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New Orleans Book 7




Jill Solomon has watched her friends fall in love over the past year and a half, and she feels like she’s the only single lesbian left in New Orleans. When her mother runs off unexpectedly, leaving Jill to take care of her ten-year-old sister, Jill worries that her entire life is about to change, and not for the better.
Willa Mailor is a teacher at a wildly underfunded public school while also working a part-time job, trying to make ends meet, when she discovers that her favorite summer school student has a beautiful older sister, who is also kind and funny and all the other things that cause Willa to feel an instant connection with Jill.
Forced to become a parent overnight, Jill feels like she might not get to have the life she’d hoped for, and Willa is worried about not getting the job she needs to be able to pay bills. At the same time, they both feel like they’ve found something real in each other, and if only they can figure out how to handle everything else, they could have the love they’ve always dreamed of finding.
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CHAPTER 1

Jill sat at the table, waiting for Melinda and Rory to join her. Melinda wanted to go on Rory’s first cemetery tour with her to make sure that she was ready to do that one on her own, which meant that Jill had gotten to do one of her favorite tours: the food tour. With that tour now over and her customers sharing their goodies with her, Jill was stuffed, but they’d decided to meet at Café Du Monde to give Rory and Melinda a chance to grab some beignets for their girlfriends and themselves.

As much as this place was a busy tourist destination, and locals pretended like they avoided it for just that reason, practically everyone in this city stopped by at least a few times a year to get themselves a warm, sugary beignet. Sometimes, with a cup of coffee. Sometimes, without. Some locals preferred Café Beignet instead, and others avoided both due to the massive popularity. Jill liked being in the thick of it, so Café Du Monde was her preference.

She hadn’t joined the line yet, so taking a table when the place was slammed was basically illegal. The employees would typically kick people out for sitting without buying because they needed the tables, but Jill was a regular. So was Melinda. They all knew them here and also knew that they sent tours to this café every day, so keeping a table for a few extra minutes while she waited for her friends was fine as long as she ordered soon.

Jill wished she had a girlfriend to bring beignets back to. She was twenty-six, almost twenty-seven, so she wasn’t a million-years-old and still single or anything, but she’d had a rough year or two where love was concerned. She’d watched all of her old and new friends go from being single to being in a pair, and it was as if the universe was conspiring to keep her the only single one among them.

Sure, she’d met Enid not that long ago through Rory, and they had had a couple of good dates, but that had been after Jill had had a tiny crush on Rory first, only for Rory to meet Logan before Jill had taken a shot and asked her out. She’d gone for Enid next, and Enid had been great while it lasted. They had made out, and Jill had wanted to take things further, but Enid had been dating Caroline at the same time, which had presented its own challenges. Jill hadn’t expected them to be exclusive so early on or anything, but when Enid had chosen Caroline over her, it had stung. She had handled it the best she could and now considered Enid to be one of her closest friends, but it was just yet another example of a coupled-off friend in her friend circle.

Of course, all of this had happened after Melinda and Kyle had met, and they were now engaged and planning their wedding. Bridgette and Monica had found each other next, and they were getting married soon, too. It had taken Sophie and Bryce a year to find each other again after they’d somehow had that instant connection thing that no one really got anymore these days, and while Jill had been happy to have helped reunite them, that had crossed another single friend off the list. They were still long-distance, but it was likely that Bryce would be moving to New Orleans within the next few months. Then, through work, Jill had met Linden and Asher. She’d actually made out with Linden on the dance floor one night, thinking they could maybe have fun, even if it wasn’t going to last forever, but Linden and Asher had finally figured out that after ten years of friendship, it was supposed to be them in the end. Asher was now running her own wedding planning company while Linden continued to work at their old company, and Jill was convinced that the competition between the two of them was really merely foreplay.

Rory had met Logan next, introducing Jill to a single-at-the-time Enid, but the joy of having another single person in the group hadn’t lasted all that long, and Enid was with Caroline now. While those two were a bit different because they hadn’t yet declared their undying love like all the others had, Jill had spent some time with them recently, and they seemed to really get each other. They’d gotten apartments about ten minutes away from each other, planning to go back and forth for some time, but Jill knew that, inevitably, they, too, would move in together. Then, there was Jill.

“Alone, as always,” she said to herself because there was no one sitting at the table with her, and she was, unfortunately, starting to get used to that.

Still, she liked her life. She loved her job as a tour guide, and Melinda, her boss, was about to promote her to manage the office in the French Quarter while she looked into leasing another one in the city that Enid could potentially run once it opened. Jill wasn’t making the kind of money she could retire on any time soon, but she had fun at her job, and not many people could say that, especially at her age. She wasn’t sure if she’d give tours or manage the office forever, but she loved working outside, walking around, and showing off her city to tourists who had never been before and some who came back time and again. She also had a new apartment she’d spent a lot of time putting together over the past couple of months, and she had great friends.

It felt like there was one thing missing, though. She no longer wanted to kiss someone on the dance floor and have that be the end of it. She didn’t want to date around or be one of a few women that someone else was dating while they contemplated their choice. She was ready for something real.

When her phone rang, Jill expected it to be Mel or Rory telling her that they were on their way or running late, but she was very surprised to see that it was her mother.

“Hey, Mom,” she said.

“Hi,” her mom replied in a clipped tone.

“What’s going on?” Jill asked.

“I need you to take care of your sister for me.”

“Okay. Um… When?” she asked, thinking she would need to pull up her calendar on her phone to see if she was available for whatever her mom needed.

“Now,” her mom replied. “Well, in a couple of hours or so.”

“Oh,” Jill said, putting her finger in her ear because the café was crowded, and excited tourists were noisy. “I’m on a break, but I have another tour to give before I’m off work for the day.”

“Can you be here in a couple of hours, Jill?”

“Yeah, I guess. What’s going on, Mom?” she repeated.

“Your grandparents are both sick,” her mom said.

“What?”

“I’m not sure what’s going on. Mom got it first, but Dad got it after. Now, they’re both down for the count, and they’re not exactly healthy people to begin with. Mom still smokes a pack a day, and Dad has at least three beers a night, which isn’t good at his age. I’m going to drive there tonight so that I can get there tomorrow morning.”

“Mom, that’s dangerous. It’s a long drive. Just leave tomorrow morning.”

“No, they have doctor’s appointments that I made for them at ten. If I don’t get there in time to pick them up and take them there, they won’t go. You know how stubborn your grandparents are.”

“Yeah, I guess. But are you sure? Maybe you should take Juni with you.”

“I can’t. She has summer school.”

“She’s in summer school? Since when?”

“Since the summer, Jill,” her mom said. “It’s summer school.”

Jill rolled her eyes and asked, “Why is she in summer school, Mom?”

“She failed science and math. They won’t let her into the fifth grade unless she passes her classes this summer. I was going to have her repeat the grade, but she really doesn’t want to watch her friends move on ahead of her, so she promised me she’d pass the classes if she took them in the summer. So far, she’s doing okay, but I’ll need you to take her and pick her up.”

“Mom, I have work,” she said.

“You’re a tour guide, Jill,” her mom replied. “And you’re friends with your boss. I’m sure she can let you come in a little later or leave a little earlier to take care of your sister. I need to be with my parents right now, Jill.”

Jill sighed and asked, “How long will you be gone?”

“I don’t know. It depends on what’s wrong with them. If it’s just a bad cold, I’ll be back within the week, I imagine. If it’s something more, I’ll have to figure it out then. Oh, and I need you to stay at the house.”

“Why can’t she stay with me?”

“You have a one-bedroom apartment, Jill. I have a three-bedroom house. She has her room and her stuff at home.”

“Fine. Whatever,” Jill replied, giving in.

“Don’t sound so excited to spend time with your sister.”

“Mom, she’s ten years old. It’s not like we have anything to talk about.”

Juniper, or Juni as they called her, was technically Jill’s half-sister. Her mother had remarried Jill’s stepdad, and Juni had been their little surprise. Unfortunately, Juni’s dad had died almost a year ago in a car accident, and her mom had been on her own with Juni ever since. Jill suspected that part of the reason Juni might have failed those classes was because she’d lost her father so unexpectedly. Jill knew her mom had been having a difficult time, too, and she felt bad because she hadn’t been spending much time with her mom or her sister.

“She’s still your sister. You know she’s been struggling. She lost her father, and you’re not around much. This will be a chance for you two to finally bond. I’ll leave you enough cash for a week for food and gas to get her to and from school. If I need to send more later, I will.”

“What about your job?”

“I talked to my boss,” her mom said before she paused for some reason. “I’m taking a week off, and if I need to go on a leave of absence after, that’s an option.”

“Okay,” Jill said.

“Can you go pack a bag after work and get over here? I’ll order you and Juni a pizza before I hit the road.”

“I’ll need to talk to Melinda first. I was going to handle the office for a while after my tour.”

“Well, just get here as soon as you can, then. I’m going to finish packing and tell your sister to expect you.”

“Okay,” Jill replied. “Are Grandma and Grandpa really sick, Mom? Should I be worried?”

“I don’t think so, no. I think they’re both old and stubborn and just need someone to kick them in the ass. I’d like to be on the road by six, Jill. If you’re not here by then, I’ll still probably go. Juni will be fine by herself for an hour or two. She has homework I can have her work on while she waits for you.”

“I should be able to be there by six or right after.”

“Okay. Good,” her mom replied.

There was another long pause, and Jill thought her mom had hung up until she heard her sniffle on the other side of the phone.

“I love you, Jilly Bean.”

“Mom, I’m not really Jilly Bean anymore.” Jill laughed.

“You’ll always be my Jilly Bean,” her mom replied.

Jill rolled her eyes and said, “I love you, too. I’ll get there as soon as I can tonight, okay?”

“Thank you, honey. I knew I could count on you.”

Jill hung up the phone and checked her calendar for the next week. It would be hard, but she could make it work. She would have to trade a few tours with Melinda and Rory and ask Melinda to have one of the part-timers cover her office shifts in order to pick Juni up from school. She had no idea what time normal school let out and definitely didn’t know if summer school was any different, so she would have to ask her mom about the drop-off and pickup times before she asked Melinda for any adjustments, but it was only for about a week, so she thought she could make this work.

It had been strange for Jill, going from being an only child for the first sixteen years of her life to having an infant in the house, whom she had to babysit for her mom and stepdad all the time. It was as if they thought Jill was a third parent when she was only a teenager who hadn’t wanted a sibling to begin with. She had left the house at eighteen when Juni was only two, and other than holidays and the occasional family dinner, Jill hadn’t spent much time with her kid sister. It was hard to believe that Juni was already ten years old and about to be a fifth grader, assuming she passed her classes this summer.

Jill stared down at her calendar for another minute, and her phone dinged with a message from Enid.

Enid Becker: Hey. Want to go out tonight? Care’s doing her street art thing, and I still owe you a night out to help you get laid.

Jill laughed, recalling how she’d said that in jest to Enid the night Enid had ended things, but if Enid was really going to go through with it, Jill wouldn’t oppose the idea. Unfortunately, the one night Enid wasn’t spending with her new girlfriend happened to be the first night Jill would be taking care of her sister.

It reminded her a lot of the night she’d been seventeen and excited about her first date with a girl she’d liked forever. Of course, her mother had thought they were only two girls hanging out and not that Jill had been hoping to get to at least feel some boobs that night, if not more, so when her mom and her stepdad decided that they’d wanted to go out for a date night themselves, they’d left Juni with Jill, thinking she could hang out with her friends anytime. Three days later, the girl Jill had liked had gone out with another girl, and a week after that, they’d been walking down the halls holding hands, and Jill had had to go home and watch the baby again.

Jill hadn’t been one to complain. In fact, if her friends asked her about her family life, she’d sometimes embellished, and other times, just flat-out lied. Maybe that was wrong, but it was easier than telling everyone that her mother had been much happier in her second marriage and with her second kid than she’d ever been with Jill. Yes, her mother loved her. Jill knew that much. But it was definitely different for Juni, and Jill didn’t like having to tell people that she was jealous of her little sister, who’d done nothing wrong. It made her seem petty, and Jill didn’t like to be petty. She liked to be the fun one, the life of the party, the one making the jokes. All of that was easier than thinking about the fact that she hadn’t seen her sister in well over six months.


CHAPTER 2

Jill replied to Enid telling her that she couldn’t hang out tonight, but maybe another time.

Enid Becker: Are you in Jackson Square right now?

Jill looked around and spotted Enid across the street. Enid waved at her, and Jill laughed. Then, Enid turned toward something that was behind a horse-drawn carriage, did something, too, and began walking across the street toward her.

“I thought that was you,” Enid said when she arrived.

“What are you doing here?”

“Dropping Care off. She’s working on the whole street art thing with this guy Mel introduced her to. He’s like a mentor or something now. Care’s car is in the shop, so I was the chauffer.”

“Do you get sex for that?” Jill teased.

“She paid me in advance.” Enid winked and sat down. “So, can’t hang out tonight?”

“No. My mom called earlier today, asking me to take care of my little sister.”

“You have a little sister? Why didn’t I know that?”

“I don’t tell many people. Honestly, I’m not even sure I’ve mentioned it to Mel.”

“What? She’s, like, your best friend.”

“Not really.” Jill shrugged. “I mean, we’re friends, yeah, but Mel and I were more work friends than outside-of-work friends for the most part until, like, last year. Bridgette is Mel’s best friend. I was kind of on the outside, looking in, which was fine. You can’t exactly compete with a decade of friendship all that easily. We all started hanging out together more and more last year, though. I’m not sure Juni ever came up.”

“Juni? That’s your sister?”

“Short for Juniper. It was my stepdad’s idea. He really liked it, I guess.”

“So much I don’t know about you,” Enid said, shaking her head. “How old is she?”

“Ten going on thirty, I imagine; like most ten-year-olds.”

“Why do you have to imagine?” Enid asked.

“I’m a bad older sister. She’s ten, and we have literally nothing in common, with the exception of the same mother. Maybe when she is thirty and I’m forty-six, we’ll be closer.”

“Yeah, that is a big age gap,” Enid replied. “So, are you just babysitting for your mom or something?”

“Who’s babysitting?” Rory asked as she and Melinda approached. “Isn’t babysitting kind of my thing?”

“I’m not stealing any of your gigs, Rory,” Jill replied as they both joined her and Enid at the table. “It’s my sister.”

“You have a sister?” Rory asked.

“I didn’t know, either,” Enid added.

“Wait. You have a sister? Why did I think you were an only child?” Melinda asked.

“Long story,” she said, trying to avoid talking about the whole thing.

“Jill, you have a sister,” Melinda repeated.

“Look, she’s ten, okay? My mom had her when I was sixteen. She met a guy, they dated, and she got knocked up. They got married. She really loved him, don’t get me wrong, but Juniper came along, and now she’s ten. My stepdad died in a car accident last year, so it’s just been my mom and Juni since. I don’t spend a ton of time with them, which I probably should, but–”

“Your stepdad died? I didn’t even know you had a stepdad, Jill. I thought your parents were still married.”

Melinda looked hurt or maybe disappointed, which made Jill feel bad, but at the same time, it was her life, and she could choose what she wanted to reveal to people and when.

“He and I weren’t close,” Jill said. “He got there when I was fifteen and already mostly on my own. Then, they had a baby, and it became all about her, so when I was eighteen, I left for school and got that marketing degree I don’t really use. Last year, he was driving home from the grocery store and got sideswiped by someone going way over the speed limit after they also ran a stop sign. It sucked, and my mom has been struggling with it for a while. I’ve tried to get her to see a grief counselor or, at least, have my sister go to one since that was her dad and she’s still a kid, but my mom hasn’t done that yet.” She sighed. “It’s depressing over there, so I don’t spend a lot of time with them. I just don’t feel what they feel, you know? My stepdad was okay, I guess, as far as those go, but he wasn’t my father. He was good to Juni but treated me like his stepkid, so it wasn’t always welcoming at home before I left. That’s the short version, and I don’t usually tell the long one.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Melinda asked.

“My sob story?” Jill asked with a laugh. “I don’t know. I just don’t share a lot about my life. I don’t like to.”

Melinda nodded, seemingly understanding something that Jill wasn’t even sure she herself understood.

“Um… You’re babysitting?” Rory asked, changing the subject because of the apparent tension in the air.

“For at least a week,” she replied. “My grandparents are sick, so my mom is going to stay with them and make sure they go to the doctor. She just called me and asked me to stay at the house with Juni this week. I haven’t slept at that house since I was a teenager. I never even stayed there when I was in college. It’s going to be weird. I don’t know how to take care of a kid. She’s ten. What do you do with a ten-year-old?”

“I imagine you can talk to her because she’s a real person,” Enid said, joking a little.

“But what about? What TV show are ten-year-olds into right now? Does she wear makeup? She’s in summer school. Should I make her do her homework or leave that up to her because that… builds character or something?”

Melinda, Rory, and Enid laughed a little.

“I think you should go with your mom’s instructions,” Rory suggested. “She’s the parent, so check with her on the procedures.”

“There are procedures?” Jill asked.

“What time do you pick her up and drop her off? What time is dinner? Any foods she can’t have or your mom doesn’t want her to? Rules on TV, screen time, and homework? Bedtime? Medications? That kind of stuff.”

“My mom told me she would order us a pizza and that she’s in summer school. That’s all I know,” Jill said.

“I’m sure she’ll give you the rest when you get there,” Rory replied. “I’d help you tonight, but I’m going with Logan to this thing.”

Jill noticed that sometimes, Rory would say that she and Logan had a date night, so Jill could ask what she was up to that night, but other times, Rory just told them that they had a thing. Jill was pretty sure that didn’t mean some kinky sex thing, but she also didn’t know what it did mean. Since she’d just told them all that she wasn’t a big sharer about things in her own life, though, she didn’t think it was appropriate to grill Rory on what they meant now.

“Are your grandparents okay?” Melinda asked.

“She thinks so, but they’re old and don’t take care of themselves. They’re also stubborn like her, so she wants to make sure they go to the doctor. I get it, but I’m not exactly thrilled to have to move in there for a week and take care of a sister who I hardly know. I’m old enough to be her mom, technically. A very young mom, but still.”

“There’s your future, Jill,” Enid said and laughed.

Jill looked over at the street where Enid was nodding, and there was a teacher – or some kind of chaperone, at least, Jill supposed – walking a group of kids across the street toward the cathedral. They looked to be about Juni’s age and were possibly on a field trip or part of some summer camp.

“Hilarious,” Jill replied sarcastically.

Then, the group stopped at the crosswalk and waited for the light to change. The woman accompanying the kids looked really pretty. She was about half a football field away, so Jill couldn’t make out all the details about her, but she had long brown hair, which she had in a French braid down her back, and she was smiling or maybe laughing at something one of the kids said. Then, she knelt down in front of one of them as if to make sure that they knew she was listening to them. When the pretty brunette laughed again and stood up, Jill smiled at the sight. She was wearing a pair of khakis that didn’t exactly fit her all that well, which totally seemed like something a teacher would do. Her button-down white shirt had a princess cut, though, and while it didn’t show off her cleavage, it definitely cupped her breasts nicely.

“I’m not supposed to be taking care of a kid,” Jill added and sighed. “I’m supposed to be going on dates and hanging out with my friends. I never wanted to be a young mother.”

“You’re twenty-six,” Melinda said. “Is that still young to be a mom? I’m not sure where we’re at as a society on that these days.”

“I was thinking after I’m thirty or something, maybe. I’m not in any rush for that. I just want to meet someone.”

Her eyes were still on the woman who was walking the kids across the street and pointing at the statue of Andrew Jackson in the center of Jackson Square.

“God, I think I’ll wait until I’m at least thirty-two or not have them at all,” Enid said.

“Yeah, your new girlfriend is only twenty-one. My guess is you’ll be waiting a while.”

“Neither of us is even sure we want them,” Enid replied. “We might not. I like the idea of Care and I being able to pack up and go somewhere whenever we want without having to find a babysitter or worry about kids. She’s an artist and wants to travel, and I plan on going with her. Just easier without kids.”

“Aunt Rory could babysit,” Rory said of herself. “Logan and I probably won’t have any of our own, either, so babysitting would be a nice way to have them but give them back at the end of the night.”

“You can take mine whenever you want,” Melinda said. “Ky and I might have a couple, so if you’re offering your services, we’ll take advantage.”

Jill was only half paying attention at this point. Her eyes were still on the woman who had the kids stopped outside of the fence. She was explaining something to them, and her arms were moving around as if she were really excited about it.

“Pay attention, dear,” a female voice said.

Jill turned to her friends, but they were all still talking about kids, so she looked around and saw an older woman standing outside the barrier between the sidewalk and the café. She was looking down at Jill, but Jill thought for sure the woman wasn’t talking to her.

“Pay attention,” the woman repeated and pointed across the street.

Jill followed her finger, which appeared to be pointing to the brunette she’d just been staring at.

“What? Why?” she asked.

The woman gave her a kind smile and said, “You’ll see. Hello, dears,” she added, looking at Jill’s friends now as if she knew them.

Then, she walked right past their table.

“I haven’t seen her since…” Enid faded out.

“You know her?” Jill asked.

“Me too,” Rory said.

“Me three,” Melinda added.

“Who is she?” Jill asked.

“Logan and I saw her a few times, and she told her to be with me, basically. It was weird. She’s like a psychic or something.”

“Or something,” Melinda said. “Ky and I have seen her around here and there, but yeah, she’s a psychic or reader in the Square. Same with us: she kind of told us we should be together.”

“Wait. Really?” Enid asked.

“Why? You too?” Jill questioned.

“Last month, when you and I were on our date here, I saw her. She shook her head at me and looked down at how we were holding hands, but when I was doing the same with Care on our date, she nodded.”

“She has a gift,” Melinda replied. “She did the same for Bridge and Monica. I think Sophie and Bryce, too.”

“Linden and Asher?” Jill asked.

Melinda nodded.

“Is she just very lucky?” Jill asked.

“Or, maybe she does have a gift,” Rory suggested with a shoulder shrug. “I mean, look at her track record.”

“Her track record could be, like, ten percent success, for all we know. She could be walking around telling everyone she sees who to be with, and she’s just only gotten it right with our friend group,” Jill argued.

“But what are the odds of that?” Enid said.

“Did you end things with me because this psychic shook her head at you?” Jill asked her.

“What? No.” Enid laughed. “I was already feeling like you and I would be better as friends. I was just confused and not sure what to do about it: give us more time for me to get there or end it because it wasn’t going to happen. She shook her head at me, and I thought she was nuts and let it go.”

“But then, she’s all nodding at you and Caroline, too?”

“It felt like I should pay attention to both,” Enid said. “And I did. It was the right call. You’re meant for someone else, and I–” Enid stopped.

“You were about to say that you were meant for Caroline,” Rory noted with a wide smile.

“I met her last month. I have no idea if we’re meant to be.”

“Yes, you do,” Melinda replied, smiling as well. “I knew with Ky right away. It happens like that sometimes.”

“What did she say to you?” Enid changed the subject back to Jill, trying to avoid talking about her new relationship with Caroline.

