hard on it until it was around her knees and then on the floor, around Juliet’s ankles. Gwen pushed it away and nudged Juliet’s legs apart, watching her fingers move beneath her white panties. Then, Gwen’s lips moved to Juliet’s inner thigh, but as much as she wanted to come, Juliet didn’t want it to happen from her own touch, so she removed her fingers.

“Why did you stop?” Gwen asked.

“Because I want you to touch me,” she said.

Gwen smiled and replied, “Give me your fingers.”

Juliet swallowed as Gwen leaned forward and opened her mouth. She slipped two of her fingers inside that warm mouth and felt Gwen suck on them, letting them move in and out of her mouth before finally letting them go with a little pop, making Juliet nearly come at the sight of it. Then, Gwen reached for the panel of her underwear and moved them to the side in order to see Juliet more fully.

“Delicious,” she said as she licked her lips and lowered her mouth to Juliet’s sex.

“Oh, fuck,” Juliet let out when she felt Gwen’s tongue between her folds.


CHAPTER 24

Gwen wanted the panties gone, but her lips were around Juliet’s clit, and Juliet was making sounds that indicated Gwen shouldn’t stop what she was doing at all, so she continued to suck.

“Babe, come up here,” Juliet said.

“What? Why?” she asked, confused.

Juliet slid back the rest of the way on the bed until her head was on the pillow and smiled at her before nodding for her to join her. Gwen climbed on the bed and reached for the last remaining article of clothing between them. At the same time, Juliet lifted her head, undid the hair clip, and let her hair fall and fan out over the pillow. Gwen knew then. She’d been trying to make Juliet come because she hadn’t been able to wait, but they hadn’t done this part yet; the foreplay. Gwen loved foreplay. Making a woman come was one of her favorite things in the world, but doing that after minutes or even hours of touching her, turning her on, and making her want Gwen to make her come right that second was even better.

She lowered her body onto Juliet’s and met those green eyes. Only a few weeks ago, she had accepted a work message on an app, and now, she was staring down at the most beautiful woman in the world, and they were about to make love, because that was what this was. It wasn’t just sex. They weren’t even just dating. Whether they’d admitted it yet or not, they were doing this just the two of them. They were more than dating, but Gwen wanted to be clear before they continued.

“I only want this with you.”

Juliet wrapped her arms around Gwen’s neck and said, “I only want this with you, too.”

Gwen lowered her lips to Juliet’s and kissed her softly at first, moving her mouth against Juliet’s slowly, letting the kiss build. She had to keep herself from settling her hips between Juliet’s because if she did that, they’d be off, and she wouldn’t be able to hold back. When Juliet shifted, though, indicating that she wanted her to settle there, Gwen shifted again until her center was over Juliet’s thigh, but she kept her thigh from pressing against Juliet. Her lips moved to Juliet’s neck, and she licked, sucked, and nibbled at the soft skin she found there.

“You’re killing me,” Juliet said.

Gwen just chuckled against her neck and noted, “You wanted me up here.”

“Yes, but not to make me wait for a year, babe.”

“Not a year, but not right now, either,” Gwen replied, lowering her lips to Juliet’s collarbone. “I want to touch every single inch of you first.”

Juliet made a little growling sound, which was adorable and made Gwen laugh a bit before she recentered herself and lowered her mouth down to Juliet’s breast. The hand that she wasn’t using to hold herself up covered the other breast, and she massaged it while she licked and kissed around the nipple, making no move to actually suck on it just yet. When Juliet’s body arched a little as if she were unhappy with the lack of attention paid to the hard peak, Gwen held in her laughter this time, but she also took the hint and engulfed the nipple with her mouth. She licked it with firm pressure first, earning a gasp, and then sucked it into her mouth how she had wanted to do since the first time she’d seen Juliet with that thin shirt.

She didn’t stay in one place for long, though. Quickly, she tugged on the nipple and blew cold air on it, making it hard again. Proud of her work, she switched over to the other nipple and sucked, paying attention to the sounds Juliet was making, trying to take in the ones that meant Juliet liked what she was doing and, more importantly, the ones that indicated that she really liked what Gwen was doing. Soon, Juliet’s hips were rising impatiently, and she attempted to press her center into Gwen’s thigh. Gwen wanted it, too. She was more than ready to rock into Juliet’s thigh and give herself some relief. She lowered her sex down against the hard thigh and rubbed her wetness over Juliet’s skin.

“God, yes,” Juliet whispered.

Gwen then pressed her own thigh into Juliet’s sex and rocked as she sucked on her nipple.

“You better not stop,” Juliet told her.

“Are you sure?” she asked before she licked the nipple in front of her. “I was planning on putting my hand down there.”

“Yes! Please!” Juliet let out, her head back against the pillow, eyes closed, mouth open, ready for what Gwen was about to do to her.

Gwen reached between them and started stroking her slowly while she continued to rock.

“That’s… so good,” Juliet said, her hands on Gwen’s ass, cupping it, pushing Gwen into her harder.

“Want more?” she asked as she kissed Juliet’s neck.

“Yes,” Juliet said.

Gwen lowered her fingers then and slipped them inside. Her thumb pressed to Juliet’s clit, and she let herself have a moment where she just focused on how good this felt; being inside Juliet, feeling her warmth, her softness, how wet she was for her, and how her muscles felt as she clenched just a bit around her two fingers that hadn’t yet moved. When she finally pushed deeper inside, Juliet moaned.

“You feel… so good, baby,” Gwen said.

“That’s my line,” Juliet replied.

Gwen moved her lips to Juliet’s and slipped her tongue inside her mouth as she began to thrust slowly and rub Juliet’s clit in time with those thrusts. Their tongues pressed together, she tried to flick hers in time with those movements, too, and it was sloppy at best, but Juliet continued to moan, so Gwen continued to flick. When she could no longer keep it going, she pulled out of the kiss and looked down between them. Watching her fingers disappear inside Juliet was the biggest of all turn-ons, and she resumed rocking her own sex over Juliet’s thigh, craving some release for herself. Thrusting and curling faster now, she flicked Juliet’s clit with her thumb as well, and a few seconds later, Juliet was coming undone. Hips lifted and dropped. Juliet’s mouth formed the O of surprise and pleasure, and she said Gwen’s name loudly before she raised her hips again, kept them there for a few seconds, and dropped them to the mattress. Gwen slowed her strokes but didn’t stop them entirely until Juliet’s hand moved over her own. When Juliet opened her eyes, she was flushed and wore a satisfied smile. Gwen kissed her, but only briefly, because now, it was time to slide down Juliet’s body to finish what she’d started.

◆◆◆

Gwen lay there, with Juliet’s head between her legs, and tried to focus on the tongue that was doing amazing things to her, but the alarm was going off on Juliet’s phone on the table that was inconveniently located on the other side of the bed.

“Jules,” she said.

“Shit. Sorry,” Juliet replied and moved quickly until she had her phone in her hand, silencing the alarm. “Where was I?” she added, moving back to hover over Gwen’s body.

“How much time do we have?”

“Enough for me to make you come at least twice in this bed and once more in the shower, if you want,” Juliet said.

Gwen smiled at her, and Juliet moved back between her legs.

The previous night, they had made love for hours, and Gwen had lost track of how many times she’d come and how many times she had made Juliet come. They’d gone slow the whole night, taking breaks to graze each other’s skin and talk about what they liked about what they’d just done and what they might want to try together in the future, and it was nice. No, it was perfect.

This morning, Gwen knew that Juliet had to leave, and she’d planned to let her sleep in until the alarm to make sure she was well-rested for her drive, but Juliet had surprised her by waking up early. In no time, she had found Gwen’s clit wet and ready for her with her roaming fingertips, and she’d made her come fast.

Not wanting to leave Juliet hanging for hours in a car, Gwen had rolled on top of her and made her come with slow, evenly paced thrusts while she kissed Juliet’s soft, swollen lips. Juliet had then moved between her legs, and now, Gwen was coming hard into her mouth, not wanting this to be over but needing the orgasm at the same time. Her body was sore but still unsated somehow, so when Juliet moved back on top of her and slipped inside, Gwen let her take her again, and she was stroked, curled, and flicked to another amazing orgasm while Juliet’s lips placed kisses along her neck.

“Shower?” Juliet whispered while Gwen was catching her breath. “Then, we can take Carly for a walk before I have to get ready.”

“I can walk her for you,” she offered.

“I want to walk with you this morning before I go.”

“Okay,” Gwen replied and kissed her hard because she didn’t like that Juliet had just said that she had to go.

In Juliet’s shower, they washed each other before Juliet stroked Gwen to another release, and Gwen got down on her knees to do the same for Juliet.

“I love when you do that,” Juliet said when Gwen rose up to meet her lips in the shower.

“I love when I do that,” Gwen replied. “I feel like your clit might just be made for my mouth. It seems to fit pretty perfectly when I put my lips around it.”

“You can’t say things like that when I can’t come again right now and have to go two days without,” Juliet said and pulled Gwen in for a kiss.

“We can come again tonight. Just over FaceTime.”

“Not a bad idea, but also not the same,” Juliet replied, wrapping her arms around Gwen’s neck and pulling her in for a tight hug as the water ran down Gwen’s back. “I think part of the reason I wanted to wait was that I knew how good this would be with you, and I didn’t want to miss it when I traveled.”

“Do you regret not waiting?” Gwen asked.

“What? No,” Juliet said, pulling out of the hug a bit to look into Gwen’s eyes. “Not even a little bit. I know we met because I’m traveling a lot, but I wish we had met that night at the bar or something. When I walked in with Molly and saw you there, I wish we had talked there and ended up here.”

“Because then I wouldn’t be your dog walker?”

“Because I wouldn’t have met you only because I have to leave all the time,” Juliet said, kissing Gwen’s nose. “We would’ve talked over a drink and decided to go out.”

“Would you still have ordered that ridiculous martini you didn’t drink?” Gwen teased, trying to keep things light.

Juliet laughed and said, “Probably. I wanted to be cool around you. I don’t suspect that would’ve changed if I’d only met you then. I might have even made it more ridiculous by asking for it shaken with the olives in the shaker and the ice included in the glass or something.”

“Candace would’ve just killed you.”

Juliet laughed again and said, “Let’s get out of here. The water’s cooling off.”

They dried off and dressed in comfortable clothes for their quick walk around the block with Carly. Juliet held on to Gwen’s hand the whole time as if she didn’t want to let go, and when they got back to the apartment, Gwen checked her day’s schedule on her phone while Juliet dressed and did her last-minute packing.

“Bring a vibrator!” Gwen yelled.

“What?” Juliet asked, suddenly appearing in the doorway of the bedroom.

“FaceTime sex.” Gwen wiggled her eyebrows at her.

Juliet laughed and went back to packing.

“Hey, can you take her with you tonight?” Juliet asked her a few minutes later.

“I was already planning on it,” she replied.

“You were?”

“I assumed that would be okay with you.”

“It is, obviously, but–” Juliet stopped. “Wait. You didn’t charge me.”

“Huh?”

“Babe, you stopped charging me,” Juliet pointed out as she emerged from her bedroom holding out her phone and showing it to Gwen.

“Yeah. So?”

“So, you’ve been taking care of Carly without getting paid?”

“Jules, we’re dating now. I can’t take your money.”

“Babe, this is your job,” Juliet said, sitting down next to her on the sofa. “If you’re taking care of her when I’m gone, you get money for that.”

“You wouldn’t ask Molly to–”

“We went over that before.”

“Yes, but you’re not sleeping with Molly.” Gwen smiled at her. “Jules, keep the money, please. Use it to buy me more coffee if you want.”

“How many times do I have to tell you that I get it for free?”

“A bunch, apparently,” she replied as she turned to her. “Jules, I know what we said last night about only wanting to do this with each other doesn’t exactly mean we’re married with shared bank accounts here, but we are dating. So, as long as I can take care of her for you, I will, and I can’t take your money to do it. It’s off the books now because it’s just me taking care of my… date’s dog.”

“Say, ‘girlfriend,’” Juliet said, leaning in.

“Girlfriend,” she said and stuck out her tongue in jest.

“No, I mean say it about me.”

Juliet moved until she was on top of Gwen.

“You sure? We just started dating.”

“I’m sure,” Juliet replied.

“Then, I can’t charge my girlfriend for taking care of her dog.”

“Will you get in trouble on the app?”

“No. Why?”

“I don’t know. They’ll see that the job was canceled or something.”

“I won’t get in trouble unless you leave me a bad rating or review.”

“Oh, I’d never leave you a bad rating or review. You’re five stars all the way, baby,” Juliet said and kissed her.

“I was referring to my ability to walk and take care of your dog.” Gwen laughed.

“Oh, damn. It’s a good thing you told me that because I was about to write up how amazing your tongue is, how good your fingers feel inside me, how you whispered sweet nothings to me while you made me come, and how hard you made me come every time.”

Gwen reached for the button on Juliet’s khakis, undid it, and slipped inside.

“Babe!”

“You can’t say those things and expect me not to make you come one more time before you go.”

And there was that word again… Go. Juliet would be leaving soon. She’d get in her car, drive off, and Gwen would take Carly home with her. Yes, it was only for two days this time, but soon, it would be five or six at a time, and Gwen didn’t yet know what to do about that.


CHAPTER 25

Juliet’s day hadn’t gone as planned. She was supposed to arrive at the hotel by noon. She’d given herself plenty of time to get there on schedule, check in, grab something to eat, and set up the classroom before the managers would get there at one. Today was meant to be a half-day of instruction and activities. Tomorrow would be a full day, and they would return to their stores the following day. Three hours of driving had turned into over four, though, because she’d gotten stuck behind an accident. On the way there, she’d also gotten a call from not one but two managers who were supposed to be attending. They wouldn’t be able to make it because people had called out at their stores, and they were needed there. On top of that, when she got to the hotel, her room wasn’t ready yet, so she had to wheel her luggage into the conference room they were using for the class.

She’d gotten there too late to be able to grab lunch, so she just started setting up the room with the training guides she had printed out and brought for them, along with some pens, highlighters, and notebooks. After that, she hung up the flip charts that they used for their activities around the room. At ten minutes before one, she checked her email and found one from another manager letting her know that he’d be over two hours late for the class today. Juliet groaned because the policy was that if anyone was more than thirty minutes late, they couldn’t take the class. She emailed him back and told him to stay where he was and register for an upcoming class instead, which she hated having to do. Then, she sat down in a chair and looked at the activities she now had to alter because she’d planned on having twenty participants and had already made their groups for the first icebreaker.

Quickly, she redid the groups to make them relatively even, and just as she took a long swig from her water bottle, two participants walked in, so she put on her best not-tired smile. Ten minutes after the class had been scheduled to start, they were still missing three people. She did her best to stall, hoping they would walk through the door so that they could get moving with the intros, but after another five minutes, she gave up, and they went through their icebreaker activity that she had quickly changed for the second time due to the attendees not showing up.

Of course, right when they finished the activity, one participant walked through the door, and they had to introduce themselves separately while she checked her email for news on the other two. There wasn’t anything, so she got into the content, giving them a break to check into their rooms about halfway through, which also gave her a chance to put her stuff into her own room.

When they gave her the room key, it was to room one zero seven, which was only two doors down from the conference room and also on the first floor. Juliet hated rooms on the first floor, but they didn’t have anything else available, so she was stuck with it. Dropping her stuff quickly into the room, she made her way to the vending machines where she got herself a candy bar, a bag of chips, and an energy drink to help her make it through the rest of the class.

“Hey, babe,” Gwen said when she answered Juliet’s call. “I thought you’d be teaching.”

“We’re on a break.”

“You sound exhausted. It’s my fault for keeping you up late.”

“I don’t regret that at all,” she replied. “But traffic made me late, my room wasn’t ready when I got here, participants didn’t show up or got here late, and I had no time for lunch. So, now I’m eating chips with a candy bar, and I’m drinking an energy drink that is gross, but I need the caffeine stat. They also put me in a first-floor room. I hate first-floor rooms. It has a sliding glass door that leads straight to the parking lot.”

“That’s not safe,” Gwen said, sounding concerned.

“There’s a big manual lock and stuff, but yeah, it means I probably won’t sleep well. I didn’t have time to check the bathroom yet, but I’m hoping there’s an actual tub in there because I think I need to lie in it and not just shower.”

“Jules, I’m sorry,” Gwen replied. “Is there anything I can do?”

“No, I just needed to vent for a second. I have to get back inside, but thank you for listening.”

“Want me to send you pictures of Carly? We’re at the dog park now.”

“I’d love that. But will you send me a picture of you, too?”

“I can’t do that right now, Jules. I’m in public.”

Juliet laughed and said, “Of your face.”

“Oh, okay. Yeah, I can do that.”

“Can I see the other parts of you later, though? At least on the screen? I packed that vibrator you wanted me to.”

“That can definitely be arranged,” Gwen said. “What are you doing for dinner?”

“I have no idea. There’s a diner in the same parking lot, so I’ll probably just grab something there after class.”

“You need something better than that.”