“She told me to pay attention,” Jill replied.

“To what?”

“She pointed.” Jill nodded toward the Square.

“To the Statue?” Rory asked.

“I don’t know. It looked like she was pointing to the group of kids Enid joked about.”

They all turned their heads and stared at the kids and the woman who was still explaining something to them. Jill stared only at the woman, though, wondering what color her eyes might be and if she had dimples, which was stupid because she had no reason to wonder about this woman’s potential dimples or lack of them.

“I wonder what she meant,” Rory said.

“No idea,” she replied. “Should we get beignets now? I could use a ton of sugar to get me through tonight.”

“I’ll hold the table, if you want. I don’t want any,” Enid said. “Oh! But will you get an order for Care? I’m sure she would.”

Jill nodded and laughed at her friend, who was clearly already in love but not ready to admit it to herself or her girlfriend. She then took one last look at the woman with the French braid and awful khaki pants and smiled before she turned and walked with her friends to join the line.


CHAPTER 3

“During the first half of the 19th century, Place d’Armes was renamed Jackson Square in honor of the hero of the 1815 Battle of New Orleans, Major General Andrew Jackson,” Willa said. “He not only earned a statue of himself on a horse in the center of the Square, which we still see today, but also became President of the entire United States in 1829.”

“It’s hot, Miss Mailor,” one of her students said and ran his hand over his forehead like there was actual sweat there, which there wasn’t.

“We’re almost done with the walking tour of the Square. Then, we’ll take the bus back to school,” she replied.

“I did this field trip last year,” another student said.

“What did you learn last year?” Willa asked him.

“That he’s on a horse,” the boy said and pointed at the statue of Andrew Jackson, who was, indeed, on a horse.

“Why is he on a horse?”

“He likes to be on horses.”

“Why isn’t he in a car?” Willa countered.

“He could only buy a horse?” the boy replied with a lift of his ten-year-old shoulder.

“Did you learn last year that they didn’t have cars when Andrew Jackson lived?” she asked.

“How do you get around without cars?” another one of her students asked her. “How did he get to school?”

“Cars didn’t exist back then. People used horses to get around. Not everyone had horses, though, so you had to walk everywhere.”

“Like, to school and to the store with your mom?”

“Exactly,” Willa said with a smile.

“I have a bike. Why didn’t they take a bicycle?” another student asked her.

“They didn’t exist, either,” she answered. “The bicycle wasn’t invented until later. Well, there was a kind of bicycle, but not the kind you’d ride today, so it was horses, carriages that the horses would drive for them, or walking, for the most part, when Andrew Jackson lived.”

“Not even a bicycle?”

“Nope. Now, imagine you’d have to walk everywhere. How would you feel?” she asked.

“Tired,” the first student replied.

Willa laughed. She loved being a teacher. She’d always only wanted to teach kids. Currently, at her overly large public school, she was teaching both fourth and fifth-grade classes because there was a shortage of teachers due to budget cuts. There was also a shortage of a paycheck. Willa was thirty years old and had just enough money each month to pay her rent and bills, but not much more than that. Sometimes, she had to decide if she could afford to buy what she needed at the grocery store to get her through the week or if she was going to get another few packs of markers for the kids in her classes. This was the life of a teacher in America, so while Willa loved her job, she hated the other parts that often came along with it.

On top of the small teacher paycheck that she received every couple of weeks, she also worked part-time at the state museum in the Square she was currently showing to the kids who were in her summer school program. That part-time job was enough to pay for those markers, and occasionally, she allowed herself to get takeout, but the rest went to her student loans. She had only been able to swing this field trip because it cost nothing but the gas in the school bus. They were walking around for about an hour or so, and then, she’d take the kids back for pickup by their parents.

In order to get a better job in a private school system, she’d needed more than just her bachelor’s degree, though, so she had worked hard in her master’s program to graduate near the top of her class. She’d done that while also working a full-time teaching job, so she had the experience now and the educational pedigree that should get her in the door. Joining a private school hadn’t specifically been part of her plan from the moment she’d first discovered that she wanted to be a teacher, and she didn’t want to leave her kids here behind, but there was a bigger paycheck there and more supplies and funds overall, so she had recently started looking into a few schools that had openings.

The three schools she was thinking about applying for all offered scholarships for children in need as well as gifted students, which made her feel a little bit better about possibly leaving her students behind should she get a new job. Willa’s lease would also be up in three months, and according to the paperwork she’d just gotten in the mail, the management company would be raising the rent by ten percent, so she would barely be able to afford her studio apartment, which sometimes had hot water and, other times, didn’t. She could ask her parents for a loan, but they were on a fixed income themselves and had already helped from time to time with her student loans. She couldn’t ask them for anything else.

There was her sister and brother. Her sister had gone to law school, and at thirty-five, she wasn’t a partner yet but was on track at her decent-size firm, billing enough hours to pull in the kind of money each year that Willa could only dream about. Her brother was thirty-three and was an electrical engineer at an oil company. He was gone a lot, working on one oil rig or another, and he made good money doing what he did, spending hardly any of it. She knew she could ask either of her siblings, and they’d loan or just give her the money, but the smug look on her sister’s face would be too much to take. Her brother would just tell their parents and her sister, causing her dad to scramble to throw money into her account, worrying she was about to be homeless, and she would have to deal with the smug look on her sister’s face either way.

It was pride. It was all pride, and Willa knew it, but she couldn’t seem to get past it. Instead, she focused on her students and continued to show them around on their little walking tour. There were only nine of them, but she was always worried she’d lose one in the crowd of tourists, so she kept both eyes on them at all times, even when she was explaining things. When they were ready to head back to the bus, she pressed the button at the crosswalk and waited, keeping those eyes glued to the kids who were now tired and hot and ready to go back to the classroom.

“Miss Mailor?”

Willa looked down and saw Juni looking up at her expectantly.

“Yes, Juni?”

“I have to use the bathroom.”

“We will be back at the school in fifteen minutes. Can you hold it?”

“No,” the girl replied.

Willa looked around for the closest available bathroom that would allow her to watch the kids outside while Juni went in. She would normally have a teacher’s assistant on this trip with her, but due to the budget cuts, that program during the summer no longer existed, and the rule was that if there were fewer than ten children, a teacher could take them by themselves. She didn’t like that rule and thought it should be one teacher and at least an assistant for this many kids, but she didn’t want the kids to miss out on the field trips because of something they couldn’t control. She found the bathroom, kept one eye on the kids, and opened the door to look inside. There were two stalls, and both were empty, so she let Juni go in. One of the other girls followed, needing to go as well.

“Can I go, too?” one of the boys asked.

“Yes, when they’re done,” Willa replied.

“That’s the girls’ bathroom,” he noted, pointing at the open door Willa was holding so that she could keep her eye on the girls inside and the other kids outside.

“There’s no one in there, so you’ll be okay,” she said.

Fifteen minutes later, seven of the nine kids had used the restroom and washed their hands. Willa was exhausted, but she counted all nine of them and walked them back to the crosswalk. Ten minutes after that, they were on the school bus, and she sat in the front row after making sure all of the kids had settled in. When their bus driver closed the door, Willa sighed and closed her eyes for a second before the bus pulled out of the parking lot, and they were headed back to the school.

“Willa, can I talk to you for a second?” the assistant principal asked her just as Willa had ushered the kids into the classroom.

“Of course,” she replied. “Can you all work on your math until I get back?” she said to the kids.

A few of them muttered that they would, which would have to be good enough. Willa left the door open and walked into the hallway, meeting the assistant principal, a bald man with a Santa belly and twenty-five years of experience in education.

“Is everything okay?” she asked him in a low voice so that the kids wouldn’t hear.

“Yes, everything’s fine. I just wanted to let you know that the summer program you wanted didn’t get approved at the school board meeting last night.”

“It didn’t?” Willa said, disappointed. “Why not?”

She’d asked the administration for an after-school care program that she would work along with a few other teachers. It wasn’t to volunteer; they’d expect to get paid, but they had all come together and built the presentation to highlight the possible money the school could make from the plan as well. The teachers would all get paid per hour, and the school itself would be used, but the parents would pay a per-hour rate that would be higher than the rate the teachers were getting paid to be there, so there wouldn’t be extra expenses. It was a way for them to make a little extra money, and the students would have somewhere safe to be after school for a few hours. Many of the parents couldn’t pick up their kids with the shortened summer school hours, and they’d asked for something like this instead of paying a higher rate for a daycare or having to get someone to pick their child up after classes. Willa had thought this would be a win-win-win.

“The liability,” he replied. “Not all of our teachers are certified in some of the things daycares are required to be certified on, and this would be a daycare, just on school grounds. It’s also more hours for the kids to be at the school, which means more of a risk. They didn’t want to pay for the certifications or deal with any issues should a kid get injured after school hours.”

“But as long as we have at least one certified teacher there at all times, we’d be fine. We would just have to make a schedule to make sure we always have that.”

“And what if one of those teachers is sick or decides to no longer work for the program? The board didn’t want to do it, especially for a shortened summer program.”

“We needed it for the summer program.”

“I’m aware.” He sighed and ran a hand over his bald head, which was his tell.

Willa knew he was just as frustrated as she was about this. He’d been at this school for over fifteen years and had seen the money dwindle to next to nothing, giving the kids fewer opportunities and losing him teachers who could no longer pay to work here, which was what it felt like every time she had to buy her own supplies just so the kids could learn.

“I hate this, too. I promise, I did the best I could with the presentation. You can appeal the decision.”

“They don’t meet until next month. The summer program will be over by then,” Willa replied.

“I know. I wish there was something else I could do.”

“I know you tried. Thanks for letting me know, at least. I should get back to the kids.”

“Of course.”

She tried to shake off her disappointment when she reentered her classroom because she didn’t want her students to notice it, and people often discounted how perceptive kids could be at this age.

“How is that math coming along?” she asked them.

“I don’t like math,” Freddy said.

Willa chuckled and walked over to his desk, where she knelt down next to him and helped him with his times tables. An hour later, parents were arriving at the parking lot, and she watched all her kids go to their homes. Juni stood off to the side, waiting for her mother to pick her up, but another teacher was watching her, so Willa went back inside and sat down at her desk, pulling out the homework she needed to grade. Summer school was a little easier since she didn’t have that many kids. Normally, this school didn’t even offer summer classes, but there were too many students registered with the two main schools that did offer it, so they got the overage. That only told her that the school system was failing these kids.

Pulling out their science homework first, she saw Juni’s on top. Willa had no idea why this little girl was in summer school. She was bright. She asked questions when she had them, typically got most of the homework questions right, and had done well on the tests they had had so far. On this assignment, she’d gotten nine out of the ten questions right. Willa marked the one wrong and gave her some feedback before she moved on to the next assignment to grade.

Soon, she was done grading all of them, so she got into her car and headed home, where, one by one, she unlocked three locks on her door. Her neighborhood wasn’t awful, but she was an untrusting and single woman, so she didn’t like taking chances. Once inside her apartment, she dropped her bag on her kitchen table, where she always kept her bouquet of fake flowers. They were bright yellows and pinks and blues and gave her a reason to smile every day. She even dusted them to keep them looking fake fresh.

“Junk. Junk,” she said to herself as she sat down and sorted through the mail she’d grabbed on her way in. “Bill.”

Willa opened that one and read the amount she owed the water company. She sighed and dropped the bill on the table, choosing to deal with it later. When her phone rang, she sighed again when she saw who was calling.

“Wally,” she said.

“Why do you still insist on calling me that?” her sister asked.

“Because you hate it,” she replied.

“Real mature, Will.”

“You can use my nickname, but I can’t use yours? Not fair, Wallis.”

“You like your nickname,” Wallis noted. “Anyway, want to grab dinner tonight?”

Willa stared at her kitchen cabinets, which were closed, but she knew they were stocked with ramen and maybe a box of rice.

“Your treat?” she asked, hopeful.

“If I’m buying, I’m picking the restaurant.”

Willa smiled. Her sister had great taste in food.


CHAPTER 4

Jill wasn’t sure what to bring with her. If she took her mother at her word, she’d be gone for about a week, but her apartment wasn’t far from the house, so it wasn’t like she was packing for a vacation thousands of miles away. She only had a carry-on roller bag and a backpack, choosing not to spend money on real luggage yet in her life because she had no place to take it to anyway. It wasn’t like she could afford a trip to Fiji or Bali. Then again, if she went to Fiji or Bali, it would probably be with a beautiful woman she would be calling her girlfriend or wife, so she would only need to pack bikinis because they’d either be on or in the water or naked in bed.

She settled on packing a few of her uniform shirts for NOLA Guides and a couple pairs of khakis that went with them. Her mom had a washer and dryer, so she’d be able to do laundry there. She added a pair of jeans and some things to sleep in, along with all of her toiletries, her laptop, and a few other odds and ends. Then, she got in the car and arrived at her mom’s house by six-fifteen. It was strange, sitting in the driveway. She had only spent a year or so in this house before she’d left for college. Nearly right after that, her old bedroom had been turned into a guest room, so she couldn’t exactly call this place home or even familiar. Jill grabbed her stuff, and even though she had a key for emergencies, she still knocked on the door. When no one answered, she rang the bell and waited, but after a few more rings didn’t yield any result, she let herself in.

“Mom?” she yelled. “Juni?”

There was no response, so Jill dropped her stuff by the door and closed it, locking it to be safe, before she walked farther inside. The house opened on a hallway, which made seeing things beyond it difficult. She took a few steps forward and turned right into the living room, but she only saw the old furniture. Her stepdad’s stuffed deer head, which had always grossed her out, was still mounted above the sofa. He’d been so proud of his hunting skills and liked to brag often, but Jill wasn’t a fan of hunting for sport. His old recliner was next to the sofa and still probably hadn’t been used since his death, which she understood. Jill walked a little farther in and yelled for her mother and sister once more. When she checked the kitchen next, it was empty as well, and when she took a look out the back window, she confirmed that they weren’t in the postage-stamp-sized yard, either.

“Mom!” she yelled again, getting frustrated.

She walked down the hall past the bathroom and looked into Juni’s room. The kid wasn’t there. The guest room was on the other side of the hall, but she looked in there, too, despite knowing that neither of them would have any reason to be in there. Lastly, she checked her mom’s room and bathroom. No one was home. Jill grunted in frustration now.

“What the hell?”

She pulled out her phone and prepared to dial her mom’s number. Her mom hadn’t ever been a flaky person, but after she had lost her husband, a lot of things had changed in the woman. Jill wouldn’t put it past her to have changed her mind about Juni needing to be in school and that she’d just taken her with her and had forgotten to call Jill to tell her not to bother to come over. Before she could tap her mom’s contact to check, though, the house phone rang. Jill wasn’t even sure who still had a landline these days outside of her mother, but she walked over to the cordless phone that connected to a wall in the kitchen and answered the call.

“Hello?”

“Good. Hello,” a man spoke. “This is your daughter’s school. We’ve been trying to reach you.”

“Oh, you mean my mom. This is her daughter.”

“Sorry. Is your mother there?”

The way he had asked that question made it seem like he thought Jill was a little kid, which made her laugh to herself a little. No one probably expected a ten-year-old to have a twenty-six-year-old sister.

“No, she’s not. What’s going on?” she asked. “I’m Juni’s older sister. She’s supposed to be here. I’m babysitting her tonight.”

“Your sister is still here,” he replied.

“She’s still at school?”

“Yes. Your mother didn’t pick her up. We’ve been trying to reach her for several hours now. We’ve called her cell phone and left messages, and we’ve called this phone every few minutes. Our next step was to call social services or the police. We’ve had a teacher here watching Juni, and she needs to get home. I’m the assistant principal.”

“Shit,” Jill said. “Um… Let me call my mom, but I’ll be there to pick her up.”

“What’s your name?”

“Jill Solomon,” she said.

“Yes, you’re on the pickup list.”

“The list?” she asked.

“The people approved to pick up the kids. Your name is on it, so if you can come and get her, we would really appreciate it.”

“Yeah, I’m on my way,” she replied. Then, she remembered something. “Actually, I don’t know where the school is.”

The assistant principal told her the name of the school and the general location, and when the call ended, Jill dialed her mother’s number. There was no answer, and Jill was already back in the car and needed to use her phone for GPS, so she decided not to leave a message for now and drove to the school. When she got there, she saw her little sister sitting on the cement staircase, with her bright pink backpack on her shoulders and a lunch box that matched in her hand. Juni stood up when Jill pulled the car right up to her, and Jill got out because she wasn’t sure if the school would need anything else from her.

“Hi. I’m Juni’s sister, Jill,” she said to the man standing next to Juni.

“Hi, Jill,” Juni greeted as she stood.

“Hey,” Jill replied and looked back at the man. “Do you need me to sign anything?”

“No. Thank you for getting here on such short notice. Your mother is usually right on time. This hasn’t ever happened before.”

“I’ll keep trying to reach her. She’s driving to my grandparents right now. They’ve been sick. She’s probably in a cell phone black hole or something.”

“Well, I hope everything’s okay,” he replied.

“Me too,” she said softly. Then, she looked down at her worried sister and remembered that she was only ten years old. “I’m sure Mom’s fine. You know that drive to Grandma’s goes through the middle of nowhere. She’ll just have to call us when she gets there.”

“Okay,” Juni said, seemingly satisfied.

Jill thanked the assistant principal and opened the door for Juni, who climbed inside.

“Are you allowed to sit in the front seat?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?” Juni asked.

“Don’t kids have to sit in the back or in a car seat or something?”

“I’m ten,” Juni replied, looking at Jill like she was an idiot.

“Yeah, okay,” Jill said.

She tossed Juni’s backpack and lunch box in the back seat and got back into the driver’s seat.

“Is Mom really okay?” Juni asked when Jill turned the car on.

“What? Yeah, of course she is,” she replied. “She told me I was supposed to pick you up so she could leave earlier, and I was working and lost track of time. This was my fault. Sorry, Juni.”

Jill lied to protect her mother. She didn’t think it would help anyone for Juni to be worried about her right now, so she’d take the heat for this one. She drove them home, and when they got there, it only just dawned on her that there was no pizza present. Her mom hadn’t picked Juni up, which likely meant she also hadn’t ordered their dinner.

“Hey, what do you like on your pizza?”

“Cheese,” Juni told her as she walked directly to her bedroom.

“Just cheese?”

“Yes,” the girl said and disappeared into the room.

Jill pulled out her phone and dialed her mom’s number again, only to be met with another prompt to leave a voicemail. Frustrated, she did leave a message this time.

“Mom, what the hell? Juni was still at school, waiting for you to get her. You didn’t tell me I had to pick her up. And you were supposed to have dinner here. Where are you? The school told me they called and left messages. I’ve called, too. You need to call me back so that I know you’re okay. I get that there might not be coverage for part of your drive, but there’s no way you can’t find cell service long enough to call or text me that you’re fine. Stop at a rest stop or gas station or something and call me.”

Jill hung up and pulled up the app for the pizza place she usually ordered from. She got Juni a small cheese pizza and herself a medium pepperoni with green peppers. Then, she went to check on her sister, who was in her room, sitting on her bed with a workbook in her lap.

“Homework?” she asked from the doorway.

“Yeah,” Juni replied.

“I ordered dinner,” Jill shared.

“Okay,” her sister said back without looking up from her workbook.

“Um… What do you usually do at night? Mom didn’t give me any instructions or anything.”

“Homework,” Juni said. “Dinner. Bath. Then, I can play games on my tablet.”

“Tablet. Got it,” Jill replied. “Well, dinner will be here soon, so I guess just keep doing what you’re doing until it gets here.”

“Okay,” Juni said.

Jill stood there for another long moment, expecting her sister to say something else, but when Juni didn’t, she gave up and returned to the hallway, where her bags still sat. She moved them to the guest room, which had a full bed with a thin blanket, but it would work for a week or so. She didn’t have her own bathroom, technically, so after thinking about it for a second, she decided that she didn’t want to share a bathroom with Juni and would just use the one in the master bedroom instead since her mom wasn’t there to use it anyway. She didn’t want to unpack just yet, but she opened her bag and pulled out her work shirts, hanging them in the small closet because Mel wasn’t a fan of wrinkled uniform shirts.

Then, Jill went into her mom’s room, looking for any instructions or notes on Juni that the woman might have left there by mistake, but finding nothing there, she went into the kitchen, hoping something would be stuck to the refrigerator. There was no school schedule, though, no list of things to keep in mind or know about Juni, and no emergency contacts; nothing that would help Jill. After checking the living room as well and finding no signs that her mother had left her with anything she needed, Jill sat on the sofa. She supposed she might have missed something. Maybe her mom had tucked whatever notes she’d made into a drawer. Or, she might have just forgotten to do so altogether in her haste to get to Jill’s grandparents.

Jill leaned back on the sofa and looked up. Seeing the giant deer head above her own, she sighed and moved over to the right because if that thing fell, she didn’t want it to be on her head. She had no idea what to do with herself now. If she were at home, she’d be binge-watching some TV show and eating ice cream from the tub or getting ready to go out with her friends, but dinner would be here soon, so there was no point in getting her laptop out until after. Then, it dawned on her. Jill hadn’t found any notes, but she also hadn’t found any money. Her mother was supposed to leave her cash to get food and stuff Juni would need for the week, and she likely hadn’t. Knowing her mother didn’t really do the whole app money transfer thing, though, Jill made a mental note to walk her through setting it up whenever they talked next.

The doorbell rang minutes later, and Jill rose to get their food.

“I’m starving,” Juni announced as she came bounding into the kitchen.

It was well after seven now, and Jill hated that the poor kid probably hadn’t eaten anything since lunch. She remembered being around Juni’s age, feeling like it was an eternity between breakfast and lunch and then lunch to dinner. When she felt her own stomach grumble a second later, she found paper plates for them and set them down by the pizza boxes before she plated two slices of the cheese pizza for her sister and a couple of pepperoni and green pepper slices for herself.

“You eat that on a pizza?” Juni asked before she took a bite.

“Yeah. Have you ever tried it?”

“No, but it’s green. I don’t like green food.”

“You don’t like green food? Like, any green food?”

Juni shook her head and dove into her pizza.

“What about lettuce?”

Headshake.

“Broccoli?”

Another headshake but with an expression that told Jill she was crazy for even asking that one, which made Jill let out a little laugh.

“What about apples?”

“Red only,” Juni said.

“Okay. What about watermelon?”

“That’s red.”

“The outside of the watermelon is green.”

“I don’t eat the outside,” Juni argued.

“Okay. What about gum? Some gum is green.”

Juni seemed to consider for a moment and said, “I like the green apple gum Mom gets sometimes.”

“So, you do eat green food?” Jill asked.

“Gum isn’t food. I don’t eat it. I just chew it.”

And just like that, Jill had been bested by a ten-year-old, which had her chuckling a little. Juni wasn’t wrong, though: she didn’t eat the gum.

Jill decided to let it go and said, “You should try this. The peppers are a little sweet, so it balances with the spice in the pepperoni.”