“I’ll be fine, but thank you for worrying. I have to go. I need to get them started so that we’re done by five.”

“Okay. Call me later.”

“I will.”

She’d gotten the group back together, reviewed the next section of content with them, answered any questions they’d had, and then introduced the last activity of the day, which took over an hour. She had to go a little past five with the end-of-day wrap-up, and by the end of it, all the participants looked totally drained. She felt that, too, as she let them all head to their rooms. She suspected they’d all grab dinner together and possibly at that diner, so as she sat in the now-empty conference room, she pulled out her phone and decided to see what other restaurants were around. She’d get something delivered to save herself the trip. Before she could do that, though, a text notification came in.

Gwen Benedetti: Hey, sexy. Can you come out here?

Juliet Francis: Uh… No. I’m at the hotel. What are you talking about?

Gwen Benedetti: Parking lot. Someone out here really wants to see you.

Instantly, Juliet turned to the window that overlooked the parking lot. She could see her car and two cars next to it, but then she noticed Gwen’s car and Gwen herself standing outside it, leaning against the trunk and staring down at her phone. Juliet jumped up and, leaving everything in the room where it was, she ran to the conference room door that led outside.

“Babe?”

“Hi,” Gwen said, looking up at her and smiling widely.

“What are you doing here?” Juliet asked, feeling like she hadn’t seen her in weeks when it had been hours.

“Well, I was concerned about you not eating right and not getting any sleep because you have a room that leads to a parking lot with a view of a diner and a strip club across the street, apparently, so I came here.”

Juliet hugged her hard and said, “I missed you.”

“I missed you, too,” Gwen replied.

“How long can you stay? Dinner? It’s a three-hour drive during rush hour. You drove all the way here for–”

“I’m staying the night,” Gwen told her. “Who else is going to keep you safe? Carly? She’s tiny.”

“Oh, God. Carly… Where is she? Did you drop her off at Molly’s?”

Gwen kissed Juliet’s lips quickly and moved to the back door.

“I told you that someone really wanted to see you.” She opened the door, and Carly jumped out, with her leash attached to her collar. “I didn’t just mean me.”

“Carly!” Juliet knelt down and gave her dog some attention, excited and happy to see her, but she looked up at Gwen. “You did this for me? Thank you.”

“No problem. I figured we could just stay tonight, but I don’t want you to get in trouble with the hotel for having a dog in there.”

“What about work? What are you missing to be here?”

Gwen smiled as Juliet stood and said, “Nothing at all. Everything I want is here.”

Juliet leaned in and kissed her, deepening the kiss almost instantly, before she said, “You are the best girlfriend in the world.”

“I’m even better because I picked up dinner when I got off the highway. There’s this soup and salad place that serves healthy food, and there’s also a burger joint right next to it. I got a burger for you in case you need protein, but I got a few salads and some other stuff, too. Does your room have a mini fridge?”

“Yeah, that’s about all it has.”

“Then, I’ll stock you up for lunch and dinner tomorrow with soups and salads, so you’ll at least have something decent to eat. I got a few bottles of water and some juices and stuff, too. No coffee, though.”

“You did all that?”

“Not a big deal.” Gwen shrugged a shoulder. “I was worried about you.” She cupped Juliet’s cheek.

“I’m a little worried about me, too. Come on. Let’s get her inside. Does she need to pee?”

“Probably. I’ll just let her do that first.” Gwen took the leash. “Can you let us in through your room, and I’ll bring her in and grab my stuff and dinner?”

“Yeah, sure.”

Juliet kissed her quickly and jogged back to the conference room door. Letting herself in, she packed up her stuff and left the items for the next class in the room for tomorrow, closing the door behind her and walking the few steps to her room. In there, she dropped her bag onto the desk and made her way to the sliding glass door, unlocking it and pulling it open just in time for Gwen to look up and see her. Carly ran toward her then, and Juliet was so happy to see her that she knelt down and picked her up, removing her leash and hugging her tightly before she put her in the bathroom for a minute, with the door mostly closed, so that she could help Gwen bring in all the stuff from the car.

“Okay. Salad or burger?”

“You,” Juliet said once the door was closed and Carly had wriggled her way out of the bathroom on her own.

She moved into Gwen’s space and made sure that the door was locked and the curtains were drawn before she pulled at Gwen’s shirt.

“No way. You have to eat. You’re starving.”

“We’ll get to that,” Juliet replied. “I want you first. You think you’re not getting lucky after what you did for me today?”

Gwen smirked at her, rolled her eyes, and let Juliet remove her shirt.

“Are you wearing a sports bra right now? I didn’t see you get dressed this morning.”

“Yes,” Juliet replied and held her arms up.

Gwen yanked the shirt off her body and had her hands on the button of Juliet’s khakis next. Those were gone within seconds, along with Juliet’s shoes and socks somehow, and Gwen, still almost fully clothed, pushed Juliet onto the bed. Having climbed and settled on top of her, Gwen kissed her deeply before her mouth traveled down to Juliet’s nipples, and she tasted them through the fabric. She moved down Juliet’s body, pulled off her underwear, and stepped out of her own clothes while Juliet removed her last article and lay there naked.

“Last night was slow,” Gwen noted.

“Yes,” she replied, spreading her legs.

“Fast?”

When Juliet nodded, Gwen put her hands on her hips and brought Juliet’s legs together a bit.

“Roll over, then.”

Juliet smiled up at her and did as she was told, ending up on all fours, waiting for whatever Gwen was going to do to her.

“I know I’m obsessed with your breasts, but you should know that your ass is perfect, too,” Gwen said.

As if to prove her point, Gwen’s hands cupped both her asscheeks before one slipped around Juliet and into her growing wetness while the other moved to her entrance and then inside.

“Fuck,” she said.

“Yes,” Gwen replied.

And she fucked her. She fucked Juliet hard in the way Juliet had expected to be taken last night, and as amazing as last night had been, she really needed this right now: Gwen bringing her to an orgasm; Gwen taking her mind off of her very shitty day; and Gwen telling her how sexy she was when she came before Gwen crashed down on top of her and kissed all over Juliet’s back.

“I really needed that,” she said.

“Me too,” Gwen replied as she climbed off of her and ended up on her own back. “Um… We have an audience,” she added.

Juliet shifted until she had her head on Gwen’s shoulder and looked down at Carly, who was staring up at them.

“There’s nowhere for her to hide.”

“Think she’s traumatized now?” Gwen asked, kissing Juliet’s forehead.

“Possibly. But she should run into the bathroom if she doesn’t want to see it again because I’m about to make you come.”

She climbed on top of Gwen and kissed her before she moved down her body and put her mouth over her center, where it had been just that morning. Gwen rocked against her mouth, told Juliet how much she needed this from her, and came with Juliet’s name on her lips. Juliet knew they would do more of this before going to sleep later, but when Gwen stood up and walked over to the bags of food, her stomach rumbled, bringing her attention to the fact that she needed to eat something.

Gwen took care of Carly’s dinner, got her water bowl set up, and she’d even brought the dog’s bed and set it up by the desk. Juliet sorted their food and drinks while Gwen did that, and they ate in bed after, naked and sated for the time being, at least. Their meal finished, Gwen got up to put the plastic containers of soup and salad into the smallest refrigerator in the world, and Juliet looked over her.

“Hey, want to watch something on your laptop?” Gwen asked. “I doubt this TV gets anything but Fox News.”

She lay back down on the bed, still naked, and held her arm out for Juliet, who slid up against her and into her side, breathing in the scent of her skin and her shampoo.

“Whatever you want to do,” Juliet replied.

“How about I draw you a bath instead?”

“That would be amazing. The tub’s too small for both of us, though, isn’t it?”

“I can stick a leg out or something.” Gwen laughed a little and kissed Juliet’s forehead. “I should’ve brought some bubbles for it.”

“You did too much already,” she noted. “Just give me a minute to hold you, okay? Then, we can take a bath.”

“Yeah, okay. Babe?”

“Huh?”

“Are you okay?” Gwen asked.

“I am now that you’re here,” she replied, meaning it in every way.


CHAPTER 26

“Can you stay another night?” Juliet asked. “I’m being selfish, aren’t I?” She squeezed Gwen’s middle.

“Not selfish. And I wish I could, but I have to get back. I got coverage for my clients last night and this morning, but I’ve got a cat I need to visit with later, and she’s not a fan of anyone but me checking in on her. Besides, Larry needs to be fed. Elisa is the only one with my apartment key, and she is not a fan of him.”

“What? Why? Is it a lizard thing?”

“Well, she tried to feed him once, and he kind of attached his mouth to the end of her finger. It didn’t do any damage, but it does hurt when they latch on like that. Safe to say, she’s not likely to want to go feed him again. She would if I really asked, of course, and I guess now, she could have Myra do it for her, too.”

“I like those two together. I can’t imagine Elisa living with your brother for almost two decades, being gay and staying for the kids, when it sounds like he wasn’t a great husband.”

Gwen ran her fingers through Juliet’s hair and said, “He was a shitty husband, yeah. He’s also not a great brother, which sucks because I should’ve had a good older brother and older sister to get advice from, at least once we reached adulthood. As kids, we were so far apart in age that I couldn’t have expected them to pay attention then, but now, I should be able to call Archie and talk to him about football or baseball since he’s a fan and I watch sometimes. It’s just something to do with your big brother. I also should be able to call Annabelle to tell her that I met you and ask her advice on how not to screw it up.”

Juliet shifted to look up at her and replied, “You’re not going to screw this up.”

“I might.”

“Gwen, how could you?” Juliet moved on top of her. “Babe, you literally drove three hours to get here and make it so that I had decent food to eat, could see you and my dog, and so that I’d feel safer. You’re amazing.” Juliet pressed her forehead to Gwen’s. “I’ve been worried that I’d be the one to screw this up.”

“What? Why?”

“Because of the travel.”

“We’ll figure that out. Maybe we can do this more: I can stay a night or something when you have to travel and it’s two to three hours away. I’d just need to get someone to cover if I have work. Once a week or every couple of weeks shouldn’t be a problem, though.”

“That’s money you’d lose just to see me.”

“Not just to see you. I’d get to see you.” Gwen cupped Juliet’s cheek. “It’s a partnership, right? We both have to work for it at times.”

Juliet smiled down at her and said, “I guess we can see, but I don’t want you to miss a lot of work for me and risk not being able to pay your bills. And you love your job, Gwen.”

“I do, and I’ll still be doing it. I might just actually have something else to do, too, so that I’m not working twenty-four-seven, because it can certainly feel like that sometimes. I have no real hobbies, and before Elisa moved here, I had a few friends, but not that many, and we didn’t hang out a lot. So, I worked. I’m one of the only dog walkers who wakes up early, walks them in the morning, walks them at midday, in the evening, and at night if needed. Most people work a more standard day where they walk them in the morning and midday and the humans get home in the evening and take it from there, but because I do just about everything the app offers, I’m pretty much constantly working. I do love it, but it can be a lot.”

“What about the dog grooming thing? Won’t that just add work for you?”

“Maybe in the beginning, while I build up that part of the business, but eventually, I would be able to work a more standard schedule, and if I need extra cash, I’ll pick up more shifts on the app. I don’t plan on leaving it entirely; just not adding new clients unless I need to.” She ran her hands down Juliet’s bare back as Juliet smiled. “What?”

“Nothing. Just the way you’re talking about it now makes it sound like you’ve made the decision to actually do it. Before, you weren’t sure.”

“Oh, I still don’t know. I might.”

“The trust fund thing still getting to you?” Juliet asked, lowering her lips to Gwen’s neck.

“No, I can do it on my own. It’ll just take all my money to do it. Then, I’d have to tap into the trust fund if it doesn’t work out.”

“So, it is the money?”

“It’s more about the fact that if I use that money for the business, I won’t have it for other things.”

“What other things?” Juliet asked as her lips lowered to Gwen’s bare breast.

“You’re trying to make me talk about this while you’re doing that?”

“It’s a distraction to get you to actually talk about it.”

“I talk about it without distractions.”

“Not all of it,” Juliet noted. “Tell me, babe.”

“There’s not much to tell, I guess,” she replied as Juliet kissed her a little lower. “It’s just that this would be it for me.”

“What do you mean?”

“This is all I want. I don’t have some grand ambitions or a life plan or anything. If I do this, and it works, I’ll like it. I know I will.” Gwen shrugged a shoulder as Juliet’s tongue slipped into her belly button. “I don’t know that I’m ever going to expand it or hire people or have my own store or something where people bring their dogs for grooming instead of me going to them.”

“Why does that matter?”

“Because it’s not a big deal. It’s just a van and me driving around, taking care of dogs. It’s a more regular workday and shift, which would be nice because I do want those kids we talked about before. I want to be able to be home with them and my partner. This would let me do that, but it’s not like I’m ever going to be raking in the money, you know?”

Juliet looked up at her then and said, “You’re worried you won’t be enough.”

Gwen looked at the ceiling for a second.

“Babe, is that what you’re worried about? That your business wouldn’t make you millions or isn’t a medical practice, because that’s what your family thinks?”

“I want to provide for my own family.”

“That’s something you and that partner will figure out together,” Juliet told her before she kissed Gwen’s skin again. “And, babe, you’re enough. You’re doing what you love, which means you’re happier. That’s important.” Juliet placed her chin on Gwen’s stomach. “I’ve always thought that happiness is something we have to find for ourselves, you know? Like, we can’t just meet someone, fall in love with them, and expect them to make us happy. We do that ourselves. Then, we meet the person who can contribute or add to that happiness. How many people go through life hating themselves, their jobs, and their circumstances, and when they end up meeting someone, it doesn’t last because they’re looking to that person to make them happy? I imagine it’s a lot, and I’ve never wanted to be one of them. I know your family has their views on what success looks like, but success and happiness are different for everyone. I don’t know if I’m that future partner of yours, but I am for now, at least, and you’re more than enough for me.” Juliet smiled softly. “I love how you smile when you’re playing with Carly. I love how you tell me stories of the other pets you’ve worked with and sometimes, the stories of their humans, too.” She chuckled a little. “Personally, I don’t need to be a millionaire or have some giant house like I’m guessing your parents do. I’d happily settle for a quiet life with the woman I love and whatever kids or pets we decide to have. I’d love it if she were around more, but not because I’d demand it or anything but because she wants to be. She’d be happy being at home with us, and she’d be happy going to work because it’s a job she loves, too. That’s the dream I have anyway.”

“That’s a pretty good dream,” Gwen replied.

“I think so,” Juliet said and kissed her stomach again.

“Does that apply to you, too?”

“What?”

“The job thing,” Gwen clarified. “If you’re really happy about all this travel for the foreseeable future, we’ll figure it out, and it’ll be fine. It just doesn’t seem like you are, Jules. It feels like you kind of hate it.”

Juliet rolled off Gwen and lay there naked, facing up at the ceiling.

“I’m just not built for this, I think, which sucks because other people have no problem with it. Jordana loved it. She had all her travel accounts, points, and had no problem eating dinner night after night alone while she sat at some restaurant bar, checking her work email religiously and never taking a break.”

“First of all, I doubt she was alone all that much, given what you’ve told me about this woman. But second of all, and this is way more important, you’re not her. You’re you, Jules.” Gwen rolled onto her side to face her. “Some people thrive off of working all the time and traveling like that. I actually know someone who saved up all her travel points and miles for five years and used them to take a three-month vacation basically for free. She’d worked all that time specifically for this dream trip that she’d always wanted to take. She took a leave of absence, and when she got back, she decided that she was done with that kind of grind and took another job instead. Everyone’s different. I don’t think I’d like to travel all the time like this.”

“I do love my job, though. I love training the teams and visiting the stores. I just liked what I was doing before, and I thought maybe adding another couple of classes would be perfect for me.”

“It sounds like you’ve got some ideas on how to improve things, babe. Tell them to that boss of yours. Even if you still have to do this travel thing for a little while so that they can hire Andrew’s replacement or make those changes, you’d be able to see a light at the end of the tunnel, and that could help make the trips a little easier.”

“You made this one a little easier,” Juliet replied as she rolled to face Gwen.

“Well, I’m glad I could help.”

“You did. And I have no idea how Carly is still sleeping because we’ve been awake and talking for an hour now, and she hasn’t begged to go o-u-t yet.” Juliet spelled the word ‘out’ so that Carly’s ears wouldn’t perk up at it.

“We probably have at least twenty minutes before you need to get up, right?” she asked, sliding a hand along Juliet’s curves.

“Yes,” Juliet said with a smile. “And if we’re quick out here, we can also take a shower together before I have to leave for class.”

“Leave for class?” Gwen moved on top of her. “That sounds like you’re the sexy teacher again.”

“But I’m not wearing the outfit.”

“Trust me, you don’t need it to be the sexy teacher.”

Gwen lowered her hips, and Juliet’s legs spread wider for her.

“You know that the moment we start this, she’s going to wake up, right?” Juliet asked as she wrapped her arms around Gwen’s neck.

“She’ll have to wait.”

“I agree. I took her out at one in the morning when she woke me up begging.”

“You did? How did I not hear that?”