“No, thank you,” Juni replied and took another bite of her cheese pizza.

“Hey, Mom was supposed to leave me some instructions and stuff so that I know what to do. Any idea where she would’ve put them?”

Juni shook her head and said, “Usually, if she leaves me a note, it’s on the table.” She looked down at the table in front of them, where Jill saw nothing. “Can I have a soda?”

“Oh, shit,” Jill muttered. “Drinks.”

“You can’t say, ‘Shit,’” Juni replied. “It’s a bad word.”

“Right,” she said with a nod. “Are you allowed to have soda?”

“Sometimes,” Juni replied.

“Since I owe you for today, I’ll get you one now, but I’ll check with Mom before tomorrow night, okay?”

“Okay.”

Jill stood, walked to the fridge, and seeing next to nothing inside when she pulled it open, she closed her eyes.

“When did you and Mom go shopping last?”

“Um… I don’t know. It was the weekend, but not the one we just had.”

Jill said shit internally this time. There was a half-gallon of milk in there, a few condiments, about six cans of soda, some lunch meat with an unknown expiration date, and a few other random things, but nothing that would comprise a full meal. She checked the freezer next, finding some ice cream and a couple of bags of frozen vegetables but not much else.

“I guess I’m going shopping tomorrow,” she muttered under her breath. “Hey, when do you have to be at school?” she asked.

“By eight-thirty,” Juni told her.

“And when are you done?”

“Two-thirty,” Juni said. “Some days, it’s earlier.”

“Some days?”

“There’s a schedule.”

“Any idea where that might be?” Jill asked as she set a soda down in front of Juni.

“Mom had it on her phone.”

“Great,” Jill said sarcastically.


CHAPTER 5

“I heard you were here late yesterday,” Willa said.

“Yeah, my sister forgot to pick me up,” Juni replied.

“She did? I didn’t know you had a sister.”

“She’s not my full sister. Mom had her and then met my dad a bunch of years later and had me.”

“I see. So, she’s your half-sister?” Willa asked.

“I guess.” Juni shrugged a shoulder.

“Are you two close?”

“No, she’s a grown-up,” Juni replied.

“I see.”

Willa picked up the green crayon and colored in the land on the Earth worksheet that Juni was working on with her. Juni had the blue crayon, coloring in the Pacific Ocean.

“What color should we make the desert?” Willa asked.

“Brown,” Juni said as if it were obvious.

“And what about the mountains?”

“White because they have snow on them.”

“Should we maybe outline them a little, though, so that we know what they are?”

“Yeah, with gray and black, maybe,” Juni said.

Willa passed Juni the gray and black crayons and stood up from her kneeling position. She liked to use this time of day, after lunch, to let the kids get creative while still learning before they went back into their regular coursework. She’d also heard from one of the other teachers that Juni had been here late because her mother hadn’t picked her up, so Willa wanted to check on the girl. Juni’s mom was usually always on time and had been early at least once a week. Willa had met the woman once, and she’d been nice enough, but something had been a little off about her that Willa hadn’t been able to put her finger on. Juni didn’t seem to be bothered by it, though, so Willa decided she shouldn’t be, either.

“Okay. Let’s finish up what we’re working on, and we’ll start math,” she said and received a few grumbles in response, which made her laugh a little.

Then, Willa returned to her desk and checked her phone for any messages. She didn’t have any, which wasn’t unusual. Dinner with her sister last night had been fun but also short. Wallis had gotten called in on a case during their entrée, but she’d at least paid the bill before she had to run out, leaving Willa to finish the steak that she’d ordered for herself slowly to savor the only good meal she’d have for the next week or so. She’d gotten home a little later than she had planned because she had decided to take a walk around the city. Knowing it was dangerous to be alone at night, she had been extra cautious, and the entire time, her finger had been on the small pepper spray she carried on her key chain. She’d needed the fresh air, though, and she’d been grateful for it by the time she’d gotten home to soak in her bathtub. She couldn’t afford fancy bath stuff, but she had gotten some bubble bath at the dollar store a few weeks ago, and it smelled like vanilla. It did the trick and relaxed her enough whenever she used it.

After their math lesson, it was time for social studies, and the last class of the day was English, which was probably Willa’s favorite class to teach because she loved it when they learned new words and read them aloud correctly for the first time. The looks on their faces were always half-surprised and half-proud. She also loved the stories they came up with and wrote down for her to read and grade later. Sometimes, there were aliens living on farms. Other times, there was a ghost in their bedroom that was their new best friend. After Freddy told the class a story about how he used to have a pet dinosaur, which seemed unlikely, Willa finished the day by telling them all to have a good night and do their homework before she walked them outside, where parents would be waiting to pick up their children.

It was her day to watch them until all the kids had been picked up, so she was hoping Juni’s mom would be on time today. She had the parent-teacher conference that night to prepare for and didn’t have time to waste. They did this only once during the summer as opposed to twice during the regular school year, but she still had to be here for four hours tonight, offering her time to chat with the parents about their kids, and she was supposed to decorate her classroom with the supplies she’d bought herself to make it look as nice as she could. Eight of her students were picked up within five minutes of dismissal, thankfully, but Juni was still sitting on the stairs after they’d all gone home. Willa waited another five minutes before she decided that they should wait back inside so that she’d be near the phone to be able to call Juni’s mom if she was much later.

“Hey, want to go inside and color until your mom gets here?” she asked.

“Jill is picking me up today,” Juni replied as she stood.

“Who’s–” Willa stopped. “Is Jill your sister?”

“Yes, she is. Hi. Sorry.” A woman came from inside the school, pushing the heavy, screeching door open as she waved a hand. “I parked out front.”

“Drop-offs are in the front,” Juni told the woman as she turned toward her. “Pickup is in the back.”

“Sorry,” the woman Willa assumed was Jill said.

Jill looked to be in her mid-twenties, which was older than Willa had assumed she would be. She had long blonde hair and blue eyes, and because no other words entered Willa’s mind at that moment to describe her, she was beautiful.

“I’m her sister,” Jill added before her face scrunched up in confusion. “Are you–” She paused. “Were you… in the Square yesterday?”

“We had a field trip,” Juni answered for Willa.

“You’re Juni’s teacher?” Jill asked.

“For summer school, yes,” she replied. “Willa Mailor.” She held out her hand. “It’s nice to meet you.”

Jill shook her hand and said, “Yeah, you too.”

“You saw us in the Square yesterday?”

“Yeah, I guess I did.” Jill smiled.

Willa looked down and saw the logo for NOLA Guides on the woman’s polo shirt. Jill’s eyes followed hers, which had landed just above Jill’s breasts. Willa quickly looked up again, trying to pretend like her eyes hadn’t been where they’d been, even though the glance had been an innocent one.

“I’m a tour guide,” Jill explained.

“That seems like a fun job. You could’ve done a better job walking them through the Square than I did, I bet,” Willa noted.

“She doesn’t give tours to kids,” Juni said.

“Yes, I do,” Jill corrected her. “Not just kids, though, like a teacher. They’re with their parents.”

“Can we go home, Jill?” Juni asked.

“Uh… Yeah,” Jill said, still looking at Willa and smiling at her.

“Will you be joining your mom at the parent-teacher conference?” Willa asked because, for some reason, she was not ready to say goodbye to Jill just yet.

“There’s a parent-teacher conference? When?”

“Tonight. In about two hours. Your mom has the seven o’clock slot, though. Before that, there’s just a presentation to all the parents in the gym. I think they’re serving cookies and juice, too.”

Jill looked down at Juni and asked, “There’s a parent-teacher thing?”

“Mom didn’t tell you?”

Jill opened her mouth to say something but seemed to think better of it, which was interesting to Willa.

“Juni, can you go inside for a second and wait for me there? I’ll be right in.”

“Fine,” Juni replied, clearly not happy about it.

Jill opened the door to let her sister walk through and then checked to make sure she remained standing there, waiting for her, before she closed the door, leaving the two adults outside.

“Everything okay?” Willa asked.

“Juni doesn’t know.”

“Doesn’t know what?”

“So, our mom is helping our grandparents, who are sick – Juni knows that part – but she was supposed to pick her up yesterday before she left, and she didn’t. I got the call when I went to babysit.”

“I see. So, your mom won’t be joining us tonight?”

“No. She’s in Florida right now. I got a text from her this morning saying that she was fine and that she thought she told me to pick Juni up. It’s a long story, but I get the impression that her mind was elsewhere yesterday.” Jill sighed. “Is it a big deal, this parent thing tonight?”

“We go over where the students are and what they should be focusing on. It’s not a huge deal, no, but we find it helpful to have the parents involved, especially in summer school when the students need to pass to move on.”

“Or, to keep the underqualified older sister involved?” Jill asked.

Willa laughed and said, “That too. If it makes you feel any better, I’ve had aunts and uncles attend. Grandparents and guardians, too. Not everyone has a mom or a dad to show up.”

“Or two moms,” Jill said.

Willa lifted an eyebrow at that comment.

“Sorry,” Jill added. “Just meant that–”

“No, it’s okay. I get it,” she interjected. “And yes.”

“So, I should be here, then, right?”

“If you can,” Willa said.

“Is there anything I should know before I show up? Does Juni come with me? I don’t have anyone else to watch her. I suppose I could ask Rory, but I think she’s busy tonight.”

“You can bring her. She would sit in the hallway or in another classroom while you and I talked.”

“Okay,” Jill said.

“Who’s Rory?” Willa asked for some other unknown reason.

“Rory?” Jill seemed taken aback by the question. “Oh. She’s a friend. We work together. She’s also a nanny, so tons of experience with kids, unlike me.”

Will laughed and asked, “How long will you be on kid sister duty?”

“At least a week. I guess my mom normally packs her a lunch because the cafeteria isn’t open during the summer here, but she didn’t go shopping, so there was nothing in the fridge to pack this morning.”

“That’s why Juni had a lunch from Starbucks today,” Willa said, laughing.

“I got her a hot chocolate, so no coffee, at least, and it was a protein pack thing. Kids need protein, right? Helps them grow and whatnot. There was a juice box. Does that make it better?”

Willa laughed again and said, “I saw the juice box.”

The door screeched open, and Juni stood there, working hard to keep the heavy door open. She looked exhausted at having to do so, which had Willa smiling a little.

“Jill, can we go now? I’m hungry.”

“Yeah, sorry,” Jill replied. “And we need to go grocery shopping before you can eat anything, but if you’re cool with that, I’ll let you get a candy bar and eat it before dinner.”

“Can it be a big one?” Juni asked.

Jill laughed and said, “Sure. Why not?” She turned and waved at Willa. “I guess I’ll see you in a few hours.”

“Hang in there. She’s a great kid,” Willa replied, still laughing. “I’ll see you later, Juni.”

Willa stood there for another minute, watching them walk away before she went back inside to begin setting up her classroom. Once she got the room decorated with a banner saying, ‘Welcome, Everyone,’ and hung up some of the kids’ artwork, she had just enough time to grab the snack she had brought with her before the first parents showed up to talk about their son who had failed the fourth grade.

The assembly in the gym was going on at the same time, but Willa had appointments until the end of the night, so she didn’t know how that was going. The tiny granola bar she’d eaten earlier hadn’t provided enough sustenance, so she remained hungry while she focused on the parents she talked to, wanting to ensure that she gave everyone her attention tonight to give the students their best chance to get back on track when the school year started in the fall.

“Uh… Hi.”

Willa looked up from the pile of papers she was reordering and saw Jill standing in the doorway.

“Oh, hi,” she replied. “Come on in. Is Juni–”

“She’s with a friend in one of the other rooms,” Jill said and walked inside, holding out a napkin in her hand. “I didn’t see you in the gym.” She held out her other hand, which had a cup in it. “I wasn’t sure if you drank coffee or not, and it’s pretty bad, but I brought you this and a few cookies.”

Willa stood up from her desk and walked toward her. She took the cookies and the coffee and smiled. She almost didn’t know what to say because as simple as the gesture was, it was also a very kind one.

“Thank you. No parent has ever thought to bring me anything before.”

“Well, I’m no parent,” Jill reminded her. “I figured you probably stayed here to do whatever to get ready, and then, you had to have the actual convos with the parents, so you might not have eaten anything.”

“Just a chocolate chip granola bar I got in the clearance aisle,” she admitted. “Thank you.” She held up the cookies, which were still wrapped in the napkin. “I appreciate this.”

“No problem. So, how does this work?” Jill asked.

Willa motioned with the hand holding the cookies for Jill to sit at one of the desks. She set the coffee down on her own desk and sat next to Jill after grabbing Juni’s progress report and assignments.

“Well, Juni is doing really well, so we can start there.”

“Yeah? Cool. My mom was worried.”

“I understand she lost her father last year?” Willa asked, opening the folder of Juni’s work.

“Yeah, almost a year to the day, actually. Car accident.”

“And she said you were her half-sister?”

“Different dads,” Jill explained.

Willa nodded and said, “Well, from what I’m seeing on my end, Juni is going to be fine moving into the fifth grade in the fall. My guess is that losing her father so unexpectedly probably put her behind, and it was difficult for her to catch back up when she was able to focus on school again. Totally understandable given the situation.”

“So, she’s okay?”

“Her scores are good. She participates, asks questions, and she’s relatively social with the other kids.”

“Relatively?”

“She doesn’t talk much with the others, but she doesn’t stay by herself all the time, either. I’d say, it makes sense to me, though. There are nine kids in this class, and only Juni and one other student go to this school regularly. The other seven all came from another school in the district because their school doesn’t offer summer school, so they were all close before they got here.”

“So, she’s not, like, withdrawing or anything?”

“No. She does well with the group when it’s required. She just doesn’t try to make friends. Personally, I think that’s fine given the situation.”

“Okay,” Jill replied. “Um… Good, I guess.”

Willa smiled and opened the napkin.

“Would you like a cookie?”

Jill laughed a little and said, “No, I had two out there already. All yours.”

“Do you have any questions for me about your sister?” Willa asked before picking up a cookie and taking a bite.

“No, I think you’ve answered them all. What do the actual parents ask, though? Am I missing something? Do I need to make sure she does her homework? Or is there a test to study for?”

“Juni is responsible. She’s turning in her homework on time. We have a test next week in science and a quiz in math that she’ll need to prepare for, but I’m not worried.”

Jill nodded and replied, “Okay. I should get her home, then, if that’s all right. She told me she was pretty tired.”

“Of course,” Willa said. “I guess I’ll see you at drop-off tomorrow. I’ll be out front.”

“I’ll be there,” Jill told her with a smile.

Willa hoped she would be.


CHAPTER 6

“Why didn’t you tell me about this before we went to the store last night?” Jill asked as she stared into the pantry, expecting the ingredients to appear like magic.

“I forgot about it until we were at the school after, and Miss Stevens was talking about it,” Juni replied. “Mom usually knows.”

“How does Mom know? Is there a schedule or something?”

“I told you, it’s on her phone.”

“Like, on an app or a saved email?”

“I don’t know,” Juni replied.

“Okay. I’ll have to go to the store and just buy some, then,” she said, closing the door.

“Store-bought? Mom always makes stuff herself.”

“Well, I’m not Mom, Juni,” Jill replied, turning around to face her.

“But I’ll…” Juni faded as she looked down at her half-eaten bowl of cereal.

“You’ll what?” she asked, sitting down next to her.

“Get made fun of,” Juni replied.

“For bringing store-bought cupcakes to a bake sale?”

“One of the boys in my class… His mom always bakes the coolest stuff. He’s in my class in the regular school.”

“And you think he’ll pick on you if I bring store-bought cupcakes?”

Juni didn’t say anything, but she also didn’t look up.

“Even if those cupcakes would taste much better than whatever I tried to make myself?”

Juni still didn’t look up, and Jill remembered what her teacher had said the previous night. Juni and this kid were the only two from this school. The others had all bonded elsewhere. Jill didn’t want her sister to get picked on because she brought a few boxes of cupcakes from the grocery store that would clearly be store-bought.

“Okay. It’s in the afternoon, right?”

“It starts at two, and you’re supposed to take us home from there,” Juni replied.

Jill nodded and said, “Get your stuff. It’s time to go.”

Juni took a final bite of her cereal and stood.

◆◆◆

After dropping Juni off, Jill went to work. She had three tours that day, but they were all in the morning and only an hour long. She was supposed to work in the office after that, but when she got to NOLA Guides, she asked Melinda if she could have the afternoon off. Enid was there, working some hours on the books, and she offered to watch the counter so that Jill could go to her mother’s house and bake three dozen cupcakes. Her sister had explained that the school was having a bake sale that day in an attempt to raise money for something, but she didn’t know what, so now, Jill was standing in the grocery store, trying to figure out what cake mix to buy and if she should get three different flavors or go with just one to make it easier on herself.

“Hey. What are you doing right now?” she asked into the phone, her purchases made and in the back seat of the car as she drove them home.

“Um… Logan and I are at my place,” Rory replied.

“Did I interrupt something?” Jill asked, teasing a little.

“What? No.” Rory laughed. “She just got done replacing my garbage disposal because it was a piece of crap, and the maintenance guy keeps putting me off. It pays to have a handy girlfriend.”

“I bet,” Jill replied. “Want to come over and help me bake some cupcakes?”

“What? Why?”

Jill filled her in on most of the details, leaving out the part about her mom forgetting to pick up her own daughter and the part about Juni worrying she’d get made fun of.

“Logan, want to go to Jill’s and bake cupcakes?” Rory asked on her side of the phone.

“Huh?” Jill heard Logan ask.

Thirty minutes later, she was opening the door to her friends, whom she was incredibly grateful for.

“I don’t bake. I assume you have some experience because you watch kids all the time,” she said to Rory.

Rory laughed and replied, “It’s not that hard, Jill. I do hope you bought a mix or something, though, so that we’re not making anything from scratch.”

“Yeah. I got six boxes because I wanted to be safe.”

They all walked into the kitchen, where Jill had placed the boxes and cans of icing on the table.

“You have ten things of icing here,” Rory noted.

“How much do I need? More?”

Rory laughed and said, “No, I think you’re good.”

“They had these pastry bag things on sale hanging on a hook. I got those, too.”

“Oh, we can have some fun, then,” Rory replied.

“Got anything I can do to help? I’m guessing three in this kitchen is a crowd,” Logan suggested.

“You’re handy, right?”

“I like to think so,” Logan said.

“Want to take a look at my mom’s shower? It’s leaking a little, and the water pressure is terrible.”

Logan’s eyes lit up, and she replied, “I’m on it. I’ve got some tools in the car.”

“She just has tools in her car?” Jill asked Rory when Logan had walked out of the kitchen.

“She always has tools on her now that she’s getting back into the plumbing thing.” Rory picked up a box. “Funfetti? Those will be a big hit.”

“Okay. How do we do this?”

Rory looked around the kitchen for the rest of the things they’d need. Jill’s mom had a cupcake pan, but only one, so they would have to bake three separate batches. They talked as they got the ingredients mixed together, and then Rory had her drop the batter into the paper cupcake holders, which Jill had managed to remember to get. It helped that all the baking stuff was in the same aisle, or she would’ve forgotten most of it.

“So, how are things here?” Rory asked.

“It’s been two days, and I feel like I’m just failing all the time. Is that what parenting is like? Because I might not want to do it.”

Rory laughed and replied, “I think that’s part of it, yeah, but you weren’t exactly prepared for this, and it sounds like your mom didn’t help all that much, either.”

“No, she didn’t,” Jill agreed. “Okay. These are ready for the oven. How much time do we have?”

“We’ll be cutting it close, for sure,” Rory replied. “Cupcakes bake pretty quickly, but they’ll need to cool before we can ice them. I wouldn’t normally, but we should put them in the refrigerator to speed that up, or you’ll be late.”

Jill nodded as she put the cupcakes into the preheated oven, silently praying she wouldn’t get her sister mocked because she couldn’t make simple cupcakes.

“Jill?”

“Yeah?”

“How are you going to get all of these there? I don’t see any trays or anything.”

“Well, fuck,” she said.

◆◆◆

Jill parked in the school’s parking lot, got out of the car, and went to grab the three dozen cupcakes that she’d placed on paper plates and a baking sheet, of which her mother only seemed to have one. She’d considered using the cupcake pan itself, too, but it was still cooling when she needed to leave, so it would’ve melted the icing she and Rory had so painstakingly applied with the pastry bag and its many attachments. Were they called attachments? Jill didn’t know. She did know that she would have to make at least three trips to get all of these wherever they were supposed to go, so she needed to get a move on, or she’d be late.

“Hey.”

Jill looked up and saw Juni’s teacher, Willa, standing a few feet away. Yes, her sister called her Miss Mailor, but the woman hadn’t introduced herself to Jill as such, and Jill liked the idea of calling her Willa instead. It was a pretty name, and it matched the pretty woman.

“Oh, hi,” she said, feeling a little embarrassed that Willa was about to see her try to carry dozens of cupcakes into the school on paper plates.

“Bake sale?” Willa asked.

“Yeah,” she replied with a laugh. “I found out about it this morning right before work.”

Willa laughed and asked, “Need some help?”

“Yes, please,” she replied and held out the baking sheet with cupcakes sliding all over it. “I should’ve covered them, but the icing would’ve been messed up, and I didn’t want to embarrass Juni with messed up cupcakes.”

Willa took it and said, “Then, let’s get this inside before the bugs get to it.”

“Right behind you,” Jill replied.

With two paper plates of cupcakes, she followed Willa into the school, which, thankfully, had an open door that she didn’t have to attempt to navigate, and once they were inside, she caught up to Willa and followed her lead because she had no idea where they were going.

“So, Juni told me my mom has some sort of schedule for this stuff, but she didn’t leave it for me. Is there an app or something that I need to download?”

Willa laughed and replied, “No, we don’t have an app. We do have the school events schedule posted on our website, though. My guess is that’s what your mom is using.”

“I should’ve thought of that,” Jill said, hating herself a little bit. “I still have more of these to grab.”

“How many did you bake?” Willa asked.

“Three dozen. She said that was what she needed.”

Willa laughed again and said, “One dozen. Each student was supposed to bring in one dozen.”

“What?” Jill asked. “I made these. It took me all afternoon. I had friends come over to help because I don’t bake things. Look at this icing; there’s a swirl there.”

“Yes, you did a vanilla chocolate thing. Very nice.” Willa laughed. “These will go quickly.”

“The funfetti ones are in the car,” Jill said. “Should I even bring them in?”

“I think we’ll be okay with these two, but I also don’t think those should sit in your car for much longer. The heat will melt them all over your back seat.”

“Shit,” she said. “I need to grab them, then. Where did she get three dozen?”

They arrived in the cafeteria, which had about ten people walking around, setting things up on tables.

“She probably wanted you to bake the most. The kids were joking about it last night at the conference, from what I heard.”

“Oh, I’ll kill her. I took the afternoon off to do this. I’m paid hourly.”

Jill set the paper plates down next to the tray that Willa set down, too.

“You took the afternoon off to do this for your sister? Why didn’t you just buy some? All the other parents do.”

Jill’s jaw dropped, and she said, “They do? My sister is a pathological liar. Is she a sociopath? She told me they all make stuff. Well, she said one parent did, at least.”

“Oh, I know who she’s talking about.” Willa pointed to another table about twenty feet away, where on top of a crisp white tablecloth, there were at least three different kinds of baked goods with pink plates, blue napkins, and clear plastic cutlery. “She’s a pastry chef.”

“Huh?”

“That’s why she makes everything herself and it’s always amazing: she’s literally a pastry chef. She works in one of the fancy bakeries in town. In her defense, Juni probably didn’t know that to tell you.”

“So, I’m going up with my box cupcakes against an actual pastry chef?”

“Jill, I think you’re putting a little too much pressure on yourself. It’s just a bake sale. We do these once a summer, and it’s mainly fun for the kids. It’s not like we’re making any real money at these things. The parents are involved, and the kids get to have a little fun at the end of the school day. I only organize it because they’re kids, and it’s summer. They need to get ready for their fall classes, but I also want them to have fun.”

“You organized this?” Jill asked.

Willa nodded at her with a smile and said, “It’s the one thing the school board lets me do since it doesn’t cost us any money, and we’re doing it during school hours when the kids are still here.”

“I should get those other cupcakes. I’ll be right back.”

“It’s time to get started anyway, so I’ll get the kids lined up and walking this direction,” Willa said.

Jill went back out to her car to get the other plates filled with unnecessary cupcakes, and when she returned, she saw that the cafeteria was a lot busier now. There were about a hundred kids of all ages walking around the different tables filled with baked goods. There were more parents, too. Some were handing their children money. Others were manning the tables. It was only then that Jill realized that she hadn’t given Juni any cash to buy something for herself. She saw her little sister eyeing the baked goods from the fancy table and quickly walked her own contribution to the other table. She set the cupcakes down, arranged them in tight rows, and moved the baking sheet behind the table before she smiled at the woman who was manning it.

“Do I need to, like, work the table?” she checked.

“No, I’ve got it,” the woman replied with a smile. “I’m Sam’s mom, Cynthia.” She held out her hand for Jill to take.

“Hi,” Jill said, shaking it. “I’m Juni’s older sister, Jill.”

“Nice to meet you.”

Jill had no idea who Sam was or even if they were in Juni’s class, but she excused herself politely and found Juni still staring at the fancy woman’s table, practically salivating.

“Hey, uh…” Jill pulled her wallet out of her purse and, thankfully, found a five-dollar bill. “Here. Go crazy.”

“Really?” Juni asked, taking the money from her.

“Yeah. But at least buy one of the ones I spent my whole day making, despite you not needing to bring three dozen.” She lifted an eyebrow at her sister.

Juni only smiled that smile that told Jill she knew she’d been caught. Then, she looked over at the table where Jill’s cupcakes were currently sitting.

“Which ones are yours?”

“Those.” Jill pointed. “I was told chocolate and vanilla swirled icing was all the rage and that funfetti was a winner.”

“You made funfetti?” Juni asked excitedly and walked over to the table briskly. “Whoa. Cool. Mom never did this with the icing. She just spread it with a knife.”

Jill smiled, unable to contain her joy. She made her sister a little happy today. Juni picked out two cupcakes and handed Sam’s mom, Cynthia, the five-dollar bill. Cynthia gave Juni her change and the two cupcakes on a plate.

“Can I go eat these with my friends?” Juni asked.

Jill nodded, liking that Juni had said friends, and watched her run off to join a table of kids.

“She seems happy,” Willa noted.

Jill turned to smile at her, happy to see that she hadn’t lost Willa in the crowd.

“Yeah. She bought my cupcakes with the money I gave her, which I think means I just paid twice.”

Willa laughed and said, “It’s sweet that you did all this for her.”

“I don’t do enough for her. I’ve been pretty distant for most of her life,” she admitted. “We’re sixteen years apart, so not exactly close.”

Willa nodded and said, “She’s a sweet kid.”

“Yeah, she is,” Jill replied as she watched Juni squish icing between her thumb and forefinger before she stuck the whole mess into her mouth. “Hey, are you busy tonight?”

“Sorry?”

“I’m buying drinks for the friends who helped me bake all these today. You could join us, if you want,” Jill offered.

“What about Juni?”

“I’ve got a friend of mine watching her for a couple of hours,” she replied. “She and her fiancée want kids one day, and she said this was good practice.”

Willa laughed and said, “I probably shouldn’t. I’m Juni’s teacher.”

“You can’t hang out with the sister of a student?”

Willa seemed to consider and replied, “I guess there’s nothing that says I can’t.”

“Well, my other friend owns the bar, so I either get free or cheap drinks, depending on Candace’s mood. I can buy you a drink, too, if you want.”

“Yeah. Okay. I could use a night out. It’s been a while.”

“Yeah? Cool,” Jill said with a smile.

She hadn’t planned on inviting Willa out. It had just slipped out. But now that she had, and Willa had accepted, Jill was very much looking forward to it.


CHAPTER 7

“So, you let Mel and Kyle watch your sister?” Rory asked.

“They want kids one day, and they’re both adults, so I thought they could handle one shy kid for a couple of hours. Juni has homework, and she seems pretty self-sufficient, but honestly, I’m, like, three days into this babysitting thing, and it’s a lot. How do you do it?” Jill asked back.

“Well, they’re not related to me, and I get to leave at the end of the night, so that’s easier,” Rory replied.

“Willa, how long have you been teaching?” Rory’s girlfriend, Logan, asked.

“Oh, forever,” she said with an awkward laugh. “Since I graduated, I mean.”

“Do you like it?” Logan asked before taking a drink of her beer.

“I do,” she replied. “Somedays are harder than others.”

“How so?”

“Just that we make next to nothing and have to buy most of our supplies ourselves, which means the kids don’t get all the things they should be getting. It keeps getting worse, too, but I’m sure that’s not a surprise to anyone here.”

“That teachers get paid next to nothing and should get a whole lot more? No, not surprising,” Rory replied. “I do hate it, though.”

“Me too,” Willa said with a smile.

Jill’s friends were nice. Candace, the woman who owned the bar, had stopped by their table and had offered Willa her first drink for free as long as she promised to tell her friends about the new neighborhood hangout. Willa promised, and Candace surprised her with some amazing apple concoction that she had to be careful about drinking because it was one of those drinks that made someone only taste the sweetness and not the alcohol it contained, and she was driving. She had arrived after Jill and her friends, so she had been introduced to Rory and Logan and had joined their table. Jill had introduced her as Juni’s summer school teacher, which, she supposed, was fine. They’d only just met, and all Jill knew about her was that she was a teacher, but she thought Jill was cute and wondered if she might be into women, so she was hoping to maybe be a friend by the end of the night.

“Who’s Mel?” she asked.

Jill turned to her and smiled at her.

“She’s technically my boss, but she’s also a friend. Her fiancée, Kyle, is watching my sister with her. They’re thinking about having kids one day, like I said, so Mel told me she’d give me a few hours off tonight so that they could practice on someone else’s kid.”

“I can’t wait to hear from Mel tomorrow.” Rory laughed. “I’m guessing Kyle will be all laid back and let Juni do whatever, but Mel will want her to follow the schedule.”

“They’ll be good moms one day either way,” Jill suggested.

“Moms?” Willa asked.

“Oh, sorry. Kyle is a woman. Happens a lot,” Jill replied.

“Right,” Willa said.

Rory and Logan turned to look at one another, and Jill leaned over a little.

“Sorry. I guess I didn’t really explain when I invited you here, but most of my friends are gay. Mel and Kyle and those two.” Jill pointed across the table. “Um… Me as well.” She pointed to herself. “Is that a problem?”

“What? No,” Willa said with a little laugh. “I’m gay, too, so no problem. It’s actually nice. I don’t have many lesbian friends. None, technically. My older sister is totally straight and tries to help me meet women sometimes, but that’s about as close as I get.”

“Yeah?” Jill said with a half-smile. When Willa nodded, Jill cleared her throat before she turned back to the table and asked, “What’s your sister’s name?”

“Wallis.”

“Wallis?”

“My mom saw it in a book or something,” Willa shared. “Then, she went with the Ws for the rest of us, too.”

“How many siblings do you have?”

“Just one more. My older brother. He’s–”

“Let me guess.” Jill turned back to her. “Wilbur.”

“No.” Willa laughed.

“Walter.”

“No,” Willa said and turned to her, placing her arm on the back of the booth.

“Wesley?”

“Not even close.”

Jill squinted as if she were trying to read Willa’s mind, and it was really cute.

“Wyatt?”

Willa shook her head no and asked, “How many more guesses do you want?”

“At least three,” Jill said, holding up three fingers.

“Okay. Shoot.”

“Um… Winston?”

Willa shook her head again.

“Damn.” Jill dropped a finger. “William? Is it William? I thought that would be too obvious.”

“Not William.”

“Well, fuck,” Jill said, dropping another finger.

“Do you two need us here for this?” Rory teased.

“Shut up,” Jill replied with a laugh. “Last guess. Okay. What about Warren?”

“Nope. Sorry.”

“Really? How many more W names can there be?”

“At least one more, apparently,” Logan answered.

“Don’t you have a shift to get to?” Jill joked.

“Shift?” Willa asked.

“Oh, I work here. Not tonight, though. She’s just bitter she didn’t guess your brother’s name,” Logan replied.

“Wait. What is it?” Jill asked.

“Wade.”

“Wade? Oh, come on… How was I supposed to guess that?” Jill said and took a long drink from her glass.

Willa laughed and had this urge to put her hand on Jill’s lower back to rub it and comfort her mockingly, but she swallowed and kept her hand to herself instead. She’d just met this woman. She had no reason to believe that Jill was into her at all. An invitation to hang out with her friends didn’t mean that Jill was single or interested.

She glanced at Rory in an attempt to look away from Jill, and Rory gave her a look in return. Willa was pretty sure she knew what Jill’s friend was silently doing: she was sizing her up. Rory then looked at Jill before looking back at her, and Willa didn’t know what to do, so she just looked down and picked up her drink, which was already mostly gone. When Jill’s phone rang, Willa didn’t mean to, but she read the name on the screen and saw that Jill’s mom was the one calling.

“Shit. Sorry,” Jill said. “I need to take this.”

“No problem,” Willa replied.

Jill got up from the booth to answer the call, and Willa watched as she headed outside, likely where she thought it would be quieter.

“So, you’re the baby, huh?” Rory asked.

“Sorry?” Willa asked back, returning her attention to Rory and Logan.

“The baby of the family.”

“Oh. I guess. Are you still the baby when you’re thirty years old?”

“I’m thirty, and I don’t think I’m a baby,” Logan said.

Rory smiled and rolled her eyes at her girlfriend.

“How long have you two been together?” Willa asked.

“A couple of months,” Logan answered.

“Really? Seems like much longer.”

“Feels that way, too, sometimes,” Rory replied with a smile. “So, do you have someone special?”

Willa shook her head and said, “No, I’m single. Haven’t had a relationship in a while.” She thought about how that sounded. “Not that I don’t want one or that I can’t be in one. I just meant that it’s been a while. Like, a couple of years or so.”

“Logan is my first relationship,” Rory shared.

“And she’s my first in a while,” Logan added.

They talked for a few more minutes, which was enough time for Willa to finish her drink, and she wondered what was taking so long as she looked over at Jill’s watered-down one.

“Do you think I should go check on her?” she asked. “It’s been a few minutes.”

“Go for it,” Rory said. “We’ll be here.”

Willa stood and grabbed her purse. She didn’t want to interrupt an important conversation, but Jill had been gone for a while now, and Willa just wanted to know that she was okay. She walked through the open door and looked left and then right, spotting Jill still on the phone near the corner of the block. Willa didn’t want to eavesdrop, but Jill was looking away from her, and she was talking pretty loudly.

“Mom, come on. I can’t do that. That’s too much,” Jill said and spun around right after.

When she noticed Willa standing there, probably looking like she was lurking behind her, Jill held up a finger. Willa made some kind of motion with her hands to try to indicate that she’d just go back inside, which made her look like an idiot.

“Mom, I’ve got to go. I’ll call you later.” Jill paused, probably to listen to whatever her mother was saying. “I’ll show you how to send it, but you have to send it, Mom. I can’t just suddenly afford to take care of a kid out of nowhere.”

Willa made a different move with her hands, trying to show Jill that she was going back inside, so Jill should talk as much as she wanted.

“Yeah, bye,” Jill said and hung up the phone. “Sorry.”

“No, I’m sorry.” Willa took a few steps toward her. “I didn’t mean to interrupt. I–”

“Are you leaving?”

“What? No. I came to check on you.”

“Oh. You just have your purse.”

“I didn’t want to leave it inside,” she explained. “I really didn’t mean to interrupt. You were just out here for a while, and it’s not safe at night to be outside alone. I have pepper spray to–”

“Pepper spray?” Jill teased.

“Yeah, on my key chain.”

Jill smiled and said, “That’s cute.”

“It’s not cute.” Willa laughed. “It’s for safety. Safety isn’t cute.”

“I bet it’s cute when you hold it up.”

“Want to find out?” Willa offered jokingly. “I can spray you with it, and you can tell me if it’s cute.”

“No. No.” Jill waved her hands in front of her face and laughed.

“Is everything okay?” Willa asked. “You don’t have to tell me. I–”

“She’s going to be gone longer,” Jill shared. “She didn’t really give me a ton of details, but I guess there are more doctor’s appointments and tests to run, so she’ll be there at least until the end of the month and maybe longer.”

“Oh, wow,” Willa replied.

“I’ve been watching the kid for three days, and I already needed a break,” Jill said, shaking her head. “How am I going to take care of her for a month?”

“Do you have any other family here that can help?”

“No. My mom moved here with my dad before I was born. Everyone else is in other states, and my family isn’t big to begin with. I asked if I could drive Juni to her this weekend so that she could enroll her in a summer school there, but she said no. She wants her to stay here and finish.”

“It is easier for her to stay here. The curriculum might be different wherever she’d end up, putting her behind.”

“I know. But I have a life. I’ve already had to take time off to make cupcakes. I altered my schedule so I could drop her off and pick her up from school. My mom was supposed to leave me money, and she didn’t. I just told her I’d show her how to transfer money online because she doesn’t really do that, and she said she would, but I’m not convinced. She told me before that she’d pick Juni up from school and leave me information and cash, and she didn’t do either.”

“Do you need a hug?” Willa asked.

Jill smiled at her and said, “Are you offering? Because that would be really nice.”

“I am,” she replied and held out her arms, leaving her purse to dangle on her elbow.

Jill walked into her arms and wrapped her own around Willa’s shoulders. Willa’s were around Jill’s waist, and, damn, Jill felt good. Willa hadn’t hugged a woman whom she wasn’t related to in a long time. She didn’t want to hold on too long, making this one of those hugs, because she didn’t want things to turn awkward, but Jill wasn’t rushing to pull away, either, so Willa finally did what she had wanted to do earlier and rubbed Jill’s back up and down.

“That feels good,” Jill said against her neck.

“It’s going to be okay,” Willa replied softly.

“Is it? I might have just been forced to adopt a ten-year-old.”

Willa laughed a little against Jill’s body and said, “She’ll be back, Jill. She’s just taking care of your grandparents.”

“I know.” Jill sighed. “Do I have to stop hugging you? You give great hugs. Five stars.”

Willa smiled as she squeezed Jill a little tighter and said, “No. We can keep doing this for however long you need.”

“Well, it’s getting late. Do you have that pepper spray handy just in case we need it?”

Will laughed, and due to the shaking of her body against Jill’s, her hand accidentally shifted under Jill’s shirt on her back, touching the warm skin for only an instant before she removed it and pulled quickly out of the hug.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to…”

“It’s okay,” Jill said with a smile. “I really didn’t mind.”

Willa nodded slowly and asked, “Should we go back inside?”

“Sure. Why not? I’ve got Mel and Kyle for…” Jill pulled out her phone and checked the screen. “Another hour. Want me to buy you another drink?”

“Maybe just get yourself a new one since your first one is probably mostly water by now. I can take a sip of that.”

“Oh, you can, can you?” Jill teased.

And Willa really liked it.


CHAPTER 8

“How am I supposed to do this?” Jill asked from her swivel chair in the back office of NOLA Guides.

“She’s a very good kid. When Ky and I watched her last night, she was polite and spent most of the night in her room, working on homework,” Melinda said from the other swivel chair in the room.

“No, not Juni. I mean, yeah, Juni – I still have no idea how to parent a kid for the next month. But I meant Willa.”

“Who’s Willa?” Melinda asked.

“Her date,” Rory said as she walked into the office.

“She wasn’t my date. I just invited her to have drinks with all of us.”

“Please, you two were flirting all night,” Rory remarked.

“Who was flirting?” Enid asked, walking in.

“How many more of you are out there?” Jill asked. “It’s like a clown car.”

Melinda laughed and replied, “Asher and Linden are on their way. We’re going to lunch with them to talk wedding stuff. Bridge and Monica are joining us. But back to you now. Willa? Date?”

“It wasn’t a date,” Jill argued. “I want one, though.”

“I wish I would’ve been there,” Enid said. “Why didn’t I get an invite?” She leaned against the wall by the door.

“You were with your girlfriend, I’m guessing,” Jill said.

“She’s been sketching a lot lately, and I’m one of her favorite subjects,” Enid revealed.

“Gross. Were you naked, Enid?” Jill asked.

“Did you just say, ‘Gross?’” Enid asked with a laugh. “Like, a month ago, you had your tongue down my throat and wanted to sleep with me on our first date.”

“The first date? Really, Jill?” Melinda teased.

“What? She’s hot.” Jill shrugged a shoulder. “Can we get back to Willa now?”

“She’s hot, too,” Rory said.

“She is, right?” Jill asked and sighed. “And her hugs…”

“There was a hug?” Melinda asked.

“There was the hug,” Jill said. “And it was just what I needed, and she somehow knew that.”

“So, who is this again?” Enid asked.

“She’s Juni’s summer school teacher. She’s thirty years old and has gorgeous brown hair and blue eyes. She’s also the woman we saw in the Square when that crazy old lady told me to pay attention and pointed at her.”

“Hold on… You didn’t tell me that,” Rory spoke. “The psychic told you to pay attention to someone, and then that someone showed up in your life unexpectedly? Now, she’s hugging you at bars, apparently, and you’re thinking about her a day later?”

“It’s not that big of a deal,” Jill replied. “We just happened to be there at the same time, and the crazy lady was there, too, looking for someone to freak out, I guess.”

“Jill, we told you about her,” Melinda said with a laugh. “She knows things.”

“Back to Willa. I want to ask her out,” Jill said.

“So, ask her out.” Enid shrugged.

“How the hell do I do that? I only asked her for drinks because I thought I would have Juni for, like, two more days. Now, my mom’s not coming back until probably August, while Willa will be her teacher the whole time and I’m like a junior parent. On top of that, I have to actually watch the kid. Asking for one night off because Mel and Ky wanted parent practice is fine, but asking you to watch her a few times a week or overnight if I want to stay over with someone is a whole other story. She’s my sister, so my responsibility. Well, she’s really my mother’s responsibility, but she, apparently, did not pay attention when her own parents were teaching her about responsibility growing up.”

“What did she say when you talked to her?” Rory asked.

“That they have more tests to run on both of them and she doesn’t have any answers yet. I asked if they were okay, and she said that they were. They have mild fevers off and on and a few other symptoms. My grandma is coughing a lot, but she’s been a smoker her whole life, so that’s not really new. I’m trying not to worry about them too much since I have enough to worry about now.”

“I think if you like the woman, you ask her out, and you figure out the rest,” Enid said.

“I can babysit,” Rory offered. “If you need someone and I don’t have to work. Now that I’m here mostly full-time, I only have my one regular nanny gig. When school starts back up, that’ll change, but I can probably watch her once a week, at least.”

“Thanks, Rory.” Jill smiled at her. “Willa would have to say yes first.”

“But she gave you the best hug ever. I’m sure she’ll say yes,” Melinda teased.

Jill rolled her eyes and said, “I didn’t want to let go.”

“No?” Enid asked.

“No.” Jill shook her head. “I just wanted to stand on that stupid sidewalk and let her hold me. No offense, Enid, but I’ve never really felt that before.”

“None taken. Though, you did say me naked was gross earlier, so I’m still taking offense at that one.”

Jill laughed and replied, “I never saw you naked, so I wouldn’t know anyway.”

“Sorry; are you talking about my girlfriend?”

Jill turned to see Caroline standing in the doorway.

“Yeah, just upset that I never got to see her naked,” she joked.

“I’m not,” Caroline stated.

Enid just laughed and asked, “What are you doing here? Were we supposed to meet for lunch or something?”

“No. I was just at one of the galleries, checking it out, and I thought I’d stop by to say hello.” Caroline leaned in and kissed her girlfriend. “I came at an interesting time, I see.”

“Jill has a crush,” Enid revealed.

Caroline lifted her eyebrow and asked, “Yeah? Not on Enid, though, right?”

“Not on Enid.” Jill laughed. “On Willa.”

“Who’s Willa?” Linden asked, walking into the office.

“Seriously? How many of you are out there?” Jill asked.

The office could barely fit four people comfortably, so it was getting a little crowded.

“No one is at the counter, so I just came back,” Linden said. “Ash is outside on the phone.”

“Give me a minute, and I’ll be right out,” Melinda said. “Are Bridge and Monica out there yet?”

“I didn’t see them,” Linden replied. “So, what are we talking about?”

“Jill’s crush on Willa.”

“You have a crush?” Linden asked.

“I like a woman. I wouldn’t call it a crush.”

“Who is she?”

“We’re not doing this again,” Jill said. “I will just record myself telling the whole story and send everyone the video so that I don’t have to repeat myself twenty times.”

“I’ll wait for that video, then,” Linden remarked playfully. “And you have a walk-in.” She hooked her thumb to the front.

“I’ve got it,” Rory replied and left the crowded office.

“And I have a lunch to get to,” Melinda said, standing.

“I should go, too. You’re working,” Caroline spoke.

“You can watch me do the books,” Enid offered in response.

“That sounds… not exciting at all. Can I just see you later?”

“Sure,” Enid replied, laughing before she leaned into a kiss Caroline gave her.

Jill was glad to see that those two were still together and clearly happy, even though she’d had a couple of dates with Enid and thought that they’d gone well. Enid only had eyes for Caroline, though, so Jill needed to find a different woman who only had eyes for her. She wasn’t sure if that was Willa, but last night, she had really loved that hug.

She hadn’t ever really told her life story to anyone she had dated. She supposed it was because she was a private person when it came to things but also because it wasn’t some sob story. She didn’t want or need pity from anyone. She just knew what it was like to have a mother completely shift her attention to a man and then their daughter right when she’d been a teenager and could’ve used her mother the most, but it wasn’t like she had had the worst upbringing, even among her own friends. She had gotten a decent education in high school and had been able to go to college and earn her degree. She had never gone without food or shelter. She really had nothing to complain about in the overall scheme of things. Watching her mom choose two other people over her time and again and then never going home during college had been hard, sure, but it wasn’t the end of the world, and she was an adult now.