“You were out like a light and snoring a little. It was really cute,” Juliet replied.

“My snoring was cute?”

“Well, we’re still new, so everything you do is cute to me.”

Gwen laughed and said, “I hope that lasts forever.”

“Me too,” Juliet agreed.

Gwen kissed her slowly then, wanting to build this up, even though they didn’t have a lot of time. Yes, she wanted to make Juliet come, but it was more about letting her know that this was about more than just that to her. Before she knew it, though, Juliet’s hand was between her legs, spreading Gwen’s folds. Gwen hadn’t even realized that she’d woken up wet, but since she was ready for Juliet already, she shifted so that Juliet could slip inside her before she found Juliet’s wetness and slid inside her as well.

Loving how good it felt to touch her and be touched by her at the same time, Gwen leaned back a bit as she rocked to let Juliet go deeper, feeling a little sore from the past two nights of lovemaking but not caring about that at all. When Juliet’s thumb pressed to her clit and began to rub, she mimicked Juliet’s movements, and within a few minutes of them moving together, the mattress shifted a little more than Juliet’s had when they’d done this at her place. It was now hitting the wall over and over again, making a slight thumping noise as it did.

“Fuck. I’m close,” she said as she lowered herself and pressed her palm to the wall behind the bed.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

Gwen knew whoever was on the other side of that wall was probably being woken up right now because they were having sex.

“Yes! Yes! I’m coming!” Juliet cried out.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

Juliet was thrusting fast inside her, and Gwen managed to hold in her scream as she came, but she let out Juliet’s name and then moved quickly up Juliet’s body, needing something else now, too.

“Good morning to me,” Juliet said as she grabbed her hips and lowered Gwen’s center down to her mouth.

Gwen’s hips rocked against her face as the orgasm built, and the mattress shifted a little more. There was now a repetitive squeak along with the thump. Finally, Gwen came into Juliet’s mouth and pressed her forehead to the wall.

“Fuck,” she said. “That was really good.”

“Yes, it was,” Juliet replied and smacked her ass. “Any chance you’ll do that to me in the shower?”

“I’ll do that to you right now,” Gwen said. “And again in the shower, if you want.”

Then, she heard it, Carly’s little whine from her bed, indicating that she was awake.

“I guess we should get used to this. It’s what it’ll be like with kids, right?” she said.


CHAPTER 27

Juliet said goodbye to Gwen and Carly at the car, went back inside her room, grabbed her stuff, and opened the door. As she exited, there was a class participant leaving their own room, which was right next to hers. He gave her an inquisitive look and cleared his throat.

“Good morning,” he said.

“Morning,” she replied with a smile.

The class went much better, primarily because everyone was on time in the morning and then back from lunch with five minutes to spare. When they finished right at five, Juliet went back to her room. She had an option. She could stay the night since it was rush hour and she wouldn’t get back until probably after nine, or she could leave now, sit in traffic for at least four hours, and sleep in her own bed. She packed her bag quickly, grabbed some snacks for the road from the small shop in the hotel lobby since that was better than from the vending machine, and checked out, letting the company pay for the room for the night.

Traffic was light at first, which got her through much of rush hour without an issue. The closer she got to the city, though, the worse it got, and the last what should have been twenty minutes of her drive took over an hour. Still glad about her choice, she knocked on the door and waited with a smile.

“Jules?” Gwen said as she stood in the open doorway.

“Hi,” she replied.

“What are–”

“I could’ve stayed and driven back tomorrow morning, but I didn’t want to. I wanted to fall asleep next to you.”

Gwen smiled at her and moved out of the way when Carly ran out of the apartment and jumped on Juliet’s legs.

“We’re both very happy to see you,” Gwen said as she reached for Juliet’s roller bag and pulled it inside, closing the door behind them once Juliet and Carly were in the apartment. “Hi, baby,” she added and leaned in to kiss Juliet sweetly. “It’s late. You ready for bed?”

“Yes. You have no idea.”

“Did you eat?” Gwen asked.

“Sort of,” she replied.

“So, no,” Gwen stated with a smile. “Want me to make you a grilled cheese or something while you take a shower?”

“Oh, my God. Yes! How did you know that’s exactly what I needed?”

“Good guess?” Gwen said, wrapping her arms around Juliet’s waist. “Take your stuff to the bedroom and take your shower. I’ll start cooking, and it’ll be done by the time you’re out.”

Juliet pulled her in for a hug and asked, “Carly?”

“I just took her out. She should be good for the night.”

“You’re the best,” Juliet replied.

She pulled her bag into the bedroom, started the water, and then pulled her toiletries and something to sleep in out of her suitcase. She noticed Gwen’s laptop open on the bed with what looked like a logo on the screen, indicating that her girlfriend was planning that business of hers after all. Smiling, Juliet went into the bathroom and took a shower, letting the hot water run over her skin for a few minutes before she cleaned up and got out.

“Uh…” Gwen looked up at her when Juliet entered the kitchen.

“I haven’t put my clothes on yet,” she said. “It smelled good out here.”

She had walked into the kitchen wearing only a towel around her body.

“Babe, you need to put clothes on, or I’m going to tear that towel off of you and–”

“I am so tired,” she interrupted. “Not that I don’t want to, because I do, but can I have a rain check?”

“Of course. Can’t help it, though. You’re hot.” Gwen winked at her. “Go. Get dressed. I’ll bring this into the bedroom. You can eat in bed and tell me about your day.”

Juliet smiled at her and went to the bedroom, where she removed the towel and changed before Carly jumped onto the bed and excitedly bounced around.

“Carly, chill,” she said as she laughed. “Bedtime, baby.”

“I thought I was your baby,” Gwen said as she walked in carrying a plate and a glass of water in her other hand.

“You are,” she replied and took the plate.

“Kiss me before you taste like cheese,” Gwen told her.

Juliet kissed her, and Gwen moved over to the other side of the bed and closed her computer.

“You were working, and I interrupted.”

“Nah, I was just looking at the old logo, which I think is pretty bad, so I’ve done nothing with it.”

“I looked at it. It’s cute,” Juliet noted before she took a bite of her grilled cheese.

“Cute isn’t exactly professional.”

Gwen lay down, and Carly moved between them, staring at Juliet, or rather, her food.

“Off the bed,” Juliet told her.

Carly looked at her like she’d just betrayed her deeply and turned around to lie down at the end of it.

“Carly, off,” she repeated.

The terrier emitted a small huff and then jumped off the bed and walked into the living room without looking back.

“Oh, you pissed her off,” Gwen said while laughing.

“She can sleep in here later, if she wants, but I just got here, and I want to be next to you, not have a begging dog between us.”

“So, you like me a little bit, huh?” Gwen teased.

“Yeah, a little bit,” Juliet said, smiling over at her.

◆◆◆

“I didn’t think you were coming in today,” Molly said the following morning.

“I got back early. I figured since the class ended at five and it was only a three-hour drive, I’d just go home and sleep in my own bed.”

“That sounds nice,” Molly replied as Juliet sat down at her desk.

“It was. I actually went to Gwen’s. She had Carly, and we just hung out and fell asleep.”

“Hung out, huh?”

“Yes, hung out. We did the other things the past two nights, and we were exhausted.”

“Wait. The past two nights? You were at–”

“Juliet?” her boss said, walking over to her desk.

“Oh, hi. Yeah, I’m here today.”

“Can I speak with you?”

He looked at her as if she were a student in a classroom and had just gotten in trouble for passing notes.

“Um… Sure.”

“My office,” he added, and started walking.

“What the hell?” she whispered to Molly.

“No idea,” Molly replied.

Juliet stood, leaving her stuff on her desk without even having pulled out her laptop, and headed to his office.

“Is everything okay?” she asked.

“I’m going to ask someone from HR to join us. Give me a minute. I thought you’d be in tomorrow.”

“HR?” she asked as he picked up his desk phone. “Am I in trouble for something?”

“Just a second,” he told her, holding up his finger dismissively. “Hey, can I borrow you?” he said into the phone and paused. “In my office, with Juliet.” He paused again. “Yeah, okay. Thanks.” He hung up and looked at her. “I’d rather HR be in here before we start talking.”

“Um… Okay. I’m not really sure what’s going on here. Is this because I left the hotel last night instead of driving back this morning?”

“What? No,” he said. “I didn’t even know you did that, but I don’t care. Who hasn’t done that a time or two when they can?” He looked past her and to his open door. “Yeah, come in.”

Juliet turned from where she’d just sat down to see her HR rep, Stacey, standing there.

“Hi, Juliet,” she said, trying not to look awkward and failing.

“Hey,” she replied when Stacey sat down next to her in the other guest chair.

“So, we need to talk about something we heard from a participant in your class this week.”

“Something you heard? Okay,” she said, still confused.

“You were staying in a room by the conference room.”

“Yes,” she confirmed.

“And did you know that a participant was in the room next to yours?” her boss asked.

“I did, yes,” she replied. “Well, not at first, but yeah.”

“Look, Juliet, this is awkward for all of us,” her boss began. “But that participant heard some things coming from your room, and in light of what happened with Jordana and Andrew, too, we have to be really careful.”

“What–” she started. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Did one of the participants offer to take you out to dinner last night?” Stacey asked her.

“A few of them did. Why? It happens all the time. I always turn them down.”

“But they offered?”

“Yes. What is this about?” she asked, getting nervous now.

“One of the participants said he thought another participant and you were getting close, and we have to talk about that, okay?”

“What are you talking about?” she asked. “Participants ask trainers to dinner all the time. It’s a group thing, but I still always say no. Yes, one of the male participants was a little more insistent, but I told him no and went back to my room. I packed and checked out right after that.”

Stacey nodded before asking her, “What about the night before?”

“What about–” Then, it hit Juliet. “The night before… the sounds…” Her cheeks flushed instantly. “The other participant heard… things and thought I was with–”

“Yes,” her boss confirmed.

Juliet shook her head and said, “First of all, I’m gay, so there’s that. But second of all, no, I didn’t sleep with a participant in one of my classes. My girlfriend came to visit and stayed the night.” She cleared her throat. “Not that I should have to explain this to you or anyone else, but I was with her, not some participant, okay?”

“Oh, thank God!” her boss replied and let out a deep sigh of relief.

“I’m sorry, Juliet. We had a complaint, so we needed to see if there would have to be an investigation, especially because of Jordana,” Stacey explained.

“I’m not Jordana.”

‘In more ways than one,’ she thought to herself.

“I’m sorry,” her boss added. “I wanted to talk to you because I know you know the rules, and that didn’t exactly seem like you. I also wanted to make sure that you were okay, Juliet. If someone was inappropriate with you or made you feel like you had to–” He shook his head. “We’d take care of it. We’d take care of you.”

“Thank you. I appreciate that.”

“Was he inappropriate, the more insistent one? If you want to talk alone, we can,” Stacey told her.

“It happens in just about every class, honestly.”

“It does?” her boss asked.

“Usually, it’s just an ask to join them for lunch or dinner because they’re all going to eat anyway. They’re just being nice.”

“Was he not just being nice?” her boss checked, seemingly ready to pounce on the guy if needed.

“I don’t think so. I didn’t get a weird vibe or anything. He just asked a couple more times when the rest of them had given up already. He’s married with four kids, and he talked about his family during class. I didn’t think he was trying to get me to go to dinner with just him or something else. It was more like he thought I was away from my family and wanted to make sure I wasn’t eating alone unless I wanted to.”

“Okay. Well, if anything ever happens and you’re teaching, you can call me,” Stacey told her. “We have protocols in place.”

“I know. Thank you,” she replied.

“I’m sorry, Juliet,” her boss added. “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”

“I get it, I guess. Can I go back to my desk now?”

“Sure,” he said.

Juliet stood, a little wobbly on her feet, and walked out of the office, turning quickly and heading back to her desk, where she found Molly.

“Coffee. Now,” she stated.

Molly nodded, grabbed her own purse and Juliet’s bag for her, and they were out the door and on the street, walking to the store, within seconds.

“What the hell happened?” Molly asked when they were a safe distance away from the office.

“They thought I was fucking a participant in one of my classes,” she said.

“What?” Molly asked.

“Yeah, exactly.”

“Why would they think that?”

“Because of Jordana and her stupid drama,” she replied loudly. “Gwen surprised me the first night and brought Carly. She and I might have gotten a little carried away, but I didn’t know that one of the managers was in the room next door. I guess that explains the weird look he gave me the next morning.”

“He heard you two?”

“Apparently. He thought I was with someone else from the class.”

“Why?”

“Some guy asked me a few times to go to dinner with them. I said no, but the other one reported me. I’m not sure if he reported it against me or to try to protect me from the other guy, but it doesn’t matter. He still reported me, so I had to sit in there and tell HR and my boss that I was having sex with my girlfriend in a hotel room next to a manager in my fucking class.”

“Jesus. Sorry, Jules. I didn’t know, or I would’ve warned you.”

“I know.” Juliet sighed. “I’m more upset about the fact that I was put in the situation to begin with.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that I don’t want this job, Molls. If we teach all of our classes here, I’ll go home at the end of every day, and I won’t have to be in a hotel room next to someone in my class. Gwen won’t have to visit just to get some time with me or make sure I eat something decent for dinner.”

“You want them to host the classes here?” Molly asked.

“Yes. It’s stupid that the trainers and the participants travel when we have space here and can have them all come to the corporate office.”

“You should tell them that. It’s a good idea, and I bet it would save us money, too,” Molly replied.

“It would. And I was going to tell them, but now, I’m just really pissed off.”

“Hey, you didn’t do anything wrong. I’ve read the rules on travel, and there’s nothing that says you can’t have someone stay in your room with you. As long as they’re not charging the company for their travel or food, you’re not in the wrong, Jules. You’re an adult; you can have sex with Gwen whenever you want. That’s what you have to remember. Was he an asshole to you or something?”

“No, he was actually defending me. I think he would’ve kicked some manager’s ass if he found out he’d been inappropriate or tried to intimidate me into something.”

“Well, that’s good,” Molly replied as she pulled open the door to the coffee shop.

“And Stacey was fine. It’s more that I don’t want this, Molly.”

“The job?”

“Yeah,” she replied. “I checked out of the hotel because I just wanted to be home. It was one night in a stupid hotel, and I was ready to be back with Gwen and Carly. I feel like a loser who gets homesick after twelve hours or something.”

“You’re not a loser. You just liked the job you had before Jordana left.”

They joined the line of people waiting to order their coffees.

“What am I supposed to do? Keep traveling all the time when I hate it?”

“No, I think you should talk to them about your ideas, and whether they take them or not, ask them if you can have your old job back, Jules.”

“It’s a step backwards. They’ll think I can’t handle the pressure.”

“Be honest and tell them it’s the travel and nothing to do with pressure.”

“What if they never promote me again? It’s taken me years to get this one.”

“You’ll have to take that risk, I guess, but you’ll be happier. Isn’t that the most important thing?”


CHAPTER 28

“Buster!”

Buster ran after Carly, who was going through the gate between the two backyards with more speed than Gwen had ever seen her use. She laughed and rolled her eyes.

“I think they love each other,” Elisa said.

“Boyfriend, girlfriend?” Gwen asked.

“Maybe we should plan a dog wedding for next year.”

“I think yours to Myra should probably happen first,” Gwen teased.

“Oh, God. I love her, but I’m not ready for all that.” Elisa laughed. “I think we’ll just keep working on the house until eventually, she just doesn’t go back to this one.” Elisa turned her head and nodded to Myra’s house behind them. “We’d move in here, but my place has the second floor. Did I tell you that she’s thinking of connecting the houses one day?”

“What? No,” she replied.

“It’s crazy, but they’re not that far apart from one another, and if we do get married, it could make sense. Even if there’s no ceremony or anything, we own both lots. Might as well make use of them.”

“You could rent Myra’s place for extra money,” Gwen suggested.

“We could, but she brought up a good point about how the twins will probably have kids of their own one day. Not tomorrow. It better not be tomorrow.”

“Well, with Adele being in love with Wendy, you don’t have to worry about it happening accidentally with them. It’s just AJ.”

“I’ve had so many safe sex conversations with both of them and tried to talk about shared responsibility and how it’s not just a physical thing in the moment but should be an emotional thing between consenting adults. I only hope one of them sticks. Your brother got them both a box of condoms. Did I tell you that?”

“What? No,” Gwen said.

“He wasn’t there to drop them off at college, but he had his assistant order a gift basket thing and included a box of condoms for both of them.”

“God, he really is an asshole, isn’t he?”

“AJ didn’t say anything to me about it. Adele did. You should’ve heard her telling me how aloof he was, not to even remember that she was dating Wendy and that she wasn’t ever going to cheat on her with some guy.”

“It’s sweet. They’re cute,” Gwen noted.

“They are. I get to see her soon. She’s bringing Wendy here for the weekend.”

“Here? With her girlfriend?”

“I told her it was okay.”

“They’re going to want to share the bed in her room. You know that, right?”