She hadn’t told her entire life story to Willa or anything, but the fact that Willa knew about Juni right off the bat and about her mom’s irresponsibility felt good. It felt like if Jill did ask her out and Willa said yes, they would be starting in a good spot. Jill wouldn’t have to be the life of the party or the one who always made the jokes to avoid talking about anything real.

Jill looked down at the desk when she heard her phone ring.

“Shit. That’s my grandma.” She picked up the phone and rushed out of the office, turning to go up the stairs that led to Melinda’s old apartment, which she knew would be unlocked. “Grandma?” she said into the phone as she opened the door.

“Hey, honey.”

“Is everything okay?” Jill asked as she walked inside the apartment and closed the door behind her.

“Well, I’m not sure. That’s why I’m calling.”

Jill sat in a chair at the kitchen table and asked, “Are you feeling okay?”

“Yes, I’m fine. Why?”

Jill scrunched her nose and said, “Because you’re sick.”

“I’m not sick,” her grandma replied. “Who told you I was sick?”

“Mom,” she said instantly. “What do you mean you’re not sick? Grandpa?”

“He’s fine. We’re both fine. Why would–” Her grandma stopped. “Where is your mother?”

“What are you talking about? She’s with you,” Jill said.

“She was supposed to show up yesterday for a visit, but she didn’t. We’ve been calling, and it’s gone straight to voicemail every time.”

“Hold on.” Jill shook her head rapidly, trying to figure out what was going on here. “She’s not there? She’s not with you? You’re not sick?”

“No, we’re fine. Your mother called the other day and said she’d be stopping by for a little visit with Juni. We made up the guest room for them, and they didn’t show. They were supposed to be here by dinner. Where’s Juni?”

“She’s fine. She’s in school right now. I dropped her off this morning.”

“Then, where is your mother? Why did she tell us she was bringing Juni?”

“I don’t know.” Jill sighed. “She told me that you were both sick and that she had to leave quickly to get you both to the doctor.”

“We are perfectly healthy for two old people,” her grandma replied. “Jill, I’m worried. If she’s not there and she’s not here, where is she?”

“I don’t know.” Jill sighed again. “Why did she lie to me? To you?”

“We should call the police and report her missing,” her grandma suggested.

“I just talked to her last night, and she sounded fine. She lied to me, obviously, but she sounded fine.”

“She’s not answering my calls.”

“Let me try to call her, okay? If I can’t get ahold of her, we’ll call the police.”

“Okay. Call me back.”

“I will.”

Jill hung up and immediately dialed her mother’s number. She waited impatiently as the phone rang. What the hell was going on? Her mom had lied to her and to her mother. When the voicemail message started, Jill grunted in frustration.

“Mother, where the hell are you? I just got a call from Grandma. She’s not sick. Grandpa isn’t, either. She said you were supposed to visit with Juni, but you’re not there, and you’re not here, so I’m about to call the cops and report you missing. Mom, we’re worried. What’s going on? I don’t know what to tell Juni, and you still haven’t sent me any money. I sent you the information on how to do that this morning, and your phone is on read, so I know you saw it. Please call me back. Call Grandma back, too. I’m going to tell her we’re calling the police because I don’t know what’s going on and I’m not taking any chances.”

Jill hung up after leaving the pleading message and went to call her grandmother to tell her that she was going to go to the police station to report her mother missing. It would be better than calling since she would get their full attention in person. She knew there was some rule about an adult going missing for forty-eight or seventy-two hours before someone could report them missing. How long had it been? Would they count the phone call from the previous night? If so, it hadn’t even been twenty-four hours. If not, it had been more than seventy-two. Her phone pinged while she was considering her options, so she looked down, seeing a message from her mother.

Mom: Jill, I’m fine. Don’t call the police. I’ll tell you more later, but I am okay.

Jill typed feverishly.

Jill Solomon: How do I know this is really you? Mom, just call me.

Three dots appeared.

Mom: It’s me. I can’t call, Jill. I can’t. I need some time. If you need to make sure it’s me and that I’m safe, you have a scar on your elbow from a bicycle accident when you were nine, and you were riding that bicycle with Allison, your best friend from school. Juni lost her most recent tooth three weeks ago while she was eating dinner. You can ask her to confirm. It’s me. I’m fine.

Jill didn’t know what to do. She believed that it was her mother but had no evidence that someone wasn’t forcing her to type this. Then, she remembered that her mom had left the house and New Orleans on her own. She’d packed her own bags. She had driven her own car. There were no signs of struggle in the house, either, and Jill had spoken with her last night, and her mother sounded okay. She decided to let her have this one.

Jill Solomon: I won’t call them yet, Mom, but you need to tell Grandma that you’re okay, and I need to know when you’re coming back. This isn’t fair to me, Grandma, or Juni.

Her mother didn’t respond, but Jill could see that she read the message. Jill leaned back in the chair and had no idea what to do now. She called her grandmother back to tell her about what had happened. Her grandma had decided not to call the cops, either, but she’d be giving her only daughter a very short leash. Jill agreed that if they didn’t hear from her later that night, her grandparents were going to file a police report from Florida, and Jill would do the same from here.

Focusing on her last tour of the day was more than difficult. Jill forgot to mention several facts and didn’t put the usual personality into her delivery, so it was no surprise that her tips were less than normal. She tucked the cash into the pocket of her khakis and tried to remember how much money she had in her bank account and how she could afford to feed Juni and herself if her mom didn’t send her any money. She should be okay for the next couple of weeks, but not if she continued to get tips like this.

Her workday done, she had to pick Juni up from school, and she didn’t want her fear and confusion to show, so she waited for her sister to walk outside with the other students and was happily surprised to see Willa walking out behind her.

“Hey,” Jill said mainly to Willa.

“Hi,” Willa replied with a smile.

“Did you have a good day?” she asked Juni.

“Yes,” Juni replied. “I got an A on my science project.”

“Yeah? That’s awesome,” Jill said. “Will you show it to me when we get home?”

“Okay,” Juni replied and pulled open the car door.

“Hey, you okay?” Willa checked.

Jill turned to her after watching Juni get in the car and said, “Sort of.” She then sighed and added, “No, that’s not right. I’m not okay, no.”

“What happened?” Willa asked, moving a little closer.

“My mom. It’s a long story. I don’t know what to tell Juni. She’s going to ask about her or want to talk to her soon, and I don’t know what to say.”

“I’m sorry, Jill,” Willa said.

“I don’t know how you knew I wasn’t okay, though. I thought I was hiding it really well.” She smiled.

“Same look you had on your face last night after you got off the phone with your mom,” Willa explained. “But for what it’s worth, I don’t think Juni picked up on it.”

“Good,” she said on a sigh and ran her hand through the hair that she’d taken down after work. “I should get her home.”

“Yeah, of course. You have my number now, so if you need to talk, you can call me.”

Jill smiled again and asked, “Any chance you’re free for dinner? I’m ordering pizza again.”

Willa smiled back at her but said, “I probably shouldn’t. Juni would be there, and I am her teacher.”

“Right. Duh. Sorry,” Jill replied.

“Don’t be sorry,” Willa told her. “I’d like to.”

“Yeah?” Jill asked, hopeful.

“Yes,” Willa said with a smile.

“What if we told her you were coming over to see her science project?”

“I’ve seen it already. I graded it.”

“Right,” Jill said.

Willa bit her bottom lip then, and Jill knew it was her considering face. Willa was actually thinking about coming to dinner that night, so Jill decided to stand there and wait until she got her decision.

“If I come over, can we tell her it’s because you and I are new friends?”

Jill nodded and said, “Yeah. It’s the truth, right?”

“Jill, can we go home?” Juni asked.

Jill turned around to see that her sister had rolled down the window and was now leaning out of it.

“The air is on. Roll up the window, Juni,” she said. “And yes, we’re going.”

Willa laughed and asked her, “What time?”

“Six?”

“I can do six. Should I bring anything?”

“No, just you,” Jill replied. “Oh! What do you like on your pizza?”


CHAPTER 9

Willa had no idea what she was doing, so she texted her sister.

“I’m about to go into a client meeting. What’s up?”

“I texted you,” Willa replied into the phone.

“I know. I’m calling you back.”

“But I just texted. Why did you call?”

“Willa, I love you, but if you don’t get to the point of what the hell you meant when you said you didn’t know if you should go or not, I will hang up on you and get back to work.”

Willa let out a deep breath and said, “Wally, I met a woman.”

“You did?”

“Her name is Jill. She’s twenty-six. She’s beautiful and funny and really kind, but I don’t think she realizes that she’s kind. She just does it and feels guilty when she doesn’t.”

“What?” Wallis laughed.

“I just mean that she’s nice, and I like her a little.”

“Well, if you’re calling me, we are not talking a little.”

“True. Anyway, she invited me to dinner.”

“What’s the problem here? Go to dinner.”

“She’s the older sister of a student.”

“Hold on. What? Your students are, like, ten. How old is this woman?”

Willa laughed and said, “She’s twenty-six. I just told you that.”

“Oh. I was only half-paying attention. Big age difference, huh?”

“Half-sister.”

“Okay. So, why are you thinking about not having dinner with her?”

“The sister will be there. Jill is taking care of Juni for her mom right now, so I would be having dinner with them at their house.”

“Jill lives there, too?”

“No, she’s staying there.”

“Okay. She invited you?”

“Yes.”

“Then, go. Don’t make it weird,” Wallis told her. “Just go, have fun, and see if there’s something there. If she invited you, it means she’s probably interested, right? Is she gay?”

“Yes, but I don’t know if she’s interested. She might just need a little support tonight. Her mom seems like kind of a flake right now.”

“Then, ask her if she wants more.”

“I can’t just ask her. Who does that?”

“An overworked attorney who bills a million hours a week and doesn’t have time for BS or games.”

Willa laughed and replied, “Well, I’m just an underpaid teacher with a part-time job and no real hobbies.”

“Have fun playing games, then. They just don’t work for me. When I meet a guy, I want to know what his intentions are. If he wants to get laid, I’ll consider it. If he wants to see if it could be something, fine. I just need to know.”

“I can’t just ask her if she wants to get laid with her ten-year-old sister sitting across the table. What do I say? Juni, will you pass the breadsticks? Also, Jill, do you want to take me against a wall later?”

“Well, that’s one way to do it.”

“You’re not helpful,” Willa replied with a laugh.

“Willa, go or don’t go, but if you like the girl, you should tell her.”

“I just met her the other day.”

“So? Who cares?”

“I don’t know. It just feels a little different.”

“Go to dinner,” Wallis repeated. “And call Wade if you need to talk more. Or Mom. You know she would love to talk about your love life. But I have to go.”

“Fine. Thanks for nothing.”

“Anytime,” Wallis said before hanging up.

Willa looked down at herself then. She was dressed and ready to go. She’d known all along what she was going to do. She’d just wanted some sort of confirmation from her sister that this dinner was a good idea, so now that she had it, she grabbed her purse, stuffed her phone inside, and got in her car, using the directions Jill had texted her earlier to get her to the house. She wasn’t sure if she should park in the driveway, so she parked on the street and swallowed before getting out of her car.

“Miss Mailor?” Juni asked when she opened the door to Willa.

“Juni, I told you not to just answer the door. It could be a stranger or–” Jill came into view and smiled immediately when she saw Willa. “Hey. You’re early.”

“Oh, sorry.” Willa looked down at her cheap department-store watch. “Traffic wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be.”

“No problem. Come on in.”

“Why is Miss Mailor here?” Juni asked Jill. “Am I in trouble?”

“What? No,” Jill replied as she placed her hand on her sister’s shoulder. “Miss Mailor and I became friends at the bake sale, so I asked if she wanted to come over and hang out with us tonight.”

“Oh,” Juni said. “Um… Can I go to my room until the food is here?”

“Sure.”

As soon as she’d gotten her response, Juni hurried off, leaving them alone.

“Should I be here? She doesn’t seem to want me here,” Willa said.

“That has nothing to do with you.” Jill pointed in the direction Juni had just walked. “I felt bad because our mother is being a pain in the ass, so I let her play on her tablet before doing her homework. If she turns something in late or it’s bad, you can blame me.”

“You’re a bad influence,” Willa teased.

“You have no idea,” Jill replied. “She wants to talk to Mom, but I texted her to see if she’d get on the phone for Juni, and she still hasn’t responded.”

“Really?”

“And she’s–” Jill stopped. “You know what, you came over here for dinner, not to listen to my family drama.”

“Jill, I don’t mind,” Willa said and reached out for Jill’s hand, giving it a squeeze. “I’m here if you need someone to talk to.”

“But as my friend, not as Juni’s teacher, right? I don’t want the school to know what’s going on yet. I don’t know how things work or what the rules are.”

“Well, I’m here in a non-teacher capacity, but I am legally required to report certain things to law enforcement. Things like abuse or neglect.”

“Neglect?” Jill asked, looking concerned.

“Do you want to get out of this hallway?” Willa asked. “We can talk more.”

“Yeah, let’s go into the backyard, if that’s okay. Juni can’t overhear us out there.”

Willa followed Jill through the modestly furnished house and out the back door until they were seated at a four-seater patio table.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t get you a drink.”

“I’m okay, Jill. I’ll drink something at dinner. What’s going on?”

“My mom didn’t go visit my grandparents. They’re not sick.”

“Where is she?”

“I don’t know. She texted me today that she’s fine and gave me some facts so that I know it’s her. I told her I was going to file a missing person’s report. She asked me not to, but if I don’t hear something from her tonight, I’m going in tomorrow. I don’t know what that means for Juni, though. I’m her sister, not her legal guardian. If there’s something up with my mom, would they just take her away?”

“I don’t know,” Willa replied.

“Rory is in school for social work. I asked her what she thought, and she said I could file an emergency petition for custody.”

“That sounds right.”

“But it would mean I’d be her guardian and in charge of her. I know this is wrong to say, but I’ve got a life. I have a job that I don’t think I’d lose because Melinda is the best, but I have to work to get paid, and I can’t keep taking time off all the time to get her to and from places. That’s fewer tours, and those tips are important this time of year when we’re the busiest. I don’t want Juni to end up in foster care, though, so I don’t know what to do.”

“I’m so sorry,” Willa replied and leaned over the table to take Jill’s hand, entwining their fingers. “Can I do anything?”

Jill’s phone rang, interrupting this moment of Willa putting herself out there. She had hoped she and Jill might talk about how Willa didn’t usually hold hands with women whom she wasn’t dating, but Jill had a call to answer instead.

“Mom, where are you?” Jill said into the phone.

Willa kept their fingers linked to offer any kind of support she could as she looked around, wondering if she should head inside to give them a moment alone.

“Mom, what are you talking about?” Jill paused, looking worried. “She’s your daughter. We both are.” Another pause. “You’re a parent. How can you–”

Willa squeezed Jill’s hand to let her know that she was still there while she silently plotted what she would say to Jill’s mother for putting her through this.

“I know he’s gone, and that’s awful, but your kid is still here. She’s in her room, asking why her mom hasn’t called her since she left. Why are you doing this to her? To me?” Jill’s eyes welled with tears. “Mom?”

Willa almost teared up herself at hearing Jill’s pleading voice. Then, Jill pulled the phone from her ear, stared at it for a moment, and set it on the table. Willa stood, moved to her, pulled Jill’s face against her chest, and held her there.

“She said she can’t do this anymore.” Jill sniffled. “Be a parent to Juni. She misses Juni’s dad too much. She said it’s been too hard. I don’t–” Jill sniffled again. “She said she’s not coming back. What do I tell Juni?”

“Pizza is here!” Juni yelled from just inside the screen back door.

Jill moved away instantly and wiped her eyes, likely trying to cover up the fact that she’d been crying.

“I’ll get it.” Willa smiled down at her softly. “Meet us inside when you’re ready?”

Jill nodded and turned away from the door.

“Okay, Juni. Let’s get dinner,” Willa said.

She walked with Juni to the front door and checked the peephole before opening it and taking two pizza boxes from the delivery guy.

“Can I carry them?”

“Sure,” Willa replied and handed them to her, making sure to lock the door.

They walked back into the kitchen, and Jill was by the fridge, getting them drinks. Willa heard her sniffle but said nothing. She walked over to her, though, and placed her hand on the small of Jill’s back.

“Want me to cover for a few minutes?” she asked quietly.

“I’m okay,” Jill said, nodding as if to convince herself. “What do you want to drink?”

“Whatever you’re having is fine,” she replied.

Willa wasn’t sure if Juni could tell that Jill had been crying, but Jill did her best to put on a brave face for her little sister. Willa marveled at how hard this woman was trying to protect Juni from this mess, and when dinner was over, Juni ran off to her room again while Jill and Willa cleaned up.

“She said she’s not coming back?” she asked.

“I need to call my grandma to tell her. I don’t know what else to do. She said she was fine but didn’t tell me where she was. She told me she never got over Juni’s dad dying, so she can’t be here anymore to raise her.”

Willa rubbed Jill’s back again and asked, “What can I do?”

“Nothing. You’re amazing. Thank you for just being here to distract her from the mess that is my face right now.” Jill laughed a little.

“Your face isn’t a mess.” Willa placed her hand on Jill’s cheek. “You’re beautiful.”

“Juni needs a bath,” Jill said, not acknowledging but also not dismissing that comment.

“I can finish cleaning up in here,” Willa offered.

“It’s okay. I–”

“Jill, will you just let me?”

Jill nodded reluctantly and said, “She’s ten. I just need to go tell her to take a shower, not, like, shower with her. I’ll be right back, okay?”

A few minutes later, Jill returned to the kitchen, and Willa heard the water running in the guest bathroom. Jill nodded for them to head to the living room, where they sat on the sofa, and Willa looked up at the stuffed deer above her head.

“Yours, I assume?” she joked.

Jill laughed loudly and said, “Yes, this is my style. I like awful patterns, old sofas, and stuffed deer. It’s a mood.”

Willa laughed and turned to her.

“Do you want me to go?” she asked.

“No, actually. I wish you could stay.”

Jill laid her head back against the sofa.

“I can, if you want.”

Jill turned her head toward her, and her eyebrows were nearly in her hairline.

“Not like that,” Willa added. “I can sleep on the couch or something. I just meant to be here if you need me.”

“I sleep in the guest room,” Jill shared.

“Oh,” Willa said.

“You could stay in there with me, if you want to. Or, you could take my mom’s bed. She’s not using it, but–”

“Do you want me to stay, Jill?”

Jill nodded and said, “I don’t have anyone else. I can tell my friends what’s going on tomorrow, but I can’t tonight. I don’t have the energy.”

“Do you want to call your grandparents while I keep Juni occupied?”

“That would be amazing. Why are you so amazing?” Jill asked but didn’t appear to expect Willa to answer.

Two hours later, after Juni was fast asleep, Willa and Jill awkwardly climbed into bed. Willa wondered if this was the best idea because Juni was just down the hall and could walk in on them, but Jill seemed to need her right now, and Willa couldn’t leave her like this. They fell asleep facing away from one another, but by morning, Jill’s head was on Willa’s chest. Willa smiled at that before she checked the time and realized that she needed to get up to get to work.

Thankfully, what she’d worn to dinner hadn’t been what she had worn to school the day before, so she wouldn’t have to wear the same thing two days in a row. She slipped out of bed and changed out of borrowed clothes and back into her own. Then, she rubbed some toothpaste on her teeth in Jill’s mother’s bathroom so that she wouldn’t risk running into Juni, and when she returned to the bedroom, she found Jill awake and rubbing her tired eyes. Willa sat on the side of the bed and leaned over her, placing her hand on Jill’s other side.

“How about I take Juni to school for you? We’re both heading that way.”

“You don’t have to do that,” Jill replied.

“It’s good for the environment.” Willa winked.

Jill chuckled and said, “She’ll know you stayed over.”

“I’ll sneak out the back, walk around the front, ring the bell, and you can tell her I just came here to get her so that you could get to work.”

“Have you done this before? I feel like you’re really good at this.” Jill’s hand moved to Willa’s arm and ran up and down it.

Willa shook her head and replied, “First time. But she’s up and moving; I just heard her. So, decide fast.”

“That would be really great. I need to call my grandma again and get to work.”

“Done, then,” Willa said. “Let’s go so that she doesn’t find out her teacher shared a bed with her sister.”

Jill laughed.


CHAPTER 10

“What do I do? If I file a police report, they could take Juni away,” she said.

“Would they, really, though?” Enid asked. “You’re her sister, and your mom basically left you the house. You have a place to live, so you’d just need to convince them that you can take care of her.”

“How can I do that? I make enough money to support myself, but that’s it. I have a little in savings, but most of my saved-up money went to my apartment when I rented it. I’m waiting on Mel to promote me, which will get me better benefits, but Mel doesn’t cover dependents or anything, so I’d have to pay for insurance for Juni, too. I assume she’s covered under my mom’s now, but I don’t know that for sure because she won’t call me back again. Even if that’s the case, my mom left town, so she’ll lose her job, if she hasn’t already, and there won’t be those benefits anymore. I don’t know if she’s still employed. I could call her work, I guess, but I don’t want them to know what’s going on. If they gave her a week or two of sick time or vacation, and she ends up coming to her damn senses and comes home, I don’t want to cost her a job by telling them that she ran out on her kid and them.”

“So, your options are to just handle things for now and hope she comes back or tell people she’s gone and risk whatever would happen if she does come back?”

“Basically,” Jill replied.

“Can I help somehow? I mean, I have no idea how, but I’m pretty good with numbers. If you want me to maybe take a look at your finances and some insurance rates or something just to give you a budget estimate for you and Juni or help you figure out the benefits thing, I’m here. I don’t know if there’s anything else I can really do, but I’ll babysit, too. If you need a night off from it or need to take care of things for your mom, I’m there.”

Jill smiled and said, “Thank you. I really appreciate that. And I just don’t know yet. I’ll let you know, okay?”

“Yeah, whenever,” Enid replied and checked the time on the wall clock in the back office. “I’ve got to run. I have a class, and I’m meeting Care on campus after.”

“How’s that going, by the way? Give me some good news, please. I could use it.”

Enid smiled and said, “Really good. I know it’s new, so I shouldn’t be this invested yet, but I am. She’s seemed extra happy lately, too.”

“Probably all the sex you’ve been giving her,” Jill joked.

“Or, the fact that she now has an apartment with her best friend and she’s pursuing her art. We spend at least half our nights at my place because I live alone, but I think she likes living with Jodie. Viv is there a lot of the time, too, so Care gets to hang out with her friends, do what she loves, and have some privacy at my place. I’m going to be really lame and get her a two-month anniversary present when the time comes. You haven’t been to my place yet, but I’ve got this little nook, kind of, in the corner of the living room that I had no idea what to do with, so I’m going to get her an easel and some art stuff and set it up over there. It’s by a window, so she’ll get good light and have a place to sketch or paint if she wants.”