“Yes. And it’s not like I don’t know what they do when they’re on their own. I feel like I need to be a mature mother about this. And I’ve known Wendy since she was a kid. She’s respectful and loves my daughter. Adele loves her. If I say no now, Adele will feel like she can’t bring Wendy home when she wants to, and if they don’t work out and she falls in love with someone else one day, I want her to know that she can always come home.”

“How’s AJ?” Gwen asked, admiring Elisa’s parenting style.

“He’s good. His soccer is going well. He’s starting and playing full nineties whenever he doesn’t need to rest. The coach has been singing his praises and is going to work with him since AJ told him that his goal is to try to transfer to a Division-I school. He told me his grades are fine, too, but it’s still early. It’s weird not getting report cards and updates from their teachers like I used to, but they both promise me they’re working hard in classes. I never worry about Adele because she’s Adele, but we’ll see how AJ does come midterms, with soccer taking up a lot of his time. He seems to love it there, though, and he’s working hard. That’s all I can ask.”

“That’s great,” Gwen replied. “And how are you?”

“I’m great.” Elisa smiled widely. “I’ve got an amazing girlfriend I see a future with, a happy dog currently chasing his own girlfriend around the yard, happy kids, and well, a new job.”

“What?” Gwen asked, turning to her.

“I got a job yesterday.”

“Where? What are you doing?”

“I’m going to work with Asher.”

“Asher? You’re going to plan weddings?”

“More assistant duties than anything. It’s just her and Linden there since she joined, and they need help with everything. They’re starting to get a few big clients, and it’s impossible for them to do it all themselves and not miss anything. It’s about thirty hours a week to start out, and we’ll see how it goes, but Asher said it can become full-time with benefits whenever I’m ready. She even has a real office now and isn’t working out of her apartment. It’s small, with just some space for her office and Linden’s and a little showroom of some wedding stuff, but there’s a desk in the front for me, and that’s more than I have now. Plus, she’s supportive of me going to school part-time online to get a degree.”

“You’re really doing that?”

“I think so. I want to work for a bit first to save up for tuition a little that way and adjust to one thing at a time, but yes. I don’t know what I want that degree in just yet. Maybe an associate’s degree in business or something, just to make work easier on me. We’ll see, but I’m excited.”

“Elisa, that’s great,” Gwen replied as Buster darted into the yard with Carly hot on his heels.

“How long is Juliet gone this time?” Elisa asked, nodding toward the running Carly.

“Oh, she’s not. She’s here. I just thought Carly would like to see Buster.”

“So, when is your wedding?” Elisa teased.

“Ha ha,” she said sarcastically. “It’s only been a couple of weeks. Chill out.”

“But you really like her, and if your texts to me the other day are any indication, you’re very compatible.”

Gwen lifted an eyebrow as she recalled just how compatible they really were and sighed.

“Yes, we are, but it’s more than that. She came home early from the trip to see me. Well, mainly Carly, probably, and there’s the whole hating work travel thing, but also me. She just showed up on my doorstep, didn’t even ask to take Carly home with her, and stayed over at my place.”

“She’s your girlfriend, so that makes sense.”

“Yes, but I know she wanted to go home. She probably wanted to sleep in her own bed.”

“Or, her home is with you. Well, you and Carly.” Elisa nodded toward the dog, who was now picking up random sticks, running with them in her mouth, and then dropping them just as Buster caught up with her. “She’s playing hard to get.” Elisa laughed at the dog’s antics.

Gwen smiled up at Carly, who pretended to stop so that Buster could grab the stick, and then faked him out and ran toward the other yard again.

“She’s a good dog. I’ve really liked having her stay with me. Larry’s fine, but–”

“Larry is a tiny terror. He tried to bite my finger off,” Elisa noted, holding up the finger in question.

“I told you that he does that,” she said, laughing. “And he’s fine, but he likes to be alone.”

“Maybe he just wants to be alone as a lizard because you’re a human, but he’d like a little gecko friend or partner.”

“Shit. You think he wants a girlfriend of his own?”

“Girlfriend? Boyfriend? Not sure,” Elisa replied, probably only half-joking.

“I could get another gecko. Cleaning the terrarium sucks, but it’s not a big deal, and it wouldn’t change much with a second one.”

“Maybe he’d be happier. I don’t know,” Elisa said. “Are geckos more solitary animals?”

“They’re generally pretty good on their own or in pairs. I could try the pair thing, and if it doesn’t work, I could just get a second terrarium for the other one.”

“Sounds like a good plan to me,” Elisa replied with a nod. “So, what else for you?”

“Huh?”

“What else is going on? New girlfriend. Maybe a new lizard. Anything else going on?”

“I don’t know. Not really.” Gwen shrugged a shoulder. “I mean, I might decide to start my own business officially.”

Elisa turned to her then and asked, “What’s that mean?”

“Remember when I told you a few years ago that I was thinking about doing the dog grooming thing?”

“Yes. You’re pursuing that?”

“Maybe. I don’t know,” she said as she watched Carly, who was panting like crazy, walk slowly over to her water bowl for a drink.

“I think that’s great if that’s what you want,” Elisa said.

“It’s a lot. It’s a whole thing. I would have to use up my savings, though.”

“Still not touching that trust fund, huh?”

“Not if I can help it. I told her to take it back, but she said she wouldn’t. I suggested she donate to charity. She told me it was my money, and I could do what I wanted with it.”

“She did? That’s unlike her,” Elisa noted.

“I know. It was like she was defeated or something. She finally gave up on me being the daughter she’s always wanted and expected me to be and just told me to give it away if I wanted to.”

“Are you going to?”

“As tempted as I am, I know I should just keep it as an emergency fund. You never know what could happen. If I do start the business and it doesn’t work out, I’d have that to fall back on. Plus, it would be nice to have it for kids, assuming I get to have any.”

“What does that mean?”

“Well, I’m thirty-two, so I’d need to get started on that pretty soon, especially because I can’t just get pregnant. We’d have to plan it, and that can get expensive, no matter what we decide on, donor or adoption.”

“True.”

“I also like the idea of having that money for college funds or world traveling, should they want that. Weddings, if they want those. My grandkids one day.”

“All of that is important, but, Gwen, you need to be happy, too. If this money could help you start your business off right, the other things will come. Besides, your parents will give you more money when you get married.”

“Only if I do that by thirty-five, and I don’t like the idea of them dictating when I get married. If I want to get married at forty or fifty or never, that’s what I’ll do.”

“Sure, and I agree, but if you fall in love with someone and you two decide to get married and it happens to fall within that window, there’s more money coming your way for those future kids and grandkids. From what I understand, it’s even more than the first part of your trust fund. That’s what Archie said, at least.”

“It’s a lot more,” she replied. “But it’s not my money. I didn’t earn it, you know?”

“I would say you earned it by putting up with that crazy family of yours,” Elisa joked.

“By that definition, you should get a trust fund from my parents, too.” Gwen laughed. “They put you through some shit. Maybe I should just give you mine.”

“You keep it.” Elisa looked around at the house behind her and her own next door. “I’m good.”

“You are, aren’t you?” Gwen said, smiling at the woman who was more her sister than the one she shared blood with.

“Yes,” Elisa replied as her smile widened. “I love Myra. I love my kids. I love my house. I love my crazy dog. I think I’ll love this new job with Asher and Linden, and maybe even going back to school.”

“That’s amazing,” she said and looked at Carly, who was lying in the yard now.

Buster was lying down next to her, and Gwen pictured Juliet at her side, sitting in the chair and holding Gwen’s hand as they watched these dogs together. Then, she allowed herself to picture more for them: kids playing in the backyard. Their kids. It was silly, really. She’d only known Juliet for a few weeks, which wasn’t all that long in the grand scheme of things, but thinking about that shared future made Gwen’s heart race. It made her long for that kind of life with someone, a real family.

She’d had a family, yes, and she’d had an upbringing where she wanted for no material things. If she needed a new coat or pair of shoes, she got them, and usually long before she needed them, because her mom wouldn’t want anyone to think that her children actually needed anything. She’d never felt that kind of love, though, which she’d been craving forever. Her parents had been the type to buy things for them, but those things never felt like love, and her siblings hadn’t seemed like the kind of siblings other kids had when Gwen was young and in school, going to parties and sleepovers and seeing how older siblings had been with her friends. Gwen’s older brother and sister had barely acknowledged her existence. Her younger brother, Grant, had always been nice to her, yes, but while there might have been some love between them because they were biologically related, it didn’t go beyond that.

Gwen wanted what Elisa had seemingly found for herself. She wasn’t jealous, necessarily; Elisa had to go through hell to get here. But Gwen was ready for her own house, her backyard with kids and dogs playing, and a woman she loved by her side.

“Hi!” As if on cue, Juliet appeared at the side gate and waved at them. “I just walked around back. Hope that’s okay.”

“Of course,” Elisa replied. “Come on in.”

Gwen smiled at the sight of her, stood up, and walked over to the gate that faced the street. Juliet walked through it and closed it behind herself.

“Hi,” Gwen said, leaning in for a kiss. “I’m glad you could make it.”

“Yeah, me too.” Juliet smiled back and looked beyond Gwen. “Where’s Carly?”

Gwen turned and pointed to the dog, who had her eyes closed and appeared to be sound asleep next to Buster, who was doing the same.

“I wore her out, I think,” she said.

“I missed you today,” Juliet told her as she took her hand and rested her head on Gwen’s shoulder.

Gwen kissed the top of her head and said, “I missed you, too.”

“I had a bad day at work.”

“What happened?” Gwen asked, concerned.

“Can I tell you later? I’m starving. Want to get some dinner?”

“Yeah. We’ll just need to drop Carly off first,” Gwen said. “My place or yours?”

“Wherever you’re sleeping tonight.”

Juliet’s free hand moved around her middle, and Gwen wanted to smile because that sounded pretty good to her, but something was off with her girlfriend, and she needed to find out what before she allowed herself that kind of contentment.


CHAPTER 29

“Tell me,” Gwen encouraged.

“We’re not even at the bar yet,” Juliet replied.

“So? We’ll be there in five minutes.”

Juliet sighed and said, “Fine. Are you sure? This might ruin our night or at least be weird.”

“What the hell happened today?” Gwen asked as she drove.

They’d stayed at Elisa and Myra’s for only a few minutes before they got Carly into the car and Juliet drove her home. Gwen had followed her, and she was now driving them to the bar for a drink and some food.

“Okay. Well, I got to the office this morning and my boss said he needed to talk to me.” Juliet’s phone buzzed in her purse, so she pulled it out and saw Molly’s name on the screen. “Um… Molls wants to know if I want to get a drink, given what happened.”

“Invite her to the bar.”

“This is a date,” Juliet replied.

“Babe, she’s your best friend. Invite the woman to join us. Besides, we’re going to Candace’s. Odds are, at least one of my friends will be there. Logan might even be working. I don’t know.”

Juliet replied to Molly’s text, telling her where to meet them, and put her phone away before looking out the side window.

“My boss wanted to talk to me because someone complained about me.”

“What? Who?”

“One of the guys in the class. He was in the room next to mine.”

“What did he complain about?”

“Well, it turns out, you and I got a little carried away that one time, and he heard us.”

Gwen turned toward her for a second before returning her eyes to the road.

“He heard us having sex?”

“Yes.”

“Shit. The bed was moving,” Gwen recalled.

“Yes, it was. And you weren’t really helping with that when you were sitting on my face.”

Gwen laughed a little and said, “And you got in trouble for that? What for? Sleeping with your girlfriend while you were at the hotel for business?”

“Not exactly. You came in and left through the outer door. I don’t think he even saw you.”

“Then, why?” Gwen asked and pulled over when she found a parking spot that she would have to parallel park to get into.

“There was another manager in the class who had tried to invite me to dinner a few times.”

“He did what?” Gwen looked over at her before putting the car in reverse.

“Not like that.”

“Then, like what?”

“He was being nice, babe. I guess the other guy thought he’d asked me one too many times, and after hearing us the previous night, he assumed the guy and I had, well, hooked up.”

“And he complained against you?”

“I don’t know exactly what happened, but he told HR about what he saw and what he heard. After everything that had gone down recently, though, with Jordana, Andrew, and the other guy, they had to at least ask me what happened.”

“You had to tell them that you and I slept together?”

“It was either that or telling them I was getting myself off for hours and was so… aggressive about it, I managed to shake the bed. It’s not like those sounds can be mistaken for anything else, and the bed thumping rhythmically against the wall wouldn’t be easy to explain away,” she replied with a smile as Gwen put the car in park.

“So, what happened?”

“Nothing, I guess, when all was said and done. And they seemed apologetic about having to talk to me about it, but it was just really weird, and it made me not want to travel and teach anymore. I don’t want to be in the same hotel, possibly next door to a participant in my class, and have you stay over again. I don’t want to have to worry about them hearing us, even if we’re just eating dinner and talking.”

“You could ask the hotel to make sure to put you far away from them.”

“I can, yeah, but it also made me think about how unsafe it kind of is. I mean, I really don’t think that guy meant anything more than to include me in the team dinner, but others might.”

“Jesus, babe. Really?” Gwen asked and climbed out of the car. “Fuck. Now, I don’t want you to go by yourself.”

Juliet got out of the car as well, and Gwen joined her on the sidewalk.

“Jordana never complained, but that might have been because she had a guy with her or something.” She shrugged as they started walking toward the bar. “I think I’m going to pitch the whole local class idea because the protocols we have in place are fine, but they’re not foolproof, and if one of them makes me uncomfortable, I don’t know what I can really do in that moment. Get one of the other participants to help, I guess, but they might all be gone by then, and I’m just in a hotel conference room. I don’t know how I feel about that.”

“It’s unsafe,” Gwen agreed, taking her hand. “God, I’m glad I went that night and that you came home early, but now, I’m kind of worried.”

“You’re not mad I had to tell people I work with that you showed up and we–”

“What? No, I don’t care about them at all. I only care about you, Jules. Besides, if I end up going to a holiday party with you or something, they’ll know that you and I have a really good sex life.”

Juliet laughed, and it was nice. She hadn’t laughed the whole day, but just being next to Gwen made her feel better. When they arrived at the bar, Gwen let her walk in first, and they found an empty booth in the corner.

“Hey, you two,” Logan said from behind the bar.

“Hey,” Gwen replied. “Rory, hey.”

Gwen nodded at a young woman sitting at the bar with a burger and fries in front of her.

“Hey, Gwen,” Rory spoke.

“Drinks?” Logan asked.

“Martini?” Gwen teased Juliet.

“Shut up. Beer,” she said.

“Two beers. Whatever you think. Something autumn if you’ve got it, though,” Gwen said to Logan.

Then, Candace walked over and sat down across from Juliet, staring at her.

“Um… Hi, Candace,” Gwen said.

“Something with apple,” Candace stated.

“Sorry; what?” Juliet asked.

“You want something with apple, but not an apple martini.”

“Oh, I just ordered a beer.”

Candace smacked the table and said, “I’m getting you something with apple in it. I’ll be right back.”

She stood and walked off.

“What just happened?” Juliet asked.

“I think she’s about to cancel your beer and make you a drink. Mixologist, remember?”

“How did she know I like apple? Did you tell her?”

“No,” Gwen said. “I haven’t seen or talked to Candace since the night you and I were here.”

“Weird,” Juliet replied.

“Hey, you two,” Molly said and sat down next to Juliet. “Can I really be a third wheel tonight, or were you going for a date thing?”

“A date thing?” Gwen laughed.

“I’m serious,” Molly said. “I don’t want to ruin anything. I just thought you might need some support.” She turned from Juliet to Gwen. “But I guess that’s what you do now, huh?”

“You can both support me,” Juliet replied.

“So, she told you?” Molly asked Gwen.

“Yes. And you’re in HR. Is that normal? Them coming after Jules like that?”

“Not really, but also yeah.” Molly shrugged. “It’s a hard situation. Stacey didn’t exactly like having to do that.”

“Who’s Stacey?”

“The HR rep I told you about,” Juliet said.

“She told me after you left the office that because the complaint came in, she had to at least investigate it. It’s required.”

“Go after the guy who kept hitting on my girlfriend,” Gwen suggested.

Juliet smiled at her and said, “You’re cute when you’re jealous, but he wasn’t hitting on me.”

“What about the whole unsafe work conditions thing?” Gwen asked Molly.

“Unsafe?”

“She’s in these hotels by herself, with a lot of dudes,” Gwen said.

“Some women, too.”

“None of them invited you to dinner repeatedly,” Gwen said.

“Down, girl,” Molly joked and laughed. “Are you uncomfortable going now?” she asked Juliet.

“A little, yeah. I mean, I wasn’t before, but it just got me thinking that I’m there alone, hours from home, and it’s easy for them to find out my room number or get me alone, so I don’t know. It’s just weird now. All I did was have Gwen in my room, and he happened to hear something he shouldn’t have. Then, there’s an investigation into me and probably the poor guy who was just trying to be nice, too. It seems really stupid.”

“I agree,” Molly said. “Which is why I think you should tell them about the plan you have for the local classes.”

“I just started working on it today.”

“So? Tell them now. They can do more work on it with you, and given everything that’s happened lately, I think they’ll be really happy with the idea of saving money and avoiding potential lawsuits.”

“Okay. In honor of apples and the season, I’ve made you an apple cider bourbon. It has homemade apple cider, bourbon, sweet vermouth, lemon juice, and orange bitters. Shaken, not stirred,” Candace rattled off and set the drink down in front of Juliet. “With a fresh apple slice on the rim. I also added a little orange zest when I shook it and a touch of nutmeg. Just a touch. I’m hoping it’s there, but not overwhelming.” Candace smacked her forehead. “Caramel. You probably want caramel, too. I can burn up some sugar on top. That would be–”

“How do you know that?” Juliet asked her, laughing a little at Candace’s antics.

“I just do.” She then looked down at Molly and asked, “Orange and mint?”

“Huh?”

“Your drink. Orange and mint? Wait. Let’s go whiskey again. I’ll be right back.”

“Where is she going?” Molly asked when Candace hurried back behind the bar.

Logan walked over and set Gwen’s beer in front of her.

“What’s up with her?” Gwen asked.

“She’s been a little wired lately. They just started planning the wedding, and she’s trying to find the perfect signature cocktail for the reception, so she’s testing things. Rory has had to try, like, three drinks tonight, and she doesn’t even drink that much. I got her a burger to help soak up the alcohol.”

“Who’s Candace marrying?” Juliet asked Gwen. “I don’t remember hearing about the woman she’s with in your list of names.”

“Keith. He’s a guy,” Gwen replied.

“Oh, right,” Juliet said and lifted her glass to her lips. She took a sip and added, “Damn! That’s good.”

“She’s the best,” Logan said. “Now, I’ve got to get back before she gives Rory something else to drink. I love her, and I’ll hold her hair if she has to throw up, but it’s not really how I want us to spend the rest of our night when I get off work.”

Logan walked away then, leaving the three of them sitting there. Juliet took another sip before she passed her glass to Gwen, who took one sip to try it out and nodded.

“It’s good, but I’ll stick to my beer.”

“Molls?” Juliet asked.

“No, thanks. I’m kind of curious to see what Candace is going to bring me.”

Juliet set her drink down and pulled out the tabletop menu, trying to decide what to order for dinner.

“So, how’s work for you? Did anyone ask you who you slept with today?” Gwen asked Molly.

“No, but that would imply I were sleeping with anyone. I’m too busy pining from afar or, sometimes, close-up when she has to work on my computer, and I’m sitting right there, smelling that cologne she uses.”

“This is Finley, right?” Gwen asked.

“Yes. She’s taken, and I’ve never had the guts to ask her out when she wasn’t. She’s oblivious to me liking her.”

“You hide it well,” Juliet said.

“No, I don’t.” Molly laughed.

“You’re right; you don’t. Fin’s just Fin.”

“What does that mean?” Gwen asked.

“She’s really techy, so when there’s a techy thing going on, she’s just focused on that. She doesn’t pay attention to how Molly blushes whenever she’s around or that she can barely complete a sentence.”

“I didn’t come here to be picked on,” Molly said, playfully glaring at Juliet.

“I’ll buy you dinner to make up for it.”

“Here,” Candace announced as she placed a glass down in front of Molly.

“Okay. What is it, exactly?” Molly asked, checking out the glass that had what looked like a thick layer of foam on top.

“It’s Grand Marnier, orange juice, whiskey, fresh vanilla bean, egg white, and orange twists. I also added just a touch of cinnamon. Just a touch.”

“So, you know that it’s there but it doesn’t overwhelm?” Gwen guessed, teasing Candace.

“Exactly. You’re not allergic to eggs, are you?”

“No,” Molly said. “But I’ve never had a drink with egg white in it before. Why do you add them in there?”

“They add a rich texture and body to the drink and calm down intense flavors like the orange. They also reduce the acidic bite of the citrus,” Candace explained. “Try it.”

Molly put the drink to her lips and took a sip. When she pulled back, she stared down at it in disbelief and nodded.

“It’s good.”

“Missing anything?” Candace asked.

“I wouldn’t know.”

“If you were getting married next fall, would you want this at your wedding?”

“I can’t even talk to the woman I like at work, so I don’t think I’m qualified to answer that question.”

“Gwen?”

“What?”

“Would you want this at your wedding?”

Gwen looked at Juliet, who smiled back at her.

“Uh… Not engaged, so I’m unqualified, too.”

“Oh, come on,” Juliet said and took Molly’s drink. She then took a sip and nodded. “I’d have this at my wedding, but it’s heavy. So, I’d want something light, maybe.” She handed the drink back to Molly and picked up her own. “I’d want this one for myself and maybe a special local beer or something.” Juliet glanced at the bottle in front of Gwen. “Like the Abita Pecan Ale, for example.”

Gwen smiled at her and looked down at the Pecan Ale in front of her.

“Can we order some food, Candace?” Gwen asked.

“Sure. What do you want?”

“Babe?” Gwen asked Juliet.

“Burger for me.”

“Me too,” Gwen told Candace. “Cheeseburger, no onions.”

“Oh, that’s a good idea. No onions for me, either,” she said, winking at Gwen.

“I’ll have their onions. I’m not making out or having sex with anyone tonight,” Molly said.

After they enjoyed their drinks and ate their food, they said goodbye to Logan and Rory on their way out and walked Molly to her car, making sure she was good to drive. Then, Gwen drove them back to Juliet’s apartment, and when Juliet unlocked her door, Carly greeted them with a wagging little tail.

“I’ll take her to the courtyard,” she said. “Want to go get ready for bed?”

“I can take her,” Gwen offered.

“No, babe. You’re off-duty.” Juliet leaned in and kissed her. “And to be clear, I mean get ready for bed as in feel free to change out of your clothes and put nothing else on.”

“Are you sure? You had a weird day.”

“I’ve been picturing you sitting on my face in the hotel room since we brought it up in the car. I’m sure.”


CHAPTER 30

She had five dogs on their leashes, and only one of them was attempting to take the lead while the others were all well-behaved. Gwen laughed and gave a short tug on the leash of the tiny offender, the chihuahua she’d started walking earlier in the week. This little guy was the typical tiny animal who thought he was much bigger than he was, but he was good with the other dogs. Gwen laughed again when he barked at the German shepherd, who looked down at him in disbelief. Then, she looked up and realized that they were in front of the chihuahua’s house. It was time to drop the little guy off.

Once the tiny dog was safely back at home, probably getting ready to bark at anyone who walked by the window that overlooked the street, Gwen could go a little faster. The shepherd was dropped off first, followed by a poodle and a husky who hated the heat and was very happy the moment she got him into his air-conditioned apartment. Lastly, she dropped off a shy Pomeranian who was always happy just to be outside and get any attention from Gwen who sat on the floor in the kitchen and made sure to pet him, rub his ears, and toss his toys for him for a few minutes before she finally left and went to go visit her favorite feline client.

Then, it was time to get home and take care of her own pet, who needed his terrarium cleaned. Gwen decided to stop by a pet store on the way to find him a new decorative rock that he could hide in since his old one had seen better days, and he might like a change in scenery. When she got to her usual place where she also purchased Larry’s food, she took a chance.

“Hey, you don’t have any geckos, do you?” she asked.

“Geckos?” the guy who looked about eighteen asked from behind the counter. “I think we do. I’ll have to check, though. I don’t work back in that part of the store.”

“It’s okay. I can find it,” she said and walked to the back of the store, where the reptile and amphibian items were.

There, she checked out a few of the tanks, and there was a small snake that she walked right past because she had never liked snakes, no matter their size.

“Did I hear you were looking for a gecko?” another guy with a store name tag asked as he approached.

“Yeah. I have a reef gecko at home, and I was thinking about getting him a buddy or a girlfriend, maybe.”

“We don’t have any, but there’s a reptile store I can recommend. They should have some in, but if they don’t, they can get you one,” he said.

“Oh, okay. I still need to get Larry a rock.”

“Larry?”

“My gecko.”

“You named him Larry?”

“He felt like a Larry,” she said with a shrug.

The store employee laughed before leaving her alone to look for Larry’s new hiding spot, and when she found what she wanted and left, it was with the business card of the reptile store where she could maybe find Larry someone to hang out with.

Deciding to walk to the bus stop before taking it home, she looked up to cross the street and noticed something.

“You should get it.”

Gwen turned to see an old woman standing there next to her at the traffic light.

“Sorry?” Gwen asked. “Do you need me to press the button for you?”

“The van,” the old woman with kind eyes replied and nodded toward a white van that had a ‘For Sale’ sign in the passenger side window.

“How did you–”

“It’s perfect for what you need, isn’t it?”

“I don’t know,” Gwen said. “I mean, it’s the right size, but I don’t know how old it is or if it needs work or anything.” She looked at the van and the woman. “Is it yours? Are you selling it?”

“No,” the woman said with a head shake. “Not mine. Just thought you should know that you should buy it.”

“I should?”

“Yes. It’s yours already, really,” the woman said. “Well, it will be soon, and once it is, good things will happen.” Her smile widened.

“If I buy a van, good things will happen?”

“All of our actions or inactions have good and bad consequences, don’t they?”

“Is this a butterfly effect thing? Like, if I don’t buy the van, it rolls down the street and kills someone because the parking brake wasn’t on or something?”

“No. But you’ve been looking for a sign, haven’t you? This is it.”

“How do you know what I’ve been looking for? Who are you, exactly?”

Gwen saw the light change then but made no attempt to cross the street.

“No one important. I just pay attention to things, and when I feel like I need to speak up, I do,” the old woman replied. “And you should get it.”

“The van?”

“Yes, the van.” The woman laughed as if Gwen had just said something ridiculous. “It’s the one.”

Gwen still wasn’t sure how this woman had known that she’d been looking at the van that was sandwiched between a pick-up truck and another car, but she was right. The van was solid white and seemed to be the kind she would need for the business she wanted to run out of it.

“I’ll leave you here,” the woman added.

“But how did you know?” Gwen asked.

“I just did,” the woman said, smiled, and walked down the sidewalk.

Gwen stared after her for a few more seconds until the light changed, and she could no longer walk. She used the time to write down the phone number on the sign in the van and walked, when she was able, across the street to take a closer look. Never knowing much about cars, she had no idea what to look for. The tires looked relatively new, though, and when she peered inside the window, the interior looked clean and also appeared somewhat new, which probably meant it was too expensive for her.

“Can I help you?”

Gwen looked up at a man who was now standing on the sidewalk, rubbing his hands on a rag.

“Oh. Do you know who owns this?” she asked. “There’s no price or anything.”

“You’re interested?” he asked.

“Yeah,” she said.

“It’s mine.” He nodded.

“Oh, great.”

“It’s a 2017. Practically new, really. The back is empty. I used it for carting things back and forth, primarily, but everything works. Battery was replaced about six months ago. The tires are only a year old, and I drive it locally, so not a lot of miles on her, either.”

“Okay. If I wanted to take a look, could I?”

“Sure,” he replied. “Let me get my wife out here. She’s the real car expert and the one who bought it for me.”

Gwen laughed and said, “A woman after my own heart.”

The man laughed and said, “Give me a sec. I’ll be right back.”

Gwen waited until a woman in her mid-fifties walked out of the building.

“Interested in the van?” she asked.

“Yeah. I’d love to take a look inside and maybe take it for a test drive.”

“Sure. I can open the back for you, and we can take her for a drive, if you want. She’s dependable. No issues so far. We’re only selling her because my husband is retiring and we’re moving. He’s going to get a fishing boat, and I might never see him again,” the woman joked.

“Can I call someone to see if they can test drive with me?”

“No problem. I’m just packing, so I’ve got time. Let me open the back for you, though.”

Gwen picked up her phone and dialed.

“Hey,” Myra answered.

“Do you know anything about cars?” Gwen asked her.

“Some. Why?”

“Because I might be buying a van, and I don’t want to make a mistake.”

“Oh, okay. Where are you?”

Gwen gave her the cross streets.

“I can be there in about twenty minutes. Is that okay?”

“Yes. Thank you,” she replied.

Gwen and the woman then walked around the van, and the woman explained the basics to her, probably realizing that she knew nothing about cars. When Myra appeared, they got into the van, with Gwen behind the wheel and Myra in the passenger seat. Gwen drove the van around the block, and Myra suggested that she take it on the highway, too. Thirty minutes later, they returned to the woman who had been trusting enough to let them drive it without her. She gave Myra more information, and Myra seemed to understand it. When the woman left them alone to discuss, Gwen turned to Myra and gave her an expression that begged for her help.

“It’s good, from what I can tell, but I’d still recommend having a mechanic check it out before you sign anything or hand over money. The price seems good to me.”

“Really?” she asked.

“Yeah, but I’m not an expert in vans.”

“You know more than I do,” she said.

Myra laughed and replied, “Maybe, but I’d take it to a mechanic that you choose and have them do a once-over. I know someone who can do it for you, if you want. I wouldn’t want you to find out later that it’s a lemon.”

“Makes sense,” she agreed, looking at the woman who was checking out something on her phone. “Would I be able to get it checked out by a mechanic?” she asked.

“Sure,” the woman replied. “We’re looking to offload her quick, so I’ll even drive her wherever you want to have her looked at.”

With Myra’s help, Gwen was able to have a mechanic, Myra’s second cousin, check out the van only an hour later, and after another hour of his time, he nodded and cleaned his hands on a rag much like the man who owned the van had done earlier. The van needed an oil change, according to the inspection, but everything else looked good, so Gwen turned to the woman.

“I want her,” she said.

“Great,” the woman replied.

They drove back to the owner’s house, where Myra left them to get back to work, and they worked out the final price and the paperwork. Unable to believe how it had all worked out, Gwen left as the proud new owner of a van she’d now have to find parking for at her apartment building.

“Gwen?”

“Hey, Bridge,” she said to Bridgette, who was walking toward her with Monica in tow.

“What are you doing out this way?”

“Buying a van,” she said and motioned to the vehicle to her left.

“You bought a van?” Bridgette asked.

“She’s all mine, yes,” she replied.

“Um… Why did you buy a van?”

“I’m going to run my own mobile grooming business. Know anyone with a dog who might need their nails clipped and a good bath?”

Monica laughed and said, “I can’t think of anyone, but I’ll let you know if I do. Congratulations, by the way.”

“Thanks. What are you two doing out here?”

“Restocking cards, and we have a new Halloween line we just dropped off to a few of the stores on this street.”

“Halloween cards?”

“They’re funny, so they sell well in the tourist shops,” Bridgette said and took Monica’s hand.

“How’s the wedding planning going? I was at Candace’s last night, and she’s planning hers now, I guess. She’s going a little crazy, I think.”

“We’re pretty chill about it,” Bridgette said.

Monica laughed and added, “I’m chill. She’s not.” She shook her head.

“I’m chill,” Bridgette defended.

“Now, maybe. But not in the beginning.”

“You can’t blame me for that. Your family is all rich and fancy, and I don’t want them to think we’re having some kind of swamp wedding.”

“They don’t think that, babe. They love you.”

“They blame me for you moving down here.”

“No, they don’t,” Monica replied. “They like that I live down here. You know how much my dad loves Louisiana. And Aaron is here already,” she added of her stepson. “So, you’re just a mild bridezilla and need to admit it.”

“I’m not having beige napkins at my wedding. That’s my one thing.”

“Sure. We’ll pretend you only had one thing,” Monica replied and leaned into her fiancée’s side.

“You should come,” Bridgette said to Gwen.

“To the wedding?”

“Yeah. We invited Myra, and she’s bringing Elisa now. You should come, too.”

“Oh, you don’t have to do that. We only just met. I don’t expect–”

“No, you should. Contrary to Bridgette’s crazy planning, it really will be a relaxed day. I want to be married to her. The wedding is great, but it’s about more than that for us.”

“She’s right,” Bridgette added. “You should come.”

“Okay. Well, I guess I can. I don’t want to ask too much of you, but any chance I could get a plus-one? If not, totally okay.”

Bridgette lifted an eyebrow and said, “A plus-one to a wedding that’s months away?”

Gwen rolled her eyes at herself and said, “Yes, I have a new girlfriend. And if I don’t screw it up, she might just want to go with me.”

“We’ve been out of the gossip loop,” Bridgette replied. “What’s her name for the invitation?”

“Juliet Francis.”

“I’ll be sure to make that look pretty with my calligraphy pen.”

“You have a calligraphy pen?”

“She does. She handmade our save-the-dates, but she thinks she’s been chill this whole time,” Monica teased.

“Well, if it’s not too much trouble, that would be great.”

“I’ll text you later to get your address,” Bridgette said. “But we’ve got to run. More cards to stock.”

“We’ve got to make money to afford those calligraphy classes she took,” Monica added.

“It was one class. Shut up.” Bridgette laughed. “We’ll see you later.”

“Sounds good,” Gwen replied and watched them walk off.

Then, she turned and looked at the van she’d just purchased, using up a lot of her savings but not all of it, which meant she could probably afford to redo the inside without having to wait or use the trust fund money.

“This is crazy,” she said to herself and got behind the wheel.