“That’s cool, Enid,” she said. “And what do you mean you shouldn’t be this invested?”

“We met last month.”

“So?”

“We basically live together already.”

“Which is very lesbian of you. What’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing. I love it,” Enid replied.

“Then, keep doing it. Your relationship; your timeline. Don’t be one of those people who lets everyone else tell you what you should do in your own relationship. If it feels right for you two, do it. If not, don’t. Fuck everybody else.”

“And where is this coming from, this sage advice on love?”

“I didn’t say anything about love,” Jill noted, lifting an eyebrow.

“Okay. I’m going to go. I’ll talk to you later,” Enid said very quickly. “Let me know if you need anything.”

“Enid’s in love,” Jill teased. “Enid loves Caroline.”

“Bye, Jill,” Enid replied and left the office just as Mel walked in.

“What’s going on back here?”

“Oh, I was just picking on Enid.”

“Sounds about right.” Melinda laughed. “Jill, have you met Myra?”

There was a woman standing slightly behind Melinda, so Jill tilted her head to see her more fully.

“Oh, yeah. Hey, Myra,” she said. “You were at the–”

“Yeah, hi,” Myra said back with a smile. “Nice to see you again.”

“We’re going to eat lunch upstairs while we go over some plans for the house.”

“More work on the house? Really?” Jill asked.

“It’s a surprise for Ky,” Melinda explained. “As a wedding gift, I want to do something in the house for her that she wouldn’t do herself because she’d think it would be too expensive or not worth it.”

“What is it?”

“You can’t tell her,” Melinda said.

“You don’t think she’ll notice work being done on her own house?” Jill asked.

“We won’t start it until after I tell her about it before the wedding. Myra’s going to do the work with her team while we’re on the honeymoon.”

“Okay. What are you doing?”

“Giving Ky an office,” Melinda said with a smile. “She works from home but doesn’t have an office, and she’s got an employee now. Yes, that employee is remote and lives in Portland, but her business is a legit deal, and she’s working from the bedroom or the living room. Sometimes, she works out of the apartment upstairs here, but we have these guest rooms, and we won’t ever have that many kids to fill them. I was talking to Myra, and she said she had some ideas to turn one of them into a kick-ass office for Ky.”

“I had lunch with her last week and asked questions like I’m working another job,” Myra offered in explanation. “To see what she might want if it was her office.”

“Super spy Myra,” Jill teased.

Myra shrugged a shoulder.

“Anyway, we’re going to be upstairs to talk about that, but you’re taking off soon, yeah?” Melinda asked.

“Yeah. I’ve got to pick up Juni. Is it really okay that I keep having to leave a little early every day? I can take a few night tours.”

“It’s fine with me. We’re staffed right now, and I know this was just thrown on you.”

“I could use the extra cash, though. If I can get Rory or Enid to maybe watch Juni for an hour or so, can I pick up a ghost tour this week?”

“Sure. Just work it out on the schedule. Ky and I will help, too, you know? If you want to drop her off at the house, she can hang out with us there.”

“Yeah? That would be amazing.”

“No problem. Just let me know when so we can make sure we don’t have anything else going on,” Melinda replied.

Jill was so grateful for her friends right now. She knew she had great friends, of course, but because she had kept so much of herself from them, for years in some cases, she wasn’t sure how they would react to her needing something from them for the first time. Just last night, she had been thinking about how she was so alone, and now, they were all coming through for her, and she knew she’d do the same for them.

She finished her last few minutes in the office by checking in one tour, ringing out a few walk-ins, and giving directions to Jackson Square and to a casino, which was common. Tour guides knew where everything was, yes, but they weren’t exactly just people waiting around to answer questions for free about how to get places. People didn’t seem to realize that or care, so Jill told them where to go and left it at that. She walked to the bus stop and waited for it, letting it take her most of the way to her mom’s house before changing to another bus and walking the rest of the way. She could have driven in, parked in Melinda and Kyle’s driveway or on their street, at least, and walked from there, and she did that some days, but today, she hadn’t been in the mood to see their big, fancy Garden District house when she was living at her mom’s old ranch-style place with a sister whom she had no idea how to take care of.

Jill arrived just in time to get Juni from school, and while she had no energy to get out of the car and greet her before they drove off, she did want to see Willa and thank her again for last night. She had woken up in her arms, and it had been the best sleep she’d gotten in days, despite the fact that she’d gotten the worst news. Jill couldn’t explain what was going on between them, but there was this crazy familiarity with Willa where she felt like she could just fall into her arms, and it would all be okay. She also really wanted to kiss her. She’d thought about that fact a few times the previous night, but it hadn’t been the right time. Still, something told her that Willa would kiss her back, and it was the same something that had Jill feeling that familiarity she couldn’t explain.

“Hey. Did you have a good day?” she asked when Juni emerged after a few other students.

“Yeah,” Juni replied.

“Talkative as ever,” Jill joked.

“Huh?”

“Nothing,” she replied and looked at the door just as an adult emerged.

It was likely another teacher, but it wasn’t Willa.

“She’s not in charge of pickup today,” Juni said as she pulled the door open and threw her stuff inside.

“Huh? Who?” she asked, playing dumb.

“Miss Mailor. Duh,” Juni said.

Great. Jill was being so obvious that even her kid sister had noticed, so she turned around to get back into the car, giving up on seeing Willa today.

“Oh, I wasn’t–”

“Hi.”

Jill turned back around, saw Willa walking briskly down the stairs toward them, and did her best to keep her smile in check so that her sister wouldn’t make fun of her.

“Hey. Juni said you weren’t doing pickups today.”

“I’m not. I just wanted to say hi,” Willa replied with a smile as she got closer. “So, hi.”

Jill smiled then and said, “Hi.”

“I’m getting in the car,” Juni stated, sounding completely uninterested.

Willa laughed a little and said, “I think she’s annoyed with us.”

“Probably. But she’s ten; isn’t she annoyed with everything? I was when I was her age.”

“What were you annoyed with at ten?” Willa asked as she laughed again.

“Dolls, mostly.”

“What?”

“My mom kept buying me dolls, but I was a tomboy back then. I wanted the toys the boys got.”

“I bet you were a really cute tomboy. Are there pictures of this somewhere that I can see to prove my theory, perhaps?”

“God, I hope not,” Jill replied.

“How are you?” Willa checked, changing the subject.

“Okay, I guess. I haven’t filed the police report yet. I honestly don’t know if I should. My grandma said to give my mom a few days. She’ll come around. She’s been calling her, too, and leaving her messages.”

“Grandmas are wise. Maybe she’s right.”

“I hope so. She also told me that if Mom doesn’t get her shit together, they could take Juni for a while.”

“Oh, wow. Do you want that?”

“Not really,” Jill replied. “They’re old, and my grandma smokes inside the house. She has for decades. I don’t want Juni around that. A visit is bad enough. Trust me, I’ve been to that house. The walls are yellow, and I swear, they’re sticky. Besides, Juni would have to move. She’d be changing schools and would have to make new friends.”

“It would be tough,” Willa said.

“And I’d have to explain what’s going on to her if I did that,” Jill added. “Right now, I’m just telling her that Mom is busy with Grandma and Grandpa but that she’ll call soon.”

“You’re doing the best you can, Jill. And for what it’s worth, I bet a lot of people in your shoes would send her to your grandparents and look the other way.”

Jill turned to see Juni staring at her from the passenger side window. Her sister looked so small; Jill couldn’t believe her mother would do this to that little girl.

“I can’t do that.”

“I know,” Willa said. “She looks like you.”

“Who?”

“Your sister,” Willa replied, laughing. “Juni looks more like you than your mother. She has your hair. Your mom’s is darker. And Juni has blue eyes. Your mom’s are brown.”

Jill wasn’t sure she had ever really noticed it before. She knew they looked a little alike, but not that Juni looked more like her than their mother.

“Both of our dads had blue eyes,” she replied as if that just explained everything.

“Right,” Willa said with a soft smile. “I have to get back inside. I’m on detention duty today.”

“Detention in summer school?”

“Detention all year round.” Willa chuckled.

“I’ll see you later, maybe?” Jill asked.

Willa nodded and said, “She’s sticking her tongue out at you, by the way.”

Jill turned to see that, indeed, Juni was making a face at her.

“Little brat,” she said as she laughed.


CHAPTER 11

Willa read the rejection email and then reread it. She’d spent a lot of time working on this interview, and it sucked hearing that another teacher with more experience had been chosen over her for a school in Kentucky. It had been a long shot; she’d known that. She’d never thought she would get it, which was why she’d never told her family that she’d even interviewed. This email telling her that she had been correct about that shouldn’t have hurt as much, but it still stung. It wasn’t that she had wanted to move to Kentucky. It was that the school had sounded so amazing. Just looking at it online had her wondering if it was really a grade school. It had that old brick and ivy-lined walls with one of those old iron gates that made it look like a university, not a school for kindergarten through eighth grade.

She tossed her phone on her sofa, wishing she could afford to drown her sorrows in alcohol, but she didn’t have any here and couldn’t afford to spend money on any, either, because she needed more construction paper for the kids. Then, she remembered. Willa jumped off the sofa and went to the kitchen, rooting around in her junk drawer before she found it and pulled it out. She’d been saving it for a special occasion, and she wasn’t sure if being turned down for a job really qualified, but she needed something good to come out of today. Her parents had given her a gift card to her favorite local restaurant for her birthday. It was for two hundred dollars because they had hoped she’d be able to go a few times with it, but Willa would splurge this one time. She’d need to hurry, though, if she was going to do what she wanted.

◆◆◆

“Willa?” Jill asked.

“Hi,” she said. “I hope you haven’t had dinner yet.”

“What? No. Why?”

Willa held up two giant white bags and said, “I brought it.”

“What?” Jill asked, laughing. “You brought dinner?”

“And wine. The restaurant sells it by the bottle, and I just told them not to open it.”

“You–”

“You can totally tell me to go, but I was starving, and I thought you and Juni could use more than pizza, and I could use a drink.”

“Come in,” Jill said, motioning her inside. “Oh, let me.” She took one of the bags.

“Jill, who is–” Juni paused as she appeared at the end of the short hallway. “Hi, Miss Mailor.”

“Hi, Juni. I hope it’s okay that I came by for dinner again.”

“Is it pizza?” the girl asked, sounding like she hoped it would be anything other than that.

“No,” Willa replied.

“What did you get? The whole restaurant?” Jill asked as she looked down in the bag.

“Close.”

The three of them walked to the kitchen, where Jill and Willa set the bags on the table.

“What did you get me?” Juni asked as she flopped onto a chair, looking interested.

“Juniper, manners,” Jill admonished. “Say thank you.”

“Sorry,” Juni said. “Thank you, Miss Mailor.”

“Hey, Juni, since we’re not in school, if you want to call me Willa, you can.”

“Is that allowed?” the girl asked seriously and like it was a secret.

Willa laughed and replied, “Yes, it’s allowed. In school, can you still call me Miss Mailor like the other kids, though?”

“Okay,” Juni said. “Thank you for dinner.”

“You are welcome. So, for you, I got a salad with a lot of vegetables.”

When Juni’s face fell, Willa laughed hard.

“I’m just teasing. I got you chicken fingers and mac and cheese.”

“Mac and cheese?”

Juni’s face lit up in excitement.

“And if your sister is okay with it, I got dessert, too.”

Juni’s head turned quickly to Jill.

“What did you get?” Jill asked.

“Well, there’s cheesecake or a brownie with ice cream. What do you want?” she asked Juni.

“Can I have the ice cream?”

“Sure,” she replied. “Can you put it in the freezer for now?” she asked Jill.

Jill took the ice cream from her, and Willa pulled out the food box for Juni.

“Can I have ketchup?” Juni asked.

“Go for it. You know where it is,” Jill replied after she walked back over to the table. “You really didn’t have to do this, but thank you.”

Jill’s hand went to Willa’s lower back only for a second before she pulled away. Willa wasn’t sure if Juni knew that her big sister was gay or even what that meant, but she decided that might have something to do with Jill pulling her hand away so quickly.

“Napkins,” Jill added to Juni, who sat back down and went immediately for a chicken finger.

“Sorry,” the girl replied.

“So, I got us an appetizer so that we could act like actual adults,” Willa said. “I hope you like barbecue shrimp.”

“Heck, yeah,” Jill replied, pulling the box out of the bag when she spotted it. “Oh, and they put the toast with it. I love this stuff.”

Willa smiled and said, “There’s pasta or a chicken thing. I like both, so I thought you could just pick.”

“We can split them,” Jill suggested.

“Yeah, okay,” she agreed.

While Willa plated their dinner, Jill found the corkscrew and uncorked the red wine. It wasn’t expensive or anything, but it would at least be something for them to enjoy with their meal.

“Um… Can I please have my ice cream in the living room and watch TV?” Juni asked after they’d finished eating.

“Do you want the brownie?” Willa asked.

“Yes, please.”

“I’ll warm it up for you,” Willa said. “Is that okay?” she asked Jill, who was taking a sip of her wine.

“Yeah, of course.”

Willa stood and warmed the brownie up in the microwave before adding a scoop of vanilla ice cream to the bowl since Juni would probably make a mess if it was all on a plate. Juni took it from her, along with a spoon, very carefully and thanked her.

“Please don’t spill anything. I am begging you. I do not have the energy to clean the carpet tonight,” Jill requested.

“Um… Okay. Thank you,” Juni said, smiling at Willa.

“You’re welcome, sweetie,” she replied, smiling back.

Juni left the kitchen, and Willa returned to sit next to Jill at the table.

“Have I thanked you for this yet? If not, thank you. I was this close to ordering pizza again.” Jill held her thumb mere millimeters from her index finger.

“There are other foods you could’ve delivered,” Willa teased.

“I know. But I have all these points from the pizza place that I’ve accrued from ordering way too much pizza, so it’s cheaper.”

Willa took a sip of her wine and then asked, “Have you heard anything from her?”

Jill shook her head.

“Has Juni asked about her?”

“Yeah, right before you got here. So, thank you for that, too. I was literally saved by the bell, and I think she forgot all about it when you started talking about mac and cheese and ice cream.”

Willa chuckled and said, “Happy to help.”

Jill leaned forward, sliding her wine glass to the side, and said, “You’ve been more than just help, Willa. You’re like a breath of fresh air I wasn’t expecting at all, but I’m so happy you’re here. Is that okay to say?”

Willa nodded and said, “I feel the same way about you, so, yeah, it’s okay.”

“How can I be a breath of fresh air for you? All I’ve done is unload my problems on you since we met?”

“Not true. You also made cute cupcakes and delivered them on paper plates and a baking sheet that I think you left in the cafeteria.”

“Shit. I knew I forgot something.”

“I’ll bring it over for you.”

“How do parents do this?” Jill asked. “Like, there’s this whole other person that I’m suddenly responsible for, and I’m letting her eat ice cream in the living room, so I’m pretty sure I’m going to be cleaning something off of that carpet later.”

“Juni’s a good kid, Jill. She’s respectful in class, quiet when she should be, participates when she should, and honestly, the past few days, I’ve really seen her come out of her shell more.”

“Really?”

“Yes,” Willa confirmed. “And my guess is that you have something to do with that. She looks up to you.”

“I hope not. I’m a tour guide with barely anything in my bank account and not much going for me.”

Willa leaned in and said, “I think you have a lot going for you.”

“Oh, yeah? Like what?”

“You’re beautiful and funny, and you might be more responsible than your mother.”

Jill laughed and said, “Low bar right now.”

“You’re taking care of your family, Jill.”

“I don’t know how long I can. It’s not like I was prepared for this. I don’t have much of anything saved up.”

“You’ll be okay. You’ll figure it out.” Willa placed her hand on the table, palm up. “And you have me. If you… want me, I mean.”

Jill stared down at that hand and asked, “If I want you how?”

“I think you know how.”

When Jill still hadn’t slipped her hand into hers, Willa was worried that she might be very off base here, which made her feel suddenly very warm in her cheeks. She prayed that her blush wouldn’t be too bad.

“I want to,” replied.

“But?”

“Willa, I have a lot going on right now.”

Willa pulled her hand back and said, “Right. Of course.”

“That’s not a blow-off, Willa. I want to.”

“Want to go out with me, you mean?”

“Yes,” Jill said. “I absolutely want to go out with you.”

“Just not now?”

“No, I want to now.” Jill then finally took Willa’s hand, slipped her own hand into it, and leaned over a little more. “I don’t know that we should right now, though. I need to sort this thing out with my mom and Juni.”

“So, you need a little time?”

“I don’t know if it’s only a little.”

Willa let her thumb dance over Jill’s hand.

“Not fair.” Jill chuckled. “That feels really good.”

“It felt really good to hold you when we woke up.”

Jill smiled and replied, “Yes, it did.”

“I’d like to do that again.”

“Me too,” Jill agreed.

“And maybe more.”

“No, definitely more,” Jill countered.

Willa laughed.

“I’m done,” Juni announced.

Willa turned, regretfully letting go of Jill’s hand, and saw Juni standing at the door to the kitchen, holding out her bowl.

“Did you spill anything?” Jill asked.

“No. Well, a little on the table, but I wiped it off.”

“With what? You didn’t grab a napkin when you left.”

“I got toilet paper from the bathroom,” Juni replied.

Willa laughed.

“Can you put your dish in the sink and get ready for your bath, please?” Jill asked.

“Okay. Thank you for dinner, Miss–” Juni stopped herself. “Willa.”

“You’re welcome,” Willa replied.

When Juni scurried out of the kitchen, Jill asked, “Do you want to finish this wine?”

“I shouldn’t. I’m driving.”

“You could stay again,” Jill said, looking almost hopeful.

“I’d love to, but now that we’ve put it out there, I don’t think I should unless we’re really doing… well, you know.”

Jill nodded and replied, “I understand. Do you want to watch a movie or something?”

“I should go. You finish the wine, though.”

“I’ll cork it. We can have it another night.”

“Yeah, okay,” she replied as she stood. “Will I see you tomorrow?”

Jill nodded again and said, “I’ll walk you out.”

“Will you tell Juni I said goodnight?”

“You can tell her yourself. She’s in her room.”

“You told her to take a bath.”

“Oh, she’s not doing that. She’s on her tablet, playing a game until I walk in and remind her to take a bath.”

Willa laughed and said, “Seems like you’ve got this parenting thing all figured out.”

Jill laughed loudly.


CHAPTER 12

“So, you two are dating but not dating?” Logan asked.

“We’re not,” Jill replied. “But we want to. We will.”

“You will?” Rory asked.

“It’s complicated,” she said on a sigh and took a drink of her sweet tea.

“Because of your mom?” Rory asked.

“Yes. There’s something I haven’t told you two.”

“What?”

“My mom said she’s not coming back,” Jill revealed.

“What?” Logan asked.

“Juni’s dad was the love of my mom’s life, not my dad. They hardly spent a moment apart. Hell, I was Juni’s babysitter when she was little because they went on date nights several times a week. I’m not sure they wanted a kid so soon after meeting each other. They were still in that honeymoon phase. So, they left her with me a lot when I was still living at home. It was like this man hung the moon for my mom, and when she lost him last year, I told her to see someone. I asked her to talk to a grief counselor or a therapist. My grandparents came to New Orleans for a few weeks after because she could hardly move, let alone take care of a nine-year-old. When they left, she seemed a little better.” Jill took a deep breath then and added, “I haven’t exactly been happy with my mom for years. She had her new life, and everything else, including me, became an afterthought, at best. I know she loves me, but it was hard for me, so I didn’t spend a lot of time with her to make sure that she was okay. She left because she doesn’t want Juni without her dad. She told me she can’t take care of her anymore.”

“She doesn’t have a choice. She’s a parent,” Logan said. “That’s her job.”

“Oh, I know,” Jill replied. “I just don’t know what to do about it. I thought she might come to her senses, but I asked Rory about what the law would do if they knew my mom had abandoned her.”

“You said temporary,” Rory noted. “That she might be gone a little longer, and you wanted to make sure you could take care of Juni, if you had to, until she got back.”

“It was temporary, but she might not come back.”

“You’ll have to become her guardian, Jill.”

“I know,” she repeated. “And I can’t believe this is happening. I thought if I had kids one day, they’d be my own.”

“What are you going to do?” Logan asked.

“If my grandma can’t talk some sense into her within the next few days, I’ll have to tell Juni at least part of what’s going on. I’ll have to tell the authorities and file the paperwork, too. Right now, I have no legal rights over her, and my mom isn’t answering the phone, so if something happened, I don’t know how we’d deal with that.”

“It’s the right thing to do,” Rory said. “It would protect both of you.”

“But it would also hurt my mom, right? She could be in trouble for child abandonment or neglect.”

“Maybe. I don’t know,” Rory replied. “I’m not sure they would file those charges. She did leave Juni with you.”

“With no money and a house that she hasn’t paid off. She got a letter in the mail yesterday that the mortgage payment is due in a week. I don’t know if she has any intention of paying that. I can’t pay the mortgage and my rent, and if I break my lease to move in officially, I’d have to pay a giant fee there that I can’t afford.”

“We’ll help,” Rory offered.

“Rory, you already have, like, seven jobs,” Jill teased.

“I do not. I only have NOLA Guides and my nanny gig. I haven’t worked in the bar with Candace for ages. She has a full staff now.”

“I’ll help however I can,” Logan added. “And I’m sure the others will, too. We can all pitch in.”

Jill knew her pride was telling her not to accept this help, but all she could think of was that she’d made a mistake. She had never given these amazing people a chance to really get to know her and her story. Because of that, she was surprised that they were all ready to help, but she shouldn’t have been because that was just who her friends were.

“Thank you,” she said. “I’ll let you know what I need when I decide what to do.”

Logan gave her a nod and wrapped an arm around the back of the booth behind Rory. That move had Jill thinking about Willa, which made her smile.

“What was that?” Rory asked with a smirk.

“What was what?”

“You just smiled. You must have thought of something good.”

“Willa,” Logan stated knowingly. “You were thinking about Willa.”

“Fine. Yes,” she admitted with a little laugh. “You didn’t see her with Juni last night. She brought us dinner and made sure to get Juni dessert. She was…”

“Jill, I know you’re going through a lot, but maybe you should still go out with her,” Rory suggested. “You clearly like her.”

“I might be a parent soon, legally. I don’t need to pull her into this. She doesn’t want some kind of instant family.”

“Have you asked her?” Rory asked. “Directly.”

“What? No. We haven’t even gone on a date yet.”

Rory laughed and looked at Logan.

“You can’t have it both ways,” Logan noted. “You can’t say you won’t go on a date because she doesn’t want something when you don’t even know what she wants because you haven’t asked her to use it as an excuse for why you can’t date her.” She looked at Rory. “Did I get that right?”

“I think so,” Rory replied with a smile aimed at her girlfriend.

“Well, I can’t just go out with her.”

“Why not?” Logan asked.

“Yeah, we’ll watch Juni. Go on one date. Maybe you’ll figure out you don’t want another one anyway, so that’ll be it, and you won’t have to worry about it.”