It would take her some getting used to, driving this big thing around on the small streets of New Orleans and into parking spots, but she’d figure it out. What was important was that she had done it; she’d bought the van she had wanted for years. Now, instead of going to her apartment, she knew there was only one place she wanted to be to show off her new purchase.


CHAPTER 31

“Well, hey,” Juliet said when she opened the door. “I wasn’t expecting you.”

“I know. Sorry, I probably should’ve called. I was just really excited.” Gwen smiled widely.

“Excited about what, exactly?”

“I bought a van!”

Carly ran up to the door after hearing Gwen’s voice and jumped on her legs as Gwen walked into the apartment.

“You did what?”

“Babe, I know it’s crazy, but I did it. I saw this van that was perfect for what I wanted just parked on the street, and it had a ‘For Sale’ sign up. Some old woman was there, and I don’t know what her deal is, but she told me to buy it.”

“An old woman told you to buy a van?” Juliet asked, trying to follow.

“Yes. I wasn’t going to do it. I thought I’d write down the info and go online at home to find out more, but she just seemed to know things or understand them somehow. No clue, honestly. But I went up to the van and looked around. The owner came out and got his wife, who knows a lot more about cars than he does, and they’re moving and don’t need it anymore, so I took it for a test drive and brought Myra with me because I know nothing about cars. Anyway, she said it was good and the price was fair, so we ran it over to a mechanic, just to be safe, and it’s good. He didn’t find anything to be concerned about, so I bought it.”

“You bought a van today?”

“Yes. I had to have someone cover my afternoon clients because I got all wrapped up in it, but it’s outside now. Can I show you?”

“You brought it here?”

“Yes, I drove it here. That’s going to take some getting used to, but I’m going to ask Myra and Logan, maybe, to help me fix it up. Bryce, when she’s in town, is usually with Sophie or hanging out with friends, so I don’t want to bother her, but she’s really handy, from what she’s told me, and might be able to help.”

“Bryce?”

“Sophie’s girlfriend.”

“I don’t know who Sophie is,” Juliet said.

“Oh, shit. Sorry. I’m a little excited about this. Sophie is a friend of a friend, and Bryce is her girlfriend. She doesn’t live in New Orleans, so they’re doing long-distance. Anyway, Logan is a plumber.”

“Logan, the bartender?”

“She’s a plumber, too. Long story. I can get her to help with setting up the plumbing for everything. And Myra is a contractor, so I can probably get them both to work for a discount or maybe even just beer. I don’t know. I’ll ask, but it’s happening.” She wrapped her arms around Juliet’s neck. “Babe, I’m going to do it. I’m going to make it happen.”

Juliet smiled and pulled Gwen into her.

“I’m happy for you and very proud of you for taking this chance,” she said and kissed her quickly.

“Do you want to go see it? It’s just an empty van, but it’s my empty van.”

“Yeah. I’m leaving Carly here, though. She’ll probably run around in it and pee or something before I can stop her.”

“Fine by me. Come on,” Gwen replied, tugging on her hand.

As they made their way downstairs and outside, Juliet listened to Gwen tell more of the story about how she’d come across the van, the old woman, the fact that it only needed an oil change, which she would get later, and how excited she was about having her new business.

“I still need to really flesh out my business plan, pricing, how many clients I need, and all that before I can get started, and I want to pay someone to redo that logo.”

“Why? I like it. It’s cute,” Juliet said, squeezing Gwen’s hand as they walked.

“It’s just a cartoon me,” Gwen shared.

“I know. That’s why I like it,” she replied as they made their way out to the street.

Juliet thought about how happy Gwen was to be taking this step in her life, and while she continued to listen to her girlfriend tell her about the miracle van, she thought about her own career and how she’d yet again not said anything to her boss about how much she wanted to fix a broken system. The company had grown so fast, and it hadn’t really looked back on the things that needed to be updated. When Southern Roastery had been founded, they’d only had a small portion of the office space they occupied now. Today, they could easily host classes there when they couldn’t have in the past.

“So, what do you think?” Gwen asked, pulling Juliet out of her thoughts.

“It’s a van,” she said, looking at it.

“I know it’s stupid to be this excited about a van… It’s not like it’s a luxury car. But it’s mine.”

“Babe, it’s great. Show me the inside and tell me how it’ll all work.”

Gwen let go of her hand and unlocked the back doors.

“Okay. So, I’ll have the tub over here, and I’m thinking supplies and stuff will go on the other side.” She motioned with open hands once she climbed inside. “And I’d like to have enough space for two people if I can get it, in case the humans want or need to be in here with their dogs.”

“That’s a good idea. Is it possible?” Juliet went to get inside but stopped. “Permission to board, Captain?”

Gwen smiled at her, held out her hand for Juliet to take, and then pulled her up, closing the doors behind them.

“There. Privacy,” she said, wrapping her arms around Juliet’s waist. “You’re really very cute.”

“I am?” Juliet asked. “Or are you just really happy about this van thing?”

“It can be both,” Gwen replied. “Want to know something?”

Juliet wrapped her arms around Gwen’s neck and said, “Yes.”

“When I got in this thing and was about to drive home, I knew where I wanted to go.”

“You came here.” Juliet smiled. “That’s really romantic, Gwendolyn.”

“Oh, you never use my full name,” Gwen said with a lifted eyebrow. “I like it. It’s kind of hot.”

“It is?”

“Yes, Juliet,” she replied and pressed her forehead to Juliet’s. “Say it again.”

“Gwendolyn, that is really romantic,” she said, placing her hand on Gwen’s cheek. “And I’m glad you came over to tell me about this. I’m happy that you’re happy.”

“I’d be even happier if you kissed me right now,” Gwen told her.

“Oh, yeah? I think that can be arranged.”

Juliet leaned in, captured Gwen’s lips with her own, and they stood in an empty van, kissing until Gwen’s hands moved under Juliet’s T-shirt and up to cup her breasts.

“Babe, we should go inside,” she suggested.

“Christen this thing with me,” Gwen requested as she moved her lips to Juliet’s neck. “I want you.”

Juliet opened her eyes and looked out the windshield. There was a truck parked in front of them, but if people were to look close enough, they’d be able to see them.

“Floor,” she said, causing Gwen to smile as she pulled back.

When Juliet moved to lie on the floor of the van, she couldn’t believe how much she wanted to do this. Never having been an adventurous person when it came to sex, she’d been mostly a bedroom sex kind of woman, but this was different. This was Gwen being so excited that she’d just done something important in her life that she wanted Juliet to be a part of it, and that excitement was contagious.

She watched Gwen kneel in front of her and pull off her own shirt. Her bra came off next, and she tucked both under Juliet’s head to offer some protection from the cold, hard floor. When she reached for Juliet’s sweats, she pulled them off and quickly moved them under Juliet’s body, too, taking away the instant cold sensation that had hit her.

Juliet didn’t just lie there, though. She took off her own shirt and bra and put them under her head as well because that seemed like the best place for them. Lying there naked now, she watched Gwen remove her shoes before removing the rest of her clothes, leaving them both only in their socks, which made Juliet laugh silently. Then, Gwen finally moved on top of her as Juliet spread her legs to allow her to settle fully against her.

“I cannot believe we’re doing this here. What if someone sees or hears?”

“They’ll get a nice surprise,” Gwen replied.

“Is this something you do?” Juliet asked her. “Van sex? Should I expect more of this or more like it?”

Gwen smiled down at her, kissed her sweetly, and said, “I’ve never had sex in a van, no. I’m not usually one for sex in public, but I can be convinced if the likelihood of us getting arrested is low enough. You?”

“Never in a van and never in public. I think the hotel room the other night was the closest I’ve ever come to that.”

“A locked hotel room where no one could see?”

“Well, they heard,” she pointed out and pushed down on Gwen’s ass.

“True,” Gwen agreed, rocking into her. “Want them to hear us right now?”

“I’m thinking about those odds of getting arrested that you just mentioned.”

“We can always tell the cops that we’re van people. This is our new home we just bought, and we’re about to tour the nation after we fix her up.”

“Would you do that?”

“What? Be a van person?”

“Do the whole touring the country in one thing?”

“I’d prefer an RV with a little more space and some road luxuries, but I could be convinced of that, too, as long as I’m with the right person. Why? Would you want that one day?”

Juliet nodded and said, “Years from now, after kids are grown and out of the house.”

“That sounds really nice,” Gwen replied, rolling into her some more.

Juliet reconnected their lips then, and she thought they would be fast, given their location and Gwen’s apparent excitement, but she’d been wrong again. Somehow, they were moving slowly against one another as if they had nothing to worry about and nothing else to do but touch each other on a cold van floor, and it was incredibly romantic, even though that probably wouldn’t make sense to anyone else.

When Gwen finally moved her hand between them to stroke Juliet to her first orgasm, Juliet hung on to her back, because she had nothing else to hold on to, and let the sensations take her over without worrying about anyone hearing or seeing them through the window. After letting her come down just a bit, Gwen moved inside her and spread Juliet’s legs wider to allow herself better access, bringing her to another orgasm, and Juliet wasn’t sure how she knew, but she knew nevertheless. Maybe she’d be able to figure it out later when her brain was able to work properly again, but she did know it now: she was in love with Gwendolyn Benedetti, a woman she’d all but just met and had spent every day with in one way or another.

She wasn’t ready to say the words yet because it felt too soon to even feel them, let alone put them out in the world where they might not be returned, so she focused on showing Gwen how much she meant to her. She rolled them over and waited for Gwen to situate herself on their clothes, with both of them laughing at how ridiculous they were being.

“We have a whole apartment with a bedroom upstairs,” Juliet said, laughing as she pressed her face to Gwen’s neck, letting her hold her for a minute.

“We’re just practicing for the future trip in the RV to make sure we can still have amazing sex in it. So far, I think we’ll be fine.”

Juliet kissed Gwen’s neck and moved her hand into her folds.

“So far, huh?” she teased before she sucked Gwen’s earlobe into her mouth.

“Well, I’m a little worried about trying to go down on you in the van, but I think in an RV with a bed, we should be fine.”

“I think we’ll be okay,” Juliet said with a small laugh and curled her fingers.

“Yup. Okay. Definitely okay,” Gwen agreed, closing her eyes.

Juliet lifted up to stare down at her, loving how Gwen’s face looked when she was about to come. She really wished they could stay in this moment forever because there was still that traveling threat hanging over them if she didn’t take care of it soon.

After Gwen came down, Juliet thought about making her come again, but Gwen seemed content to just hold her in place on top of her and rub her back.

“I guess that’s what the old woman meant,” Gwen said into the silence.

“Huh?”

“She said good things would happen if I bought the van. She must have meant sex, which is weird, but it was good, so she was right.”

“Babe, you would’ve gotten sex with or without the van. If fact, if you want to get dressed and go upstairs, we can do this some more,” she replied, kissing her collarbone.

Gwen chuckled and said, “Well, then I don’t know what she meant, but I’m glad for it. She just had this way about her that felt very trusting; like I needed to listen to her because she wouldn’t steer me wrong. She was like someone’s grandma. You know how grandmas have superpowers.”

“Will we get superpowers when we become grandparents?”

“Probably. I think we get the mom ones first, though.”

Juliet kissed her cheek a few times and asked, “Should we get dressed?”

“In a minute,” Gwen replied. “I just want to hold you.”

Juliet didn’t mind that at all. Despite being a little cold, she had the warmth of Gwen’s body helping with that. Then, a thought hit her. She was going to talk to her boss about work. Her girlfriend’s excitement over her new business, sparked by this plain white van and, apparently, an old woman who had convinced Gwen to look further instead of just getting to it later, had Juliet wanting to be excited about her own job again.

It was impossible, of course, because a random woman couldn’t have known anything about either of them, and she couldn’t have known that Juliet had been pretty miserable at work lately and needed to speak up and say something about it, but maybe that was the good thing the woman was referring to without even knowing about it. Juliet hadn’t had the courage to do it before, but lying here with Gwen now, thinking about how this van won’t be empty for long, had her picturing herself helping Gwen groom dogs when she could and driving with her whenever she had a day off or just wanted to go along for the ride. She couldn’t do that if she weren’t in town.

“You’re quiet,” Gwen said after a few minutes.

“I’m happy,” Juliet replied, meaning it.


CHAPTER 32

“So, this is it,” Gwen said, motioning at the van’s interior.

“And you just bought it?” Logan asked.

“Not just. I got it checked out and everything first,” she said.

“You want it to be turned into a mobile dog grooming business?”

“Yes. I was hoping you would help with the plumbing and stuff like that. I’d pay you, obviously.”

“Just pay for the materials, and I’m good,” Logan told her. “I like putting stuff together and fixing things, too.” She then climbed into the back of the van and asked, “Is that a sock?”

Gwen’s eyes went wide when she saw Juliet’s white sock that they had finally taken off after having another round in the back of the van before heading up to Juliet’s apartment and spending the rest of the night in the bedroom.

“Mine. I was… moving things in the van, and it must have fallen out of the bag,” she lied.

“Are you moving?” Logan asked.

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “Um… You know how it is when you’re doing the back-and-forth with your girlfriend. Some of my stuff is at her place. Some of hers is at mine.”

“I’m so glad I’m done with that,” Logan shared. “Now that I’m living with Rory, I don’t have to do that back-and-forth thing again.”

“She’s the one, huh?” Gwen asked, climbing into the van with her.

“Yes. You know, earlier in the year, I was in a pretty bad place. I was going through some stuff – and still am, in some ways – but I knew I wanted more. I just didn’t think I’d ever get to have it. Then, I got a job at Candace’s and met Rory, and everything changed for me after that. I talked to my parents for the first time in a while, gave up the whole sleeping around thing to try to feel something that I wouldn’t ever actually feel, made up with my best friend, and I went back to work doing what I love while I still work at the bar where I met the love of my life and where I get to see my new friends.” Logan smiled. “I’m buying her that ring one day, and I hope I always make her happy.”

“I think I’m falling for Juliet,” Gwen confessed abruptly.

“Yeah?”

“She didn’t even really say much or do anything, but when we first met, it was like things started clicking for me. Just meeting her and being with her made me revisit this old idea I had, and now, I’m making it happen. She’s supportive, obviously, but not pushy or anything, and it feels like this was all supposed to happen this way. It’s weird, right?”

“Not really. I get it.” Logan shrugged a shoulder and sat down on the van floor where Gwen had been between Juliet’s legs not all that long ago, testing the whole going down on her in a van theory. “Rory didn’t exactly say or do anything, either, but when I met her, I knew it was time for me to make changes in my life. I haven’t told everyone in our ever-expanding friend group this yet, but I’m a gambling addict.”

Gwen sat down across from her.

“I’m in the program and always will be, and I don’t want to tie my sobriety to Rory or anything because it’s important not to do that, but when I met her, I thought she was so cute and sweet and, honestly, a little innocent. She seemed nervous around me all the time. I’d been sleeping around at the time because I couldn’t gamble anymore, and I thought I’d find that adrenaline rush somewhere else, but sex with random women didn’t do anything for me. Rory did,” Logan continued sharing and smiled again. “Just having her there to talk to was enough. I have a best friend I used to be in a relationship with, but she couldn’t really help in that way. Rory could, though, and did, and she supports me going to meetings. She even goes with me sometimes. She never judges me or pressures me to do more, better, or differently. I want to, though, because I want to always be good for her.”

“That’s great, right? Having someone like that?”

“I think so,” Logan said. “Is Juliet that person for you?”

“Apparently.” Gwen looked around the van. “I never thought I’d do this. I can walk dogs and pet sit for the rest of my life and probably be fine, but it’s enough money for me and not much left over for anything else I might want. And I want someone to share my life with, and I want kids with that someone if I’m lucky enough. One or two, not an army or anything, but I want to be able to take care of them. So, if this works, I might be able to turn it into something greater than I ever imagined. I know to some people it’s just a van that will clean dogs, but to me, it’s working with animals and trying to make them and their people feel a little bit better for a while. It’s nothing special to some, but it’s very special to me.”

“I think it’s awesome, and I’m here to help however you need,” Logan replied. “Rory can’t fix anything worth a damn, but I’m sure she’ll help however she can as well. Maybe we could double date with you and Juliet sometime, too. Could be fun.”

“Yeah, that would be awesome. I don’t know when, just because of Juliet’s travel schedule for work, but I’ll ask her, and we’ll make something happen.”

“Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“Who’s giving you a hard time about this?”

“What do you mean?” Gwen asked.

“I know it’s not your girlfriend or Elisa, but someone must be telling you that this isn’t special or something; the way you talk about it.”

“Oh. That?” Gwen laughed a little. “Yeah, I’ve got some family issues. I come from one of those rich, pretentious families where the dad is always golfing and the mom is always wearing golfing clothes around the house, but if she goes to the country club, it’s only for lunch and the sauna. I’ve got three successful siblings according to rich society’s rules for success, and then, there’s me, the dog walker.”

“Got it,” Logan said with a nod.

“I had a pretty big fight with my mom recently. I have this trust fund that I got part of when I turned twenty-five, and she was mad that I hadn’t touched it for the things she deems important. I get the rest if I’m married by thirty-five, which is right around the corner, in her mind, and I’m not even close to settling down. That is also in her mind.”

“She’s asking you about getting married?”

“More like asking if it’s even a possibility and asking me why I’m like this without asking me why I’m like this.”

“I get it. Parents are hard. In my case, I really screwed up, but it doesn’t sound like you have.”

“Depends on who you ask, really,” Gwen replied.

“My dad had a heart attack a couple of weeks ago.”

“What?” Gwen asked.

“It was mild, and thankfully, he’s fine. He has to exercise more and change his diet, but he’s out of the hospital and at home now. I guess my point is that same old cliché, which, I’m sure, you’ve heard before: life is short, and we only have our parents for so long. I want my dad to be at my wedding. I’m hoping he’ll walk me down the aisle where I’ll wait for Rory, but I know Rory and I aren’t exactly ready to get married tomorrow. I don’t want to rush into a wedding with her because my dad isn’t well, you know?”

“I get it,” she said. “You want it to be perfect when it happens, and because you’re both ready for it to happen.”

“That’s the hope,” Logan replied. “And I’m not here to tell you what to do – I don’t know you that well yet, and I obviously don’t know your parents – but as someone who went a long time without talking to hers, I can just tell you that it’s hard but worth it to repair things if you can.”

Gwen thought about what Logan had said as she explained to her what she was thinking about for the van. Logan made a list of things she would need from the hardware store and said she could get some of it at cost for her because of her job as a plumber. Then, they planned the next steps, and Gwen went up to her apartment. It was too early for Juliet to be off work, and Elisa was busy with Asher and Linden, talking about her new job, so she called the reptile store and told them that she was in search of a gecko friend for Larry. They said they would have one for her in a week or two, and she sat down on her sofa when she hung up. She had a business plan to write and a million other things to do, but she couldn’t stop thinking about what Logan had said.

“Gwen?”

“Hey, Mom,” she said.

“Is everything okay?”

“Yeah, everything’s fine.”

“Okay,” her mom said, sounding confused.

“I wanted to talk to you. Do you have a few minutes?”

“Of course,” her mom replied.

“I don’t really know where to start.”

“Gwen, what’s wrong?”

“Honestly? Not much, Mom. Things are going really well for me.”

“That’s a good thing, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it is. But, sometimes, it’s hard for me to feel like it’s a good thing.”

“Why?”

“Because you, Dad, and everyone else there think I’m missing something; like I have a broken part or something. I’m not sure what that is, but I’ve always been the black sheep, and it’s hard to see anything I do as good when I’m thinking about what you and Dad would think or how Archie, Annabelle, and Grant are amazing, and I’m just me.”

“You’re not just you,” her mom said.

“Mom, you hate what I do for a living. You think I lack ambition; that I’m not taking steps for my future.”

“That’s true, but not how you probably think.”

“Well, how do you think?”

“I think that when you came out of me, you screamed bloody murder.” Her mom laughed. “Archie and Annabelle cried, but not nearly as loudly, and your little brother didn’t cry for the first minute, so they worried he wouldn’t make it at first, but when he finally did, it still wasn’t as loud as you. I knew then that you’d be my challenging child.”

“Jesus, Mom. I was, like, thirty seconds old.”

“I don’t mean it like that. And I didn’t hold it over you, Gwendolyn. You were a baby. I’m merely saying that I knew you’d be the obstinate kid from that moment. For a while, you tried to be like Annabelle, but that didn’t last long. You went your own way. Your father and I respected that.”

“You did? That’s news to me,” she said, rolling her eyes.

“Gwen, it was hard. We… didn’t exactly plan on you, honey. Your father and I thought we were done having kids, and when you came along, we had two active six-year-olds who, quite frankly, took a lot of our time and energy. You’ve always seemed fine on your own, though, so we left you that way, for better or worse.”

“But you had Grant after me.”

“Your father didn’t want to get a vasectomy, and for a few months there, I was sick, and the doctor advised me to go off birth control because it interacted with whatever they had me on. Your brother wasn’t planned, either, and your father and I had a long talk after I found out I was pregnant again.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“There are things you don’t tell your children until they are older, Gwen. And sometimes, not at all. Your brother was, for all intents and purposes, an accident, but he’s my child, and I regret nothing.”

“But Grant fell in line, and I never did?”

“I don’t care what line you fall into,” her mom replied. “Or onto.” She sighed. “Gwen, the way you’re happy doesn’t make sense to your father and I, so we push you because we don’t understand it, but before you say anything, it’s not the gay thing. I don’t care that you’re a lesbian. I want you to find love, and if that’s with a woman, great. Our family, we’re born to great privilege, and we have opinions on what to do with that privilege.”

“But I don’t want that,” she said. “I’m grateful for everything you and Dad gave me, and I know how lucky I was, but just because you want some things for me, doesn’t mean I want them for myself.”

“I know, honey. It’s just hard to think of your child out there with nothing when you have everything and can give that to them.”

Gwen laughed and replied, “But, Mom, I do have everything.” She sighed and noticed just how much that sounded like her mother’s sigh a minute earlier. “Mom, I have an apartment that I like. It’s not a mansion, but it’s just for me, and it’s great. I have a pet. He’s a little weird, and I’m not sure he likes me all that much, but he’s a lizard, so that’s normal. I get to spend most of my days with animals. I get to meet people all the time through my job, and I make new friends that way, but I have Elisa here now, and I’ve met so many new friends through her, too. I spent time with one of them today, and she’s going to help me get my business up and running. She’s doing the work for free just because we’re friends.”

“Your business?”

“I bought a van so that I could open my own mobile grooming business. And, Mom, it’s going to work. I have so many regular clients, and I’m really good at what I do. You don’t see it, and it might sound silly to you, but I’m the top dog walker and pet sitter in this city. I had enough money in my savings to start this thing without having to get investors or pull from my trust fund.”

“The trust fund thing again?”

“No, I don’t mean it like that this time,” she replied. “I mean that I want to keep it.”

“You want it now?”

“I want it for the future. I don’t know exactly what I’ll use it for, but I know I want it for my family.”

“Family? Is there something that you’re not telling me? If you are pregnant and you didn’t even tell your mother, I–”

Gwen laughed wildly and said, “No, I’m not pregnant. God, Mom.”

“Well, you did just call your mother out of the blue, and you never do that.”

“I’m not pregnant, but I do have a girlfriend, and I am surprisingly already in love with her. I didn’t expect myself to be. She came out of nowhere, and I’m not usually the type to just fall for someone, but then, there’s her and these feelings that I don’t doubt, and–”

“So, I might get that wedding one day?”

“Mom, it’s new. Don’t go there yet.”

“What? Your father wants to walk his daughter down the aisle.”

“And you want to plan the wedding?”

“Well, I’d like to help.”

“Mom, you know there might not be a wedding, right? If I don’t want that or the woman I end up–”

“You’re trying really hard not to say the woman you’re dating now, aren’t you? Don’t want me to start thinking it’s going to happen between you two?”

“It might,” she replied. “I don’t know. We just kind of fit, even though we should still be in that phase where we’ll see where it goes. I do know that I’m really happy, Mom. I have a new business that I’m about to start and a new, amazing relationship. I’m good. I know I’m no doctor or lawyer or something else that you and Dad think means success, but I’m successful to me, and that should be all that matters.”

“You’re right,” her mom said softly. “I’m sorry, honey.”

“You are?”

“I don’t want to lose you because I can’t accept who you are. You’ve been pulling further and further away from us, and I don’t want that. I know a big family Thanksgiving this year probably isn’t going to happen, with your brother and Elisa no longer together and the kids being with Elisa and you, but maybe we could have a family dinner sometime?”

“You’re going to call Annabelle?”

“No, I meant you, me, your father, and this new girlfriend of yours. Just us.”

“You want to meet Juliet?”

“Beautiful name,” her mom noted.

“Beautiful woman,” Gwen replied.

“I’m sure she is. And yes, we’d love to meet her.”

“Will you promise me you won’t scare her off, Mom? I mean it. You’ll have to be on your best behavior. No judging me for anything and no judging her, either.”

“I won’t judge. And I’ll talk to your father.”

Gwen smiled and replied, “Then, I’ll talk to Juliet. But not anytime soon, Mom. Not tomorrow, next week, or next month. When we’re ready. She’s really busy with work, and we’re still really new, so I’ll let you know, okay?”

“Okay. And, honey?”

“Yeah?”

“I love you. You know that, right?”

Gwen’s eyes welled with tears, and she said, “I do now.”


CHAPTER 33

Juliet stood in line, waiting to order her favorite drink. As she did, she thought about how to approach things with her boss today. First, she would find a spot on his calendar to book a meeting. Then, she would spend the time before that working out what she would say and, if she could, typing up the initial plan. She could always play off its incompleteness by telling him that she didn’t want to spend too much time on it if he didn’t go for the concept. Yeah, that was a good plan.

As she stepped up in line, she thought about how this would mean she’d either get to keep her current role without travel or she’d have to demote herself because she didn’t want to do this for months, possibly years, before being promoted again, assuming that happened at all. She liked her new salary, and even though she hadn’t gotten that many paychecks with the new amount on them yet, she’d have a hard time going back down to what she was making before. She would do it, though, if it meant she’d be happy because happiness was all that mattered.

When she took another step, she considered that statement again. It was true; she knew that. Money wasn’t everything. But if her boss demoted her, she’d go back to her old role, one where she wasn’t doing the manager and leadership classes and only had the new hires to teach, which she had been doing for years already. That wasn’t exactly happiness, either. Juliet had to make it so that he didn’t have an option: she should be in this role, but with no travel.

“It’s the right thing to do.”

Juliet heard someone say that from behind her, but she didn’t turn, assuming the person was either on the phone or talking to someone else.

“What you’re thinking about that job is the right thing,” the female voice added.

Juliet turned her head a bit to see an old woman standing behind her. She had a kind smile on her face, and her eyes were looking right at her.

“Were you talking to me?” she asked, still assuming the answer would be no.

“Yes, I was,” the old woman replied. “And you should do it, what you’re thinking.”

“Sorry? What am I thinking, exactly?”

“You’re trying to decide about a job. I deal with this a lot in my line of work.”

“You deal with–” Juliet shook her head before turning around to face the woman. “How do you know I’m trying to make a decision about a job?”

“The same way I knew about the van,” the woman said.

Juliet’s eyes went wide, and her mouth formed a little O.

“What did you just say?”

“And I deal with that a lot, too.” The woman laughed. “I’ll give you the short version since I know you need to get your coffee and run, but I’m what many people would call a psychic around here. I don’t necessarily consider myself that. I don’t know the future. I interpret the information I receive from wherever it comes from, and when I see someone the information is supposed to get to, I make sure to pass it along. What they do with it is up to them, but since I didn’t see the van on my walk this morning, I’ll assume that she bought it.”

“Next,” the man behind the counter said to the woman in front of Juliet, meaning Juliet was next after her.

“How do you know this stuff? How did you even know that I knew Gwen?”

“I didn’t even know her name was Gwen. I only knew that she needed to buy that van because if she did, it would lead to good things, like maybe you making this decision. I didn’t know it was also about you when I first knew about the van. Now, it’s all clear, though. She buys the van. You get the courage you need to make your moves at work.”

“Moves? Hardly,” Juliet said with a little laugh.

“All I know is that it’s right. I can’t get anything else on it right now, but you should do it.”

“I should do what? Ask for them to demote me?”

“No, and you know that already. Tell me this: what are you so afraid of? If you tell them you want to make a change, what happens?”

“I know they won’t fire me. They can’t. I’m good at my job, but they also can’t be without another trainer,” she said. “I guess I’m worried that they’ll think I can’t handle the promotion, the increase in responsibility.”

“But is that the case?”

“No. They want me to travel a lot, and I don’t want that. I wouldn’t have either way, but I just met my–” Juliet paused and smiled. “Gwen. I just met Gwen, and I don’t want the first year of our relationship to be by FaceTime because I’m gone all the time. I feel like a weakling because I don’t want to travel like this, missing my girlfriend and my dog.”

The woman’s smile widened, and she said, “Your dog? That’s how you met Gwen.”

“She was my pet sitter,” Juliet confirmed and shook her head in disbelief.

“Then, this was all supposed to happen how it has happened,” the woman replied. “You needed to take this job to meet her. Now, you can make a change.”

“I can?”

“Yes, you can. And you should.”

“Because the spirits are telling you that it’s right?”

“I don’t know how I know what I know these days, but I know it like I know that I’m an old lady who loves this city.” The woman nodded. “Now, turn around and get your coffee. It’s time to go.”

Juliet turned around and saw the roaster staring at her, waiting for her to place her order.

“Oh. Hey, Juliet,” he said. “Usual?”

“Yes, please,” she replied. “Wait. Can I have an extra shot of espresso? I think I’ll need it.”

◆◆◆

“You’ve got this. Eye of the tiger and all that,” Molly said as she massaged Juliet’s shoulders.

“Molls, I’m not going into the big game. I’m just talking to my boss.”

“It’s a big deal, though. I’m being supportive.”

“Be supportive at your own desk,” Juliet replied.

“Oh, hey,” Finley said as she approached their cubicles and eyed Molly’s hands on Juliet’s shoulders.

Molly stopped rubbing instantly and took a big step back. Juliet smiled and wanted to laugh, but she held it in because she knew Finley would ask her what she was laughing at, and her mind was too focused on work to come up with a good lie for that.

“Hey, Finley,” Juliet greeted.

“She’s just about to go into an important meeting. I was being supportive,” Molly explained.

Finley nodded before she looked at Juliet and said, “I got tickets to the game in a few weeks, if you want to go with me. Against Tampa Bay. They’re not great, but not nosebleeds this time. I got a great deal on six of them.”

“Yeah, maybe. Can I ask my girlfriend if she wants to go? I’ll buy the tickets off you, obviously.”

Finley looked behind her and at Molly then.

“Gwen,” Juliet added, realizing her mistake. “That’s my girlfriend. I’m taken. Very taken… with Gwen. Her name is Gwen. She doesn’t work here.”

Molly cleared her throat, and Juliet shut up.

“Sure. I’ve got five extras,” Finley replied. “Molls? Want to go this time, maybe?”

“To a Saints’ game?”

“Yeah.”

“Wait. You said you have five extras. India isn’t going?” Juliet checked. “Still giving you a hard time about not liking football?”

“Um… India and I aren’t… We’re not together anymore, so no, she won’t be going.”

“You’re not–” Molly stopped herself from talking and walked around Juliet toward her own desk.

“Yeah, it didn’t work out.” Finley shrugged a shoulder.

“I feel like I’ve heard this before, Finley,” Juliet noted, watching Molly closely as she sat down and pretended not to care that her longtime crush was now single.

“It’s over for good this time. We’re not meant to be,” Finley said. “So, Molls? Interested?”

“In the game?” Molly asked, turning back to them.

“Yes, Molly, in the game,” Juliet said, trying to help her focus.

“Uh… Yeah. If I’m free that day. Sure.”

“Great,” Finley said with a smile. “Do you need another ticket for anyone? I’ll have two left, with Juliet and Gwen and me and you.”

“No, I don’t have a plus-one for a football game,” Molly replied, smiling at Finley.

“Okay. Good. I mean, cool.”

Juliet watched curiously as Finley’s cheeks turned just a little pink. She was blushing. Juliet glanced over at Molly and then back at Finley, who still had that blush on her cheeks, and she thought about suggesting that Molly and Finley grab lunch together again today to give Molly some encouragement, but she knew her shy friend. Molly was probably doing advanced relationship calculus in her head to consider how long she’d have to wait before telling Finley how she felt this time.

“Shit! Jules, your meeting,” Molly said, pointing to her computer screen.

“Oh, crap.” Juliet checked the time on her own screen and stood quickly. “I’ve got to run. Message me the details, Fin? Where to meet, how much for the tickets, and whatever.”

“Yeah, sure,” Finley replied.

Juliet pulled down on her shirt in an attempt to make herself look more professional by eliminating the wrinkles in a single pull and then walked to her boss’s office and knocked on the doorframe.

“Juliet, come on in,” he said.

“Thanks,” she replied and closed the door behind her, wanting privacy for this conversation. “I was hoping to talk to you about the doc I attached to the meeting invite.”

“I saw that, but I haven’t had a chance to read it yet,” he said. “Need me to do that now before we talk?”

“No, it’s okay. I can talk you through it.”

“Okay. Go ahead.”

Juliet sat down and said, “Well, I’ve only been doing this job for a few weeks, but I’ve had my old job for years now, and I’ve been at Southern for a while. I feel like I have a good grasp on how we’ve done things and how we might be able to do things in the future.”

“In the future?”

“Near future, I hope,” she added with a nervous laugh.

“Go on.”

“We currently have all of our participants travel for any out-of-store training. That means we’re paying for them to drive or fly sometimes, for their food and other expenses, and their hotels.”

“Yes.”