“Oh, I doubt that,” Jill said and pushed her plate away.

“Yeah?” Rory asked.

“I can’t explain the pull, but there is a pull. There has been ever since I saw her from a million miles away in the Square.”

Jill’s phone, which was sitting on the table, rang.

“Shit. It’s her. It’s Willa. What’s she calling for? I need to answer.” Jill looked around as if the place was on fire. “I’m going to take it outside.” She stood up and rushed out of the busy restaurant until she got to the sidewalk. “Hey,” she answered with a smile.

“Hi,” Willa replied, not sounding like she was smiling.

“Wait… It’s during the school day. Why are you calling me now? Is Juni okay?”

“She’s fine. She’s eating lunch. They all are.”

“Oh. Okay,” she said, trying to get her heart rate to calm down. “Well, what’s up? Want to hang out tonight? I think I can get my friends to watch Juni. I’m at lunch with them now. They volunteered. Maybe we could call it a date and just give this a try. It’s only a date, right?”

“You said you couldn’t right now,” Willa replied.

“I know. I was an idiot,” she said with a light laugh. “I like you. We can figure it out.”

“Jill…”

“Oh,” Jill said softly because she knew that tone.

She’d heard it from Enid recently as well as from other women she’d dated who had said her name just like that when they had been about to tell her that they didn’t want to do this anymore.

“Oh, what?”

“You changed your mind.”

“What?” Willa asked.

“About the date thing. It’s okay. I get it.”

“No, that’s not it,” Willa insisted. “Jill, I haven’t changed my mind. I want to go out with you. But–”

“A ten-year-old doesn’t come with your ideal date?”

“Jill, are you going to be her guardian? Has your mom responded at all?”

“No,” she replied. “And I don’t know, but probably. I answered that out of order, didn’t I? I meant that I will probably have no choice because, no, I haven’t heard from her. My grandma can’t get through to her, either. I’ve thought about having Juni leave her a message, but I can’t do that to her.”

“I’m going to be Juni’s fifth-grade teacher,” Willa said.

“Okay.”

“Jill, I just got my class assignment. Normally, I teach some fourth-grade classes and fifth grade, but they’re asking me to only teach fifth next year since they found someone who will do fourth. Juni is assigned to my room. I’ll be her teacher.”

“You’re her teacher now.”

“And you’re her sister right now. We’re in that gray area where it was okay for me to ask you out because I was only going to be her teacher for a few more weeks before she’d move on to fifth grade, your mom would come back, and you would no longer be her… well, parent, for lack of a better word.”

“Oh,” Jill said.

“It’s less gray now.”

“But it’s still gray?” Jill checked.

“Very, very dark-gray, bordering on black. I think that maybe we should hold off, like you said, until we know more about what you are going to do. Dating a student’s sister is gray, but I don’t think it can get me into any trouble.”

“No one has to know. Juni will only be in fifth grade once, right?”

“You want to date in secret?” Willa laughed.

“I don’t know.” Jill sighed and looked around at the bustling city she lived in. “It’s all so complicated, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” Willa replied. “And I hate to do this, but I have to run. The kids will be finished soon.”

“Can we just talk about this later? I don’t want to not talk about it again.”

“I’m working at the museum tonight. I’m in the gift shop.”

“Right. Okay. Well, maybe a call or something?”

“Sure,” Willa replied. “I’ll call you after my shift.”

“Okay,” Jill said, but she wasn’t convinced Willa would actually call her. “Willa?”

“Yeah?”

“No one gives hugs like you.”

Willa was silent for a long moment before she replied, “Ditto. I’ll talk to you later.”

After they hung up, Jill walked back into the restaurant feeling even worse than she had been before the call.

“What happened?” Rory asked when she saw her face.

“I guess she’s going to be Juni’s full-time teacher when the school year starts, and she doesn’t think we should date if I’m going to be Juni’s guardian.”

“She’s probably right,” Rory said. “I don’t know if there are rules specifically against that, but–”

“It’s not like I’m sleeping with Juni’s professor or something, and Willa’s going to give her a Ph.D. because we’re together. It’s the fifth grade.”

“Yeah, I know,” Rory said.

“You said things were crazy right now,” Logan chimed in. “And Juni will only be in the fifth grade once, right?”

“That’s what I just said to her.” Jill laughed a little.

“Maybe you could be friends for now and sort through everything with Juni and your mom. I’m sure the legal stuff will take time, and she can be with a new teacher by then.”

“That seems like so far off. I’ve watched all of you find your people, and I’m so happy for all of my friends, but it’s my turn now, isn’t it?” she asked no one in particular. “What if the reason it feels so important to me is that it’s supposed to be her? I know I’m being dramatic; we just met. But it’s my turn, guys.”

Rory and Logan could only smile helplessly at her.

“I really hope it works out for you,” Rory said.

“I know. I mean, I could be crazy. Maybe she’s not the one, but it’s just a date, right? It’s one night where we see if there could be something more. We kiss. We see if there are sparks there. If so, great, and we can go out again. If not, at least we know, and I won’t be sitting on my mother’s sofa, staring up at a stuffed deer, wondering if Willa’s hand feels so good to hold because I’m supposed to be with her or if it’s just that I’m lonely and have been for a while.”

“You’re lonely?” Rory asked.

“Well, yeah. All of my friends are coupled off. I guess there’s kind of Myra now. Mel says she’s cool.”

“Myra?” Logan asked Rory.

“Mel and Kyle’s contractor. She’s their friend now, too. I think she’s coming to the wedding.”

Logan nodded.

“Is she single?” Jill joked.

“You want to date Myra now?” Rory asked.

“No, just hang out with her if she is so we can drown our sorrows.”

“You have a woman interested in you,” Rory replied.

“She’s interested but unable.”

“Not true,” Rory said. “As long as there are no explicit rules against it, you can at least go for it, can’t you? And even if there are, just date and don’t tell anyone until your sister is out of her class. Hell, see if Juni can get put into a different teacher’s class.”

Jill hadn’t thought about that. She could ask the school to move her sister, which would mean she and Willa could go out. Then, she thought better of it.

“I can’t do that to Juni. She really likes Willa. And Willa said Juni’s been opening up more and more recently. I don’t want her to have to start over with a new teacher if Willa is an option, especially given everything she’s going through or doesn’t even know she’s going through because I haven’t told her that her mother doesn’t want her anymore. Besides, that might make Willa look bad to the school. What would I say? That she’s a great teacher, but I want my sister moved to another because I want to be able to date her? And if I don’t give them a reason why, they might think she’s bad at her job or something.”

“True.” Logan nodded and wiped her hands on her napkin. “I’m going to run to the bathroom. Be right back.” She leaned over and kissed Rory.

“I want that,” Jill noted after Logan walked toward the bathroom.

“Logan? Can’t. She’s mine, and I plan to keep her.”

Jill laughed and replied, “No, the quick kiss thing. She’s going to be gone for three minutes, but she still leaned over and kissed you, and it’s just a natural thing for her to do because you love each other.”

“Oh, that. Yeah, it’s pretty great. I’ve never had it before,” Rory said. “I hope I never go without it again.”

“I’m glad things are going so well for you two.”

“Things will go well for you and Willa, too,” Rory suggested.

“It’s silly to care so much, right?”

“No.” Rory shook her head. “I think it’s brave.”

“Brave?”

“Jill, you have this whole other part of yourself you’re only just letting people in on. I get it. You and I only met a few months ago, really, but Mel has known you a lot longer. Bridgette, too. Neither of them knew any of this.”

“I don’t like to talk about it.” She shrugged.

“I know. No one is going to make you. But we’re your friends, and we want to help. We just want to be there for you. I know you’re lonely in a way none of us can help with, but we can help in other ways. We can be listening ears or adults to watch Juni so that you can have a night off. That’s what friends do.”

“I know. And I’m eternally grateful; you have no idea.”

“What about tonight?” Rory asked.

“What about it?”

“Go out with her tonight. Call her back and tell her you want to talk in person. Get it all out in the open, and if she’s willing, just go on the date. Logan is working, but I can watch Juni for you.”

“I don’t know. Isn’t that a little much?”

“I don’t think so.”

“I’ll see her at pickup. I can just talk to her then.”

“Well, do that, but tell her what you want. If she really doesn’t want the same, I’ll be there when you get home, and we can get drunk or something.”

“You barely drink.” Jill laughed.

“I’ll watch you get drunk, then,” Rory replied.

“Who’s getting drunk?” Logan asked as she sat back down.

“Jill, maybe,” Rory replied.

◆◆◆

A few hours later, Jill sat in her car, waiting for Juni to get out of school, or rather, waiting for Willa to walk out with her so that they could talk. The students started leaving two by two, and she spotted her sister talking to a few kids who looked about her age. Juni was laughing, and it was nice to see. Jill smiled and went to get out of the car, expecting to see Willa coming out next, but a different teacher emerged instead. Then, Juni opened the door and climbed inside.

“Have a good day?”

“Yeah. I made two new friends,” Juni replied.

“Oh, yeah?”

“Yes.”

Juni talked about her two new friends while Jill stared out the passenger side window, looking for Willa. Then, she heard a car honk from behind her. Jill was blocking the way. She checked one more time, but there was no Willa, so she left the lot as Juni continued to talk about her day.


CHAPTER 13

“Thank you,” Willa said and handed the customer the bag with the three purchased magnets and key chain in it.

The woman nodded in response and left the gift shop. Willa checked out the next customer, who bought a magnet and two T-shirts, and looked around. Seeing only one other person in the shop, she leaned over the glass counter, which doubled as a display case for the few more expensive items no one ever bought. During the busy months, the museum’s operating hours were extended, but the gift shop was open a full thirty minutes after close to try to capitalize on any stragglers who wanted another six-dollar key chain with the state of Louisiana on it, so she had another two hours on her shift.

“Can I get that magnet behind you?”

Recognizing the owner of the voice immediately, Willa looked up and saw Jill standing in front of the counter. She was smiling and pointing behind her. Willa smiled back and turned to see what Jill was talking about, wondering why she would want to buy a magnet at all.

“You want a magnet of St. Louis Cathedral in gold?”

“I do. Always have, actually. Has been a big dream of mine my whole life,” Jill said.

“Can I get something, too?”

Willa looked down and saw Juni standing a little behind and off to Jill’s side.

“What do you want?” Jill asked her.

“Um… Candy.”

Jill laughed and replied, “One thing. Go pick something out while I talk to Miss Mailor.”

“We’re outside of school, so I can call her Willa, right?”

Willa smiled down at her and replied, “Yes, you can.”

Juni smiled back at her and looked up at her big sister with a smug expression on her face, like she’d won both the battle and the war this night.

“Go get your candy,” Jill said, laughing.

Juni hurried over to the small candy rack.

“Just a heads-up, we sell the bagged cotton candy stuff here, so I wouldn’t let her get that. It’ll keep her in sugar for days,” Willa offered.

“No cotton candy, Juni,” Jill said loudly.

Juni let out a grunt that had both adults laughing while Jill moved closer to the counter, leaning over it beside Willa.

“I didn’t see you at pickup.”

“I had a meeting,” Willa replied.

“Really?”

“Yes,” she replied with a small laugh. “I have meetings, Jill.”

“The timing is suspect.” Jill glared at her playfully.

“I thought I was going to call you after my shift,” Willa noted. “I wasn’t avoiding you. I was sticking to the plan.”

“Juni was restless after school, so I thought a little trip to the museum might be something fun. Turns out, I’m a tour guide who gets in free a lot of places in the city.”

“No way,” Willa faked surprise. “I didn’t know that.”

“I can skip the line at Café Du Monde, too, if you ever need a favor.”

“I think I could use that favor someday,” Willa replied.

“Someday? Like maybe after your shift?”

“I still have two hours left.”

“Juni won’t last that long.” Jill laughed. “Do you get a break or anything?”

“I get a ten-minute break if I want to take it, but I usually don’t.”

“Can you take it now, though? We can walk around the Square, and I can treat you to beignets.”

“We wouldn’t even make it halfway through that line in ten minutes.”

“I told you, I get special treatment. I’m kind of a big deal in this town.”

Jill wiped fake dirt off her shoulder, which made Willa laugh.

“I have to ask my boss,” she said.

“I’ll wait here,” Jill replied.

Willa smiled at her, and it was so tempting to lean over just a few inches to her right and kiss Jill quickly before walking away because that was what it felt like she should do. It was as if they had somehow skipped right on past the whole awkward ‘will they, won’t they’ phase and went straight to the part where they kissed one another when they would only be apart for a few seconds. She didn’t kiss Jill, though, because as nice as that would be, their first even chaste kiss wouldn’t be with a gift shop checkout counter between them. Instead, she pushed open the door behind the counter and found the other employee finishing up her break.

“Hey, can I take a quick ten-minute break?”

“You never take a break,” her coworker noted.

“I know. Is it okay?”

“Sure. I’ll watch the register. Take fifteen, if you want. We’ve got time until we get a little busier.”

“Thank you,” Willa replied.

She left the door open, removed her name tag, placed it by the register, and walked around the counter.

“Can I get this?” Juni asked as she walked up to them, holding a candy bar.

“Sure,” Jill replied and went to pull out her wallet.

“I’ve got it,” Willa said to her. “If I buy it, you get my ten-percent discount. I’m kind of a big deal here.” She winked at Jill and took the candy bar from Juni.

After buying it from the manager using the discount she hardly ever took advantage of, she handed it back to Juni and motioned for them to leave.

“I have a whole fifteen minutes,” she said.

“Better than ten,” Jill replied.

“Where are we going?” Juni asked.

“Hold on to your candy bar, okay? We’re going to get beignets now.”

“Beignets?” Juni’s eyes widened.

“She’s not sleeping at all tonight, is she?” Jill asked Willa.

“Probably not.”

“Juni, you can walk a little ahead of us, but don’t go too far, and when you get to the street, stop and wait. I mean it.”

“Okay,” Juni said.

“So, what was the real reason you stopped by?” Willa asked.

“I guess because I don’t know what to do here,” Jill replied. “And Juni really was restless. She finished her homework and didn’t want to play on her tablet, which was weird for her. We went out to the yard, and she ran around for a few but seemed to still have a bunch of energy, so I thought we could come here.”

“So, it had nothing to do with the fact that I work here?”

“No, it did. I would’ve gone someplace else otherwise; a park with a swing or somewhere she could run around until she was tired and ready to go. I realize that kind of makes it sound like I’m treating my sister like a puppy, but I’m not. I didn’t know what else to do with her, though.”

“Do you want to talk about it?” Willa asked, changing the subject.

“Yes. That’s why I’m here,” Jill replied. “Are there rules against it?”

“Us dating?”

“Yeah. Are there rules?”

“The school frowns upon it.”

“Do they really think you’ll change Juni’s grade just because you’re dating her older sister?”

“You’d be her guardian, Jill. That’s essentially her parent where they’re concerned. You’d be the one making decisions for her education, and I’d be her teacher.”

“It’s the fifth grade. She’s not graduating medical school and about to operate on someone.”

Willa chuckled and said, “I know.”

“It shouldn’t be that big of a deal. I was thinking earlier, and I wanted to just ask your opinion on this, but Juni could switch teachers, maybe.”

Willa stopped walking, which made Jill stop, too.

“You don’t want me to be her teacher?” she asked, trying not to let the hurt seep into her tone.

“What? No, of course, I do. I’m trying to see if we can make this work. I want to go out with you.”

“Jill, I love Juni. I want to be her teacher. She’s worked so hard this summer.”

“I know. I know. It was a selfish idea.” Jill looked ahead to see that Juni was still walking past the artists and street performers. “We need to keep going, or I need to tell her to stop.”

Willa started walking again and reached for Jill’s hand, entwining their fingers.

“I want this, too, you know?”

“So, why can’t we have it?” Jill asked. “Juni, wait.”

Willa looked ahead and saw Juni was getting a little too close to the street corner.

“I know. I was,” Juni said back to her.

Willa dropped Jill’s hand and asked, “Does she know?”

“About us?”

“No, that you’re gay.”

“No,” Jill said, shaking her head. “But I’ve never told her I’m straight, either.”

Willa chuckled and replied, “Good point.”

“I don’t plan on hiding it from her. We just don’t really know one another all that well yet. I’m guessing that’s about to change the more time we spend together.”

“She’s already getting to know you, Jill. It’s happening.”

“Jill, can I get two orders?” Juni asked when they joined her and waited for the light to change.

“No way.” Jill laughed. “Too much sugar.”

“I can save them for tomorrow.”

“Beignets are the best when they’re fresh,” Willa added. “You don’t want to eat old beignets, do you?”

Juni shook her head like that was an awful idea.

“Bless you,” Jill whispered appreciatively as they walked across the street.

Willa looked over and saw that Jill had Juni’s hand in her own, trying to keep her extra close through the traffic. Willa didn’t hold Jill’s hand, but she did place her own on Jill’s back and rubbed it for her until they got across the street.

“For someone trying not to date me, you sure do like to touch me a lot,” Jill joked quietly once they were in line.

“I can’t help it. You’re very touchable,” she whispered back.

Jill smiled at her and asked, “Can you watch her for two seconds so that I can get us ahead of this line?”

“Sure,” she replied.

Jill left the line and walked straight up to the window like she’d done that a million times, which she probably had, and there was something about Jill’s confidence in doing so that had Willa going a little weak in the knees.

“Willa?” Juni asked from her spot next to her now.

“Yeah?”

“I made two new friends today.”

“You did?” Willa placed her arm over Juni’s shoulders and looked up to see that Jill was waving them forward. “Oh. Your sister is ready for us now. Let’s go. Tell me about these friends while we walk.”

Juni told her all about the two girls from the sixth-grade summer class that she met and talked to earlier that day, and when they got to the front of the line, Jill passed Willa three bags of beignets like she was the most powerful woman in New Orleans. Then, they walked out of the café toward the street, heading back through Jackson Square, and waited for the light to change.

“Can I eat them now?” Juni asked, her eyes glued to the open bag in Willa’s hands.

“Better to get all this powdered sugar out here than on the carpet at home,” Jill replied.

When they crossed the street, they headed back toward the museum, where Willa knew they would be saying goodbye. Thinking of that made her heart hurt, so with Juni a few steps ahead of them and only paying attention to the sugar she was about to consume, Willa felt like they could start really talking again.

“You said something on the phone earlier,” she noted.

“Yeah?”

“About dating in secret until she’s out of my class.”

Jill had just bit into her beignet, getting powdered sugar on the corners of her mouth, but she stopped walking and turned to her. Willa laughed, glanced around to see where Juni was, and then wiped Jill’s lips with her thumb before grazing it over her bottom lip.

“Here,” she said.

Jill opened her mouth, and right there, in the middle of Jackson Square, Willa slipped her thumb inside it. Jill licked the sugar off her thumb and sucked on it for only a second before Willa slowly removed it and stared into Jill’s smoldering eyes.

“You can’t do that and not go out with me,” Jill uttered softly before she turned to see that Juni was still walking.

“I know, but…” Willa didn’t know what else to say.

“Tonight, Willa.”

“Tonight what?”

“Go out with me tonight. My friend will watch Juni. Let me take her home and get Rory over there. I’ll pick you up, and we’ll go on a real date. Dinner somewhere. Anywhere. I just don’t want my kid sister there.”

Willa laughed and resumed walking. Jill did the same, and they took faster steps to catch up to Juni.

“Thank you for the beignets,” she said.

“Thank you for the candy bar discount. You made her a very happy kid,” Jill replied.

“Yes,” Willa told her finally.

“Yes, what?” Jill checked.

“Yes, I’ll go out with you.”

“Tonight?”

“Tonight,” Willa confirmed with a smile and blushing cheeks. “But, Jill, you have to tell me if it’s getting too crazy with Juni or your mom. All of those things are still–”

“I know. I will. I feel like I’ve had to put a few things in my life on hold recently, and I might not get some of them back if my mom…” Jill didn’t finish the sentence with Juni within earshot. “But I don’t want to put this on hold, Willa. It feels too important.”

“Neither do I,” Willa admitted. “You should know, I’m a poor teacher who can barely afford to eat herself, so I can’t exactly take you to fancy dinners. I used an old gift card for last night.”

“I don’t care about fancy dinners. Besides, I still have that cheesecake in my fridge. We’ll have to share it later.”

“With your friend, Rory?”

“What? No. I’ll just bring it when I pick you up. We can have dessert and then dinner.”

“If you’re promising dessert before dinner, that’s a very different kind of first date.”

Jill laughed as she stopped them in front of the museum.

“Mom never let me have these. She said they were bad for me and had too much sugar. But they’re so good. Can we get more?” Juni asked with wide eyes, talking very quickly.

“She didn’t?” Jill said, looking over at Willa. “Shit. What did I just do?”

“You can’t say, ‘Shit,’” Juni scolded.


CHAPTER 14

“Thank you for doing this,” Jill said.

“No problem. Like I said, Logan was working anyway, and I don’t have seven jobs anymore. No school during the summer, either, so I don’t mind.”

“I don’t know how long we’ll be. I’ll try not to be too late.”

“Jill, go. Just have fun. It’s your first date. Juni and I will be fine.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. Just don’t stay at her place without maybe letting me know so I can have Logan bring me stuff.”

“What? No, I’m not staying over. It’s our first date. We joked about that earlier, but I don’t want that. I mean, yes, I do want that. I really want that, honestly.” Jill shook her head. “Rory, when she saw powdered sugar on my mouth, she did that thing with her thumb where she wiped it away, and let’s just say her thumb ended up in my mouth, and I had to… take care of something when I got home.”

Rory laughed as she sat on the end of the guest bed.

“You had to…” she whispered because Juni was across the hall.

Jill nodded and said, “I have self-control, and I think I would’ve been able to get through the night, but she’s just so… That one movement had me so turned on that when Juni and I got back here, I told her I needed a few minutes to myself.”

“Wait. Where did you do it?” Rory looked around and stood up instantly. “In here? And you let me sit on the bed?”

“Where else?” Jill asked. “I can’t do it in my nice apartment I’ve worked so hard for because Juni’s room is here.”

“Gross, Jill,” Rory said.

“What? It was quick.”

Rory laughed and said, “You look nice.”

“It’s not too much?”

“No,” Rory replied, shaking her head.

Jill had changed out of her jeans and shirt from before and put on a pale-yellow circle skirt and high-neck sleeveless black top. She paired that with black ballet flats in case they decided to walk somewhere after dinner.

“It’s silly, right? I want to dress up for her.”

“It’s not silly. It’s sweet.” Rory smiled. “Now, go, or you will be late picking her up.”

Jill grabbed the black clutch that fit her keys, wallet, lipstick, phone, and not much else and headed across the hall, where she spotted Juni on the floor, coloring.

“Hey, I’m heading out. Behave for Rory, please.”

“Okay,” Juni replied without looking up at her. “Jill?”

“Yeah?”

Juni did look up then and asked, “Can I call Mom tomorrow?”

Jill slumped against the doorframe and said, “We’ll see, okay?”

“Okay,” Juni replied.

“Hey, what are you working on here?” Rory, thankfully, asked Juni as she walked by Jill and into the room, probably trying to distract the kid from the question without a good answer.

Jill mouthed a thank-you to her and headed down the hall to the kitchen, where she grabbed the cheesecake she’d promised Willa to bring. Then, she was on the road, going back and forth in her mind on whether or not she should be doing this. Not the dating Willa part; she knew she should be doing that. It was more that she wasn’t sure she should be doing it now. Juni’s question reverberated in her mind the entire drive, and Jill didn’t know what to do because, most likely, their mother wouldn’t answer, and Juni would want to leave a voicemail. That part on its own was fine. It would be the part after, where she’d ask why their mother wasn’t returning her message or calling them back, that would be difficult to explain, and Jill wasn’t sure she knew how to tell a ten-year-old kid that their mother couldn’t be their mother anymore. She felt selfish for going out on a date when Juni had no idea what was going on and needed her to be around, but she seemed fine with Rory being there, and Rory was a professional. Hell, Rory was better at this than Jill was and might even be more helpful to Juni because of it.

When Jill arrived at the not-so-nice-looking apartment complex, she got out of the car, made sure to double-check that it was locked, and proceeded to look around the entire walk up to the building Willa had told her was hers. She was nervous as she read the names on the buzzer to the left of the glass doors and pressed the button for Willa Mailor.

“Hi,” Willa’s voice came through.

“Cheesecake delivery,” Jill replied.

“I didn’t order any cheesecake,” Willa teased. “Just a hot date.”

Jill laughed and said, “The date is carrying the cheesecake.”

“I said hot date,” Willa noted.

“I’m wearing a skirt,” Jill offered.

Willa laughed and replied, “Get up here.”

There was a buzz followed by a clicking sound, and the doors released. Jill pulled one of them open, saw the stairs to the right, and took them up to Willa’s floor. Then, following the numbers on the doors, she reached Willa’s apartment and took a deep breath before knocking. The door opened quickly as if Willa had been there waiting, which she probably had, and Willa looked her up and down. Jill about died when Willa licked her lips.

“You cannot look at me like that if we’re leaving this apartment for dinner,” she said.

“You weren’t lying about the skirt.”

“No. Is it too much?”

“What? No,” Willa replied. She then met Jill’s eyes with her own and added, “You look beautiful.”

“But not hot?”

“Oh, very hot,” Willa said with a definitive nod. “Like, incredibly hot. Should I tell you that I’m picturing my hands under that skirt, or is that too much for a first date?”

“You are killing me. Take this damn cheesecake,” Jill said and handed her the clear plastic container. “You look great, by the way.”

“I went a little more casual than you. Should I change?”

“You should not change,” Jill stated as she caught Willa’s ass when she turned to place the cheesecake on the kitchen table. “Did they sew you into those jeans?”

“What?” Willa laughed and turned around.

“They’re perfect on you.”

“They’re just jeans.”

“You like me in this skirt.”

“I do.”

“Is it just a skirt?”

“Not the way you wear it,” Willa noted.

“Same with those jeans,” Jill replied.

“I’ll take your word for it. Come in.”

Willa motioned for her to walk into the apartment.

Jill closed the door behind her and watched Willa walk into her kitchen. When she returned, she had two forks and a plate. She placed them on the table and moved back a little.

“I’d give you the tour, but this is it. Well, there’s my bedroom and a bathroom, but they’re not very nice, and I have a feeling if I show you my bedroom, we might stay in there awhile.”

“You’re standing really far away,” Jill noted. “I feel like you were closer to me when we weren’t actually on a date.”

“I’m nervous,” Willa replied and clasped her hands together in front of herself.

“Me too,” Jill admitted. “But I feel like we should maybe be a little closer together at some point in the night.”

“I agree. Sit,” Willa said. “We can start there.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” she replied and gave a mock salute.

“That was really cute,” Willa said with a little laugh.

They both sat down, and Jill watched as Willa plated the cheesecake and handed her a fork, pushing the plastic container to the side.

“So, this is closer,” Willa said.

“A little,” Jill replied, scooting her chair closer still.

Then, she took Willa’s hand, which was under the table, into her own and moved them to her thigh, leaving them there as she took the first bite.

“Better?” Willa asked.

“Definitely,” she replied.

“So, dinner?” Willa asked after she took a small bite of the cheesecake.

“I know a guy.”

“What?”

“Well, Mel knows a guy, really. I got us a reservation for a good place, but not, like, super fancy or anything.”

“Then, I should change. Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Relax. It’s not Commander’s Palace or anything, and there’s no dress code. I just wanted to do a nice thing for our first date. Dating a tour guide in this city does have some perks. NOLA Guides is practically the oldest tour company around. Mel will inherit it soon, and it’s a whole thing, but the current owner is a staple in this community, and people will do practically anything for her. Because Mel has continued the tradition, and she’s been successful so far, people are doing the same for her and for me a little, too, because they know she and I run the place.” Jill took another bite, chewed for a second, and added, “We bring people to certain hotels that we know are good and recommend restaurants and museums like where you work, and they sometimes help us out when we need reservations or offer a discount here and there. It doesn’t amount to much in the money department, but it’s a lot to us because it means they care. The business owners in New Orleans care about the local community and the tourists who keep them in business, and they say thanks when they can.”

“That’s really cool,” Willa replied, taking another bite. “How did you end up doing this for a living?”

“Well, I wanted out of the house at eighteen and thought I knew that I wanted to work in marketing. I went to school and got the degree but didn’t really find a specialty or anything that I wanted to pursue, and I ended up finding NOLA Guides. Mel and I have worked together ever since. For a while, it was just the two of us, the owner, and some part-timers who left all the time, but the owner has stepped back pretty much fully now, and Mel runs the show. She’s thinking about expanding to another office. I’ll run the one in the Quarter, and Enid, one of my friends, might end up running the other. Rory works with us, too, while she’s in grad school. Honestly, it’s just a really fun job. I get to be outside, walking around, bragging about the city, eating great food, talking to cool people, telling stories, and I make decent tips this time of year.”

“So, you ended up in marketing, after all?”

“Huh?” Jill asked.

“You’re marketing New Orleans,” Willa pointed out.

Jill sat back in the chair and said, “I honestly haven’t ever thought of it like that.”

“Really?”

“I mean, I market NOLA Guides.”

“Yeah, and the city. You’re giving tourists reasons to stick around longer or come back by telling them the best places to go. That’s marketing, isn’t it? I didn’t get the degree, so maybe I’m off base.”

“No, you’re right: it is. I guess I’ve just always pictured marketing as an office job, really, lugging a laptop from one conference room to the other all day, and I didn’t want that.”

“Or, holding up those big signs on the street corners, advertising businesses. How are your sign-spinning skills?” Willa asked with a laugh.

“Oh, terrible, I’d imagine,” Jill replied and took another bite of the cheesecake.

“Have you ever tried, though? How would you know?”

“Because I’m kind of klutzy. Not overly klutzy or anything, but I’m just not very sporty.”

“No sports as a kid?”

Jill shook her head and said, “Juni doesn’t play anything, either. Should she? Doesn’t that help with socialization and stuff?”

“It can,” Willa replied, squeezing her hand. “But only if she wants to.”

“I don’t know if my mom ever asked her or got her into anything.”

“Ask Juni later,” Willa suggested.

“Yeah, maybe I will. So, tell me about you. I know about the two siblings with W-names. What else is there?”

“Not much, I’m afraid. I really am pretty boring.”

“No way. Tell me about you growing up. Sports?”

“I swam when I was a kid, but I was really young and showed no promise.” Willa laughed. “I did ballet for a few years, too, and I had the body for it, they said, but not the desire to put in the hours.”

Jill tilted her head to the side and said, “You absolutely have the body for it.”

Willa smiled and put her fork into the cheesecake, but instead of bringing it to her own lips, she turned the fork toward Jill, who leaned forward and took the bite off of it. Jill smiled at her after and watched as Willa dipped the fork into the cake again and took a bite herself.

“How are you this sexy and still single?” she asked.

“I could ask the same thing about you,” Willa replied.

“Your bedroom is where, again?”

Willa laughed and fed Jill another bite. The cheesecake gone now, they pushed the plate away, and Jill entwined their fingers.

“Tell me something about you,” she said as she slid a thumb along Willa’s hand.

“I hate peanut butter.”

Jill leaned back like she’d just heard the craziest thing ever.

“You what?”

“Yeah, I don’t like it. I guess I hate the chunky kind. I can stand the smooth stuff, but not really much of a fan of either.”

“Not even with chocolate?”

“The chocolate makes it better, but I’d still prefer just chocolate,” Willa said.

“Well, I don’t know if we can keep doing this, then,” Jill joked. “I’m a major peanut butter fan. Obsessed, really. I eat it with jelly, with marshmallow fluff, with bananas and apples, with chocolate for sure, and just about everything else.”

“Look at it this way: I won’t ever steal your peanut butter. If you have some in the kitchen, it’s all yours. I think I might have some here, actually. My sister hates that I never buy it, so she brings it every so often. She eats it on popcorn. She just melts it and puts it on top like caramel. She’s weird.”

“I’ve never done that. I need to try it. Maybe with some chocolate on there, too. I know you can buy that fancy stuff, but I like hot, fresh popcorn, not the bagged kind.”

“I’ll have to keep that in mind. I have popcorn here if you want to try it now.” Willa hooked a thumb in the direction of her cabinets. “It might be buttered, though. Does that matter?”

“No clue. I’ve never had the peanut butter on it. And we can’t this time. I made a reservation, remember?”

“Yeah. Jill…” Willa paused. “I’m a little embarrassed, but I meant what I said earlier: I can’t… pay for dinner tonight. I might not even be able to cover half of it, depending on how expensive it is, and I know you–”

“Hey,” Jill began. “Tonight’s on me. I made the plans. I’m picking up the check. Next date can be popcorn on the couch, for all I care, okay?”

“Part of the reason I haven’t dated in a while is that I kind of hate having to choose between eating all week or buying a girl dinner.”

“I’ve been there and still kind of am, depending on the month. Tonight won’t be super expensive, okay?”

Willa nodded.

“And never be embarrassed about that. I have no idea what’s going to happen with us, but if this works out, we’d have to talk about all of those things, right? We might as well get some practice now.” Jill shrugged a shoulder.

“I guess,” Willa said. “I used my sister for a nice dinner the other night.”

“What?” Jill laughed.

“She’s a fancy lawyer with a fat paycheck, and we went to dinner. She usually pays when we go out. I call her for dinner about once a week if I can get away with it.”

“Clever,” Jill said. “I used my pizza points for dinner, remember? I also have a few gift cards I’ve been given over the years. I use those in a pinch. Restaurants that give bread to everyone are my favorite. I can fill up on that and order a salad or something cheap.”

“Never tried that,” Willa replied.

“The place we’re going to has bread, but I don’t want you to just get a cheap salad if you want something else. The bread is really good, so fill up on that if you want, but order whatever you like. I’m getting a thirty-percent discount because I know the chef. He’ll also probably do something nice like give us a free appetizer or something because he’s always trying new recipes in the kitchen, and if Mel or I stop by, he gives us something to try.”

“This sounds like fun,” Willa said.

“Going out with me didn’t sound like fun before?” Jill joked.

Willa just smiled as she shook her head at her antics and stood, letting go of Jill’s hand. She went to put the plate and forks into the sink and the plastic container in the trash. Jill stood up as well and watched as Willa then walked right up to her with her arms held out. She knew what Willa wanted, so she moved into the embrace.

“You said I give good hugs.”

“The best,” Jill said and hugged her back.

She closed her eyes and breathed Willa in, not wanting to move from this spot but also really wanting to take her on their date.

“Can I have another one of these when I drop you off?” she asked.

“Who knows? Maybe you’ll even get a kiss at the end of the night.”


CHAPTER 15

The restaurant Jill had chosen for them was a seafood place in the Quarter, and it was very busy this time of year, so they had parked blocks away and had walked hand in hand the rest of the way there.

“Jill, I love seafood, so this is perfect,” she said, having checked the menu posted outside per Jill’s instructions just to make sure Willa would find something to eat there.

“They had steaks and a chicken dish or two, so I thought it might be worth the risk even if you didn’t like seafood.”

“Well, I do,” she replied. “Scallops are my favorite. My mom makes them, like, once every two years or so, but they are so good.”

Jill smiled at her and asked, “Are you and your mom close?”

She pulled open the restaurant door and ushered Willa inside.

“Pretty much. I don’t spend as much time with her as I should, but I try to visit the house at least once a month, and I call her about once a week.”

“What does she think about you being gay?”

“Is she the biggest fan of it in the world? No,” Willa said. “But she made her peace with it a long time ago.”

“When you came out?”

“Yeah. I was about seventeen.”

“How’d that go?” Jill asked, taking Willa’s hand again as they stood in front of the host stand. “Solomon for two,” she told the hostess.

The woman looked down at the book in front of her, nodded, and said, “I have your reservation. I just need one minute to verify that the table has been cleaned.”

“Thanks,” Jill replied.

Then, she turned to Willa expectantly.

“Oh,” Willa said. “Well, she caught me making out with a girl at the high school football game, so she kind of found out more than I came out.”

“You were making out with a girl at the game, where there were probably hundreds of people?” Jill chuckled.

“Not exactly. We were in my girlfriend’s car, and I didn’t know that my mom had parked one row over. She saw us on her way out,” Willa replied.

“You got busted.” Jill laughed.

“Your table is ready, Miss Solomon.”

“Thank you,” Jill replied, and they followed the hostess, who was carrying menus and silverware, to the back of the restaurant.

Willa assumed they would be sitting close to the kitchen because that was where she’d spotted the only available table, but they veered right instead of left and were walked through an open doorway that led to another part of the restaurant she hadn’t even known was there. Inside the room, there were about ten tables spread much farther apart than the ones in the main part of the restaurant. It was much quieter in there, which made it feel all that more romantic. The lighting was also dimmer, and the white tablecloths, along with the blue candles placed atop them, elevated the space. The hostess placed the menus down on a table for two in the back of the room, and Willa hurried, letting go of Jill’s hand so that she could pull out Jill’s chair. Jill laughed, and Willa pushed the chair in for her before she sat down across from her.

“Your waiter will be right with you,” the hostess said before walking off.

“I can’t believe you were able to get this reservation at the last minute,” Willa said. “This is so nice, Jill. Thank you.”

“I didn’t even know they had this room, so don’t thank me. I only called to see if they could reserve a table for us,” Jill replied.

Within seconds, it seemed, a waiter was standing next to their table, filling their water glasses from a bottle he had pulled from an ice bucket before setting that ice bucket on the table.

“Welcome. My name is Scott, and I will be your server this evening. I understand, you know our chef?”

“I do, yeah,” Jill said.

“Well, he is happy you have joined us tonight, and he has asked me to take special care of you. He would love to get you started with an appetizer.”

Jill looked at Willa, who shrugged.

“Whatever he recommends,” Jill said.

“Great. What would you like to drink this evening?”

“Wine?” Jill asked Willa.

“Sure,” she replied. “It’s white with fish, right?”

“What goes well with scallops?” Jill asked the waiter.

He rattled off a few wine options for them, and Jill told Willa to pick. The wine list was on the back of the menu, so she tried to keep up with the waiter’s suggestions in order to see how much each one cost. Then, she ordered the cheapest bottle, and he left them alone.

“I saw that,” Jill said with a smile. “I told you to get what you want.”

“I don’t need expensive wine. I can barely tell the difference, anyway.”

Jill laughed and replied, “Neither can I.”

“So, neither of us is a big wine snob? That’s good to know,” Willa said.

With the wine and appetizers delivered, the conversation flowed naturally between them, and it felt to Willa as if they were on their hundredth date, not their first. Yes, they were still getting to know each other, but it didn’t feel as if she had to force out questions or try to get Jill to open up with her answers. Now that she thought about it, a lot of her first dates just felt like interviews. She would ask a question. The other woman would answer. Willa would get a question tossed her way as well, she’d answer, and by the end of the night, she would be exhausted and thinking about what had gone wrong. Tonight didn’t feel like it wasn’t a question-and-answer format, though. It was just two people having a great conversation over good wine and an incredible meal, with the best ambiance Willa had ever had on a first date.

“So, did you take a girl to prom, then?” Jill asked.

“I didn’t. We broke up about a month before prom, and I was too devastated to go with anyone else.”

“You missed your prom?”

“I went to the one junior year. It was with a boy, but he was fine. He didn’t even push for a kiss at the end of the night when other boys were getting hotel rooms to do something more with their dates. It probably had a lot to do with the fact that I hardly talked to him all night and was really awkward when we were taking the photos because I wanted to be there with my girlfriend and not him.”

“Did she go with a guy, too?”

“Yes. We all got the limo together.” Willa smiled. “Let’s just say, after the limo dropped both of us off at my house, and our dates left without their goodnight kisses, she and I went to my room and locked the door, if you know what I mean.”

“You got laid on prom night?” Jill laughed.

“I did. My first time. I’m a cliché.”

Jill smiled and asked, “Was it perfect, with candles and R&B music?”

“It was anything but perfect. It was her first time, too. Neither of us knew what to do, but we spent the whole night trying to figure it out before my parents woke up, and we all had breakfast together.”

“You two got it on down the hall and had breakfast with your parents the next day? That’s savage, Willa Mailor.”

Willa laughed and said, “She was my best friend before my girlfriend, so they thought she had slept over because of that. My mom didn’t catch us until the fall of my senior year. I think she probably put two and two together after, but we never talked about it.”

Jill took a sip of her wine, and then, her fork magically appeared over Willa’s plate. She took a tiny bite of the scallop that was still there, and Willa smiled as she did.

“Does this mean I can have a bite of your steak?” Willa asked.

“Yes. You can have whatever you want, honestly.”

“What if I want to be crazy and have another dessert?”

“The cheesecake didn’t do it for you?” Jill asked.

“It did. But I’m not ready to leave yet.”

“Coffee and crème brûlée?” Jill suggested. “They make a good one here.”

“Sure.”

Minutes later, the coffee arrived, followed by their dessert, and this time, Jill leaned over the table and spooned the fresh raspberry on top of the hardened sugar. She held it out for Willa to take, and Willa did so slowly, licking her lips after. That caused Jill’s smile to drop, and Willa laughed loudly.

“You’re still killing me, you know?” Jill said.

“Not sorry,” she replied and cracked the sugar in the dish. “So, you’re going to be running NOLA Guides?”

“Maybe. I’ve been waiting on Mel to figure out what she wants. She found this new location that she might lease, but she hasn’t decided yet. I do know she’s going to promote me. It’s only a matter of when. I’ll make a little more money and have some good benefits, which is especially important now.”

“And it’s what you want to do for a while? Run the thing?”

“I never thought I’d stay beyond the busy first season I worked there, but I like it, and Mel is a good boss. I don’t know if I’ll be there forever, but I think I’ll stay for a while, yeah. When I first started there, I didn’t like it all that much because it felt like I just kind of ended up there. I didn’t have anything lined up after school like I’d hoped I would, and I ended up on Mel’s doorstep, basically, before it turned into a career for me.” Jill laughed a little. “I’m guessing, though, you always knew you wanted to be a teacher, didn’t you?”

“How did you know?”

“You have that quality about you,” Jill said. “I bet you taught imaginary students when you were a kid.”

“I did.” Willa laughed. “I shared a room with my sister, so sometimes, I asked her to pretend to be a student, but most of the time, I was just in my room talking to myself.”

“I bet that was cute,” Jill replied, smiling at her, and she took the last sip of her wine just as the waiter arrived.

“The chef was wondering if you would like to tour the kitchen,” he said.

“Want to?” Jill checked.

“I’ve never toured a kitchen before,” Willa replied.

“Let’s do it, then,” Jill said and then asked the waiter, “Do you have the check?”

“Oh, your meal has been comped, Ma’am,” the waiter replied.

“What?” Jill asked, looking just as shocked at Willa. “He didn’t have to do that.”

The waiter smiled and said, “Compliments of the chef.”

When he placed the padfolio on the table, Jill picked it up and opened it. Willa wasn’t sure what she was looking at until Jill opened her clutch, pulled out some cash, and tucked it inside.

“Thank you very much,” she said and handed it to the waiter.

“Thank you, Ma’am. Shall we go to the kitchen now?”

The kitchen tour had been fun, and Jill’s chef friend, who was very, very gay, had made Willa laugh, telling a story of how he’d met his husband because of one of Jill’s tours. They’d sampled some food, despite the fact that Willa had already been full, and he’d bid them farewell, suggesting they go out the back, which had led them around the crowds of tourists and onto a less busy street. Once outside, Willa took Jill’s hand and leaned into her side. It wasn’t exactly late yet, but it wasn’t early anymore, either. Willa knew Jill would want to get back to Juni soon, so their night would likely be coming to an end.

“Can we do this again?” she asked.

“The restaurant or a date?” Jill checked.

“Maybe both. But really, I want another date with you. I know it’s complicated because you have Juni, and you can’t get your friends to babysit all the time. I just want time with you, Jill. I don’t care if it’s sitting on the couch with that deer hanging over our heads while Juni eats ice cream on the floor in front of us.”

“It really doesn’t bug you that this is hard? That I’ve got a lot to figure out, and it’s not the most romantic way to start dating someone?”

“What are you talking about?” she asked, stopping them on the relatively empty sidewalk. “Jill, we just had the most romantic date I’ve ever been on. We’re still technically having it.”

“So, this was better than all-night sex on prom night?” Jill joked.

“A million times better,” Willa said, turning Jill toward her. “I have a feeling that if we get that far, you won’t spend an hour down there, constantly asking me if I was done yet.”

Jill laughed a little and said, “She didn’t…”

“She did.”

“Did you get there?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know,” she teased and wrapped her arms around Jill’s waist.

“I would like to know. I want to make sure you’re taken care of.”

“In the past?” Willa asked as Jill’s arms moved around her neck. “Or now?”

Jill licked her lips and said, “I wish it could be now, but I need to get home to put Juni to bed.”

“I know,” Willa said with a soft smile, which she hoped conveyed that she really loved how Jill took care of her sister. “Maybe another time?”

“Yes,” Jill replied, nodding rapidly, and then took a step into Willa’s space.

Willa leaned in and pressed their foreheads together.

“You’re not moving in for a hug, are you?” Jill asked.

“No, I’m not moving in for a hug,” she said and pressed her lips tentatively to Jill’s, giving her a second to adjust to the fact that Willa was kissing her.

When Jill’s lips began moving against her own, Willa’s hands slid up Jill’s back, pulling her in ever closer. Jill’s hands, still on the back of Willa’s neck, began playing with her hair. They kissed for what felt like several minutes, but it still wasn’t enough. Willa wanted more. She pulled Jill’s shirt up a bit and ran her hands over warm skin, moaning at the feel of it beneath her fingertips. She really didn’t want to stop kissing Jill’s lips, but she needed more still, so she pulled out of the kiss, and her lips