“On top of that, the trainer travels to the hotel, too, and we have to rent out the conference room. I saw the bill for that. Just to use it for a day and a half and have them provide bad coffee and some water… It was pretty expensive.”

“It adds up, yes.”

“What if we held the classes here instead?” Juliet suggested. “I know we’ve done some classes here in the past, but we have the fake café that we don’t use that often anymore, and Jordana loved traveling so much, she never used it for her classes. This company isn’t exactly the most progressive when it comes to making changes, but I ran some numbers. They’re really basic, to start, but if we were to hold the manager, leadership, and some sales classes here, in the big conference room, we’d save over a hundred thousand dollars a year just on hotel rooms alone. It’s even more when you add up the conference room rental and the trainer’s travel on top of gas or mileage, food, and everything else. All in, it’s probably close to three to four hundred thousand dollars, depending on how many classes we teach and how many participants there are.”

Her boss nodded but didn’t say anything.

“We have the space here, and I know we’re still expanding, but we rent out the top floor of this building to another company, and they only have a year left on their lease. We have some space to grow into, and if we really wanted to do this, we could make half of a floor or a whole floor, even, a bigger and better fake store inside the office. The one we have is pretty old and really small, so I can only fit five participants in there at a time, when we’re usually teaching ten to twenty. We could have them do their role-plays and other activities in a bigger fake store, and I wouldn’t have to break them into smaller groups all the time, which means I’d be done training them faster. We could also use it for new-hire training, and the old one could be turned into an office or a storage room. We can even get those movable walls for the training spaces and host several classes at once, if we want, or just one big one. We’d still have to get people to travel here, but we could get a deal with a local hotel and save money on the nightly rates. We wouldn’t need to rent a conference room, we’d be able to use our own coffee and water, and we could cater in meals and save money on that front, too. The trainer wouldn’t have to travel.”

“The trainer, meaning you?” he asked.

“Well, me for now,” Juliet said. “Think about the hours Jordana spent on the road each week, just going from place to place. That wouldn’t have to be the case anymore. I would be here, in the office, and more productive because I’m not driving everywhere. We could hire Andrew’s backfill and split the new person’s work with Janine,” Juliet said of the other trainer. “I’d teach the local new-hire classes as needed and still do things in stores when required, but I’d be home at the end of every day, and the company wouldn’t be paying a per diem. On top of that, Jordana had a company car. I wouldn’t need one of those.”

“You want the same job without all the travel,” he said and leaned forward in his chair. “What about management?”

“Management?”

“Well, if you’re here and not on the road all the time, you’d be more productive, like you said. I was worried about putting direct reports on you because you were already adjusting to the travel, but if you’re here, do you think you could handle Janine and Andrew’s replacement, making the schedule, and teaching?”

Juliet cleared her throat and replied, “Yes. But since that was Jordana’s job, and I’m sure I’m not making what Jordana was making, I’d want to talk about that.”

Her boss smiled and said, “We can do that. I’ll need to talk to facilities about the rooms here and how to make this all work, and we’d need someone to handle vendor relations with whatever hotel we choose.”

“I can do that,” Juliet said.

“Okay,” he replied. “Then, let me get Stacey in here, and we can talk more about the role and the money with her so that I can prepare what I need.”

“Really?” she asked. “Just like that?”

“I’ll review the doc you sent over, but it’s a good idea, Juliet. It helps us in a lot of areas. I’m not sure if what happened with that participant and the hotel had anything to do with this idea of yours, but if this gets us out of those kinds of incidents, too, I’m definitely on board. I’m sure HR would be as well. We’d like to prevent another Jordana situation, and I don’t want to risk you or the other trainers being uncomfortable or unsafe on the road if there’s something we can do about it. We’ve talked to that manager who invited you to dinner, by the way. We don’t think there was any malintent, but we did talk to him, and he understood that he crossed some lines by continuing to pressure you.”

“Thank you. I didn’t think he meant any harm, but I also didn’t like having to explain myself to you and Stacey.”

“I know. I didn’t like putting you through that, either. I, of course, didn’t know you had your girlfriend with you, or I would’ve dropped it right there. Sorry about that. Now, let’s get this taken care of and, if we can, get you off the road. One thing, though,” he added.

“Okay.”

“We already have all the October classes scheduled and travel booked for everyone. We can work on November, but I’d still need you to travel to the classes next month.”

“One month, and I’m done with travel?”

“Let’s say five to six to eight weeks, just to be safe, but I think we can get part of November moved here, at least. I’ll also need your help finding and training Andrew’s backfill when you have the time.”

“Deal,” Juliet said.

Her boss laughed and replied, “Let’s get Stacey in here, then.”


CHAPTER 34

“She’s going to be gone for weeks?” Logan asked as she and Gwen hefted a bag from the hardware store up into the van.

“She’ll be home on the weekends,” Gwen replied. “But, yeah… At least, it’s not forever.”

“That’s true. I don’t know what I’d do if Rory were gone all the time.”

“Or Elisa,” Myra added as she hopped up into the van. “Especially since we just started dating, like you and Juliet. That has to be hard.”

“Yeah, but it’s harder on her. She hates it, and Carly is here. I mean, she’ll be with me, which is good for Carly, but Jules will be on her own there, so that sucks. At least, it’s just through October now and maybe a little into November, but hopefully not. She leaves tomorrow for five days, and it’s an eight-hour drive, so she won’t be back until late Friday night since she has to teach a four-hour class Friday morning.”

“She should just stay until Saturday,” Logan suggested.

“She didn’t want to be gone another night. She already leaves again on Monday. They got it all worked out so that this will be over soon, and I can’t wait.” Gwen smiled.

“And when do you want this thing up and running?” Myra asked her, pulling items out of one of the bins they’d carried in.

“November,” she replied. “I’m giving myself October to get it put together and get clients scheduled. I’ve already got my pricing worked out, and the website is almost ready. It’ll be bare bones at first, but I’ll add more to it later.”

“We can have this all done in a week or so,” Logan replied. “I can have all the plumbing work done this weekend, if you want, while Rory and Candace are busy doing some wedding planning thing with Linden and Asher.”

“Elisa’s going to that, too,” Myra shared.

“She is?” Logan asked.

“She’s working for Asher and Linden now,” Myra said. “Assistant work, mainly, but she seems excited about it, and she’s thinking about going back to school part-time, too.”

“That’s cool,” Logan replied. “Do you think they’ll basically plan everyone’s weddings now? Rory and me, you and Elisa, and Gwen and Juliet, if you all want to do that.”

“Gwen and Jules have been dating for a few weeks, so let’s table that conversation for a long while,” Gwen replied with a laugh.

“Enid and Caroline seem pretty solid, though. I don’t know if they’d want to get married one day. Maybe,” Logan said. “Oh, and there’s Jodie and Viv.”

“Plus, Jill and Willa,” Gwen added. “They seem crazy about each other.”

“And Bryce and Sophie. I know Bryce needs to move here still, but they’re totally getting hitched one day. Next year is my guess, or maybe the year after,” Logan said.

“If Asher and Linden are planning everyone else’s weddings, who’s going to plan theirs?” Myra asked.

“Maybe Elisa, if she sticks with the job there,” Gwen suggested.

“Could be,” Myra agreed with a nod.

“They’ll probably hire the woman they used to work for,” Logan noted.

“Oh, I guess they could,” Myra said.

“Damn. That’s crazy, huh?” Gwen asked.

“What?” Logan and Myra asked at the same time.

“That Melinda and Kyle and Bridgette and Monica are getting married next year, and we’re now talking about a lot of other weddings that might be right behind them.”

“I’m not proposing this year,” Logan replied. “I might on our one-year anniversary or Rory’s birthday. She probably won’t expect it on her birthday. I go back and forth about it: waiting until we’ve been together for a lot longer or just going for it because it feels right.”

“What about you? How would you propose to Elisa?” Gwen asked Myra.

“Elisa is not even one-hundred-percent sure she wants to get married again, and I don’t know that I care about that, either,” Myra replied. “I love her. I’ll marry her whenever she wants if she wants it, but we’ve both been married before, and we’re just taking things as they come right now. Besides, at the rate Adele and Wendy are going, we might be planning their wedding before ours.”

“What? They’re eighteen,” Gwen said, laughing.

“I know, but they love each other. Plus, they’ve known one another since they were kids. They went to kindergarten together all the way through high school, and it was a small school, so they were already close. I don’t know if it’s going to last forever, but the way Adele talks about her, you’d think Wendy hangs the moon.”

“What about my nephew?” Gwen asked. “I have not heard from him recently.”

“He’s focused on soccer, not girls, according to him, and I think that’s great because he has goals. He wants to transfer to a better soccer school next year, and he’s picked a major.”

“He did? Since when?”

“Yesterday,” Myra replied. “Elisa told me he wants to be in construction management.”

“That’s what you do,” Logan said.

Myra smiled and replied, “I know.”

They continued unpacking their items, and Myra helped ensure the shelving rack was securely attached to the van and wouldn’t fall down on anyone or anything. Logan measured and scrolled through her phone, searching for the proper sink and materials before she then ordered and told Gwen she’d pick them up for her tomorrow. When they finished, Gwen took them to Candace’s and bought them each a beer. Later, Rory and Elisa showed up and drove their girlfriends home just as Juliet arrived and sat across from her.

“So, how was your day?” Gwen asked.

“Great,” Juliet said and took a sip of Gwen’s beer. “Are you ready to go home?”

“Yes,” she replied. “I’m a little drunk.”

“I know, babe. That’s why I’m here. I took the bus so that I could drive your car. Your place or mine?”

“Yours,” Gwen replied. “It’s your last night at home, and that’s where Carly is.”

“You’ll take her tomorrow morning, though, right?”

“Sure,” Gwen said and finished her beer. “Let me just pay for this, and we can go.”

“Okay.”

Gwen walked up to the bar, where she spotted Candace and her fiancé, Keith.

“Hey, just need to pay up,” she said to her.

“Seven beers?” Candace checked after looking at the computer.

“I’m paying for Logan and Myra, too,” she replied and handed Candace her credit card.

“Oh. I was about to ask if you could touch your finger to your nose and insist on getting you a cab.”

“No need,” Juliet said as she approached from behind her and wrapped her arms around Gwen’s waist. “She’s got me, her own personal chauffeur.”

“And I don’t have to tip her in cash,” Gwen joked.

Juliet laughed and said, “She’s a little tipsy.”

“Seems so,” Candace replied and handed Gwen back her credit card. “I gave you Logan’s discount.”

“Shit. Really? Thanks,” Gwen said.

“No problem.” Candace looked beyond her to Juliet. “Get her home safely.”

“I will. I have a vested interest in her safety,” Juliet said and kissed Gwen’s neck. “You ready, tipsy?”

“I have a vested interest in your safety,” Gwen replied.

“I know, baby,” Juliet said and moved to take Gwen’s hand. “Come on. Let’s go home.”

The drive home was a mostly quiet one. Gwen was beginning to sober up, and she suspected that neither of them wanted to say anything because they knew what tomorrow would bring. Juliet would be gone from Monday to late Friday night. Then, she’d leave again the following Monday and wouldn’t be home until the following Saturday morning. The third week of travel would take her on a shorter trek, but she would still be gone Monday through Friday. Then, the final trip of the month would be Juliet leaving on a Sunday night flight and not back until Friday morning. It would be hard on her, but Gwen knew it would be even harder for Juliet because she wouldn’t be at home in her own bed with her dog and her girlfriend. Gwen only hoped that her little surprise would help Juliet get through it.

When they got to Juliet’s apartment, they first had to take Carly out, which Juliet did because while Gwen was sobering up, she wasn’t completely sober yet. Soon, though, the dog was lying in her bed, softly snoring, and they were sitting on the sofa together, watching nothing on TV.

“Hey, I know it’s our last night, and we should probably have sex because I’ll be too tired on Friday, when I get back, and we’d only have Saturday and Sunday night together before–”

“Babe?” Gwen said, interrupting her.

“Yeah?” Juliet asked, already sounding too exhausted, and the travel hadn’t even begun.

“We don’t have to have sex just because you’re leaving tomorrow,” Gwen replied as Juliet took her hand and moved it into her lap.

“I want to,” Juliet said. “You know that, right? I always want to.”

“I always want to, too,” she replied, resting her head on Juliet’s shoulder. “But you’re tired, and I’m tired. I also talked to my mom again today, which makes it three times in the past couple of weeks, which is a record for me. I’m ready for bed, too.”

“She still wants to meet me?”

“She does,” Gwen said. “And I told her to cool it until at least November or December, but expect an invitation for Christmas dinner, which reminds me that Bridgette and Monica invited us to their wedding. It’s next year, so not tomorrow or anything to worry about, but I keep forgetting to tell you.”

Juliet kissed the top of Gwen’s head and noted, “I like that you’re planning for me to be around for all that stuff.”

“You’re stuck with me now, Juliet Francis,” she said, still feeling the alcohol a little.

“Good. I want to be. I just wish I’d been able to figure a way out of this travel, too, but things had been booked already, so it would’ve cost an arm and a leg to cancel everything.”

“It’s probably only a month, in the grand scheme of things. We’ll be fine. And you have the end of the month to look forward to. A light at the end of the tunnel now. That’s a big deal. Plus, you managed to save your company money while getting yourself another raise. That’s got to be a record. Two raises in a few weeks.”

Juliet chuckled and said, “I can now pay someone else to walk Carly when you’re busy with the van.”

Gwen lifted her head and replied, “Don’t you dare. I’m never too busy to take care of her. She’s yours, Jules. She’s like me.” She smiled at Juliet. “I’m yours, too.”

Juliet leaned in and pressed her lips to Gwen’s.

“You’re really cute when you’re drunk.”

“Tipsy,” she corrected. “And I’m sobering up.”

“Bummer. I was kind of hoping you’d stay this way for the rest of the night.”

“You’ll have to get more alcohol in me, then, which I don’t recommend,” she replied and moved into Juliet’s lap, straddling her hips.

“Why not? It could be fun,” Juliet said as her hands landed on Gwen’s hips.

“Because you want me to wake up early tomorrow.”

“I do?” Juliet lifted an eyebrow. “Morning sex before I leave?”

“Happily. But that’s not what I meant.”

Gwen wrapped her arms around Juliet’s neck.

“What did you mean, then?”

“Well, you might want me to be sober and not hungover for the drive tomorrow.”

“What drive?” Juliet asked, rubbing Gwen’s thighs. “Are you planning on being on the phone with me the whole time I’m on my way to the hotel?”

Gwen shook her head and replied, “I was planning on being next to you and then driving so that you could take a break.”

Juliet’s eyes widened, and she asked, “What?”

“I’m coming with you this week, if that’s okay with you.”

“You’re–” Juliet shook her head. “What? Really?”

“Yes. If you want,” Gwen replied.

“I do want, but you can’t. You have work.”

“Logan can’t work on the van until the weekend, and Myra has her actual job during the week, too. Besides, I’ve got calls to make, a website to improve, and more work than I can handle to get this thing set up. I can do that from the hotel.”

“You’re really coming with me?”

“Just for this trip. The shorter one, I can maybe come for a day or two and bring Carly.”

“Carly! Shit.”

“She’s coming, too, babe,” Gwen said. “Did you think I would come without her? I’ll be in the room with her. And I checked online: this hotel allows dogs. We have to pay a fee, but I thought you’d be okay with that.”

“You’re really…” Juliet smiled, and her hands moved up to Gwen’s neck. “What about your actual job?”

“Everything’s been covered, and Elisa is watching Larry and Gary.”

“I cannot believe you named him Gary.”

“What? It rhymed.”

“He’s a gecko.”

“It was going to be Larry and Linda, but they didn’t have a female. Larry doesn’t seem to mind, though. He and Gary are best friends already.”

Juliet laughed and checked, “Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure,” she replied. “I’m not ready to spend a night without you yet. Truthfully, I’m not sure I’ll ever be, but it’s only three weeks if I’m with you this week, and I can see about the week where it’s a shorter drive.”

“Babe, this is amazing.” Juliet shook her head. “I was really going to miss you. I’ve been packing all night and stopping every five minutes because I just didn’t want to go.”

“We’re codependent now, aren’t we?” Gwen joked.

“No, I think we might just be falling in love a little bit,” Juliet said with a shoulder shrug.

“Oh, just that, huh?” Gwen joked.

“Yeah, no big deal or anything.”

Juliet’s hands pulled Gwen’s face down, and she kissed her.

“Are you sure you’re too tired?” Gwen asked.

“I have coffee and a driving buddy tomorrow, so I can sleep a little on the way if I need to,” Juliet said and pulled at Gwen’s shirt.

“You do have the best coffee.”

“I do, actually, because I picked up the coffee we made together.”

“You did?” Gwen asked, removing her own shirt.

“I got it a while ago, but with everything going on, I forgot about it. I was going to give it to you tomorrow morning before I left; something for you to remember me by.”

“I can remember you by your lips.” Gwen kissed them. “And your hands.” She moved Juliet’s hands to her own hips. “And… other things.”

“Coffee later?” Juliet asked.

“Coffee later,” Gwen replied and kissed her.
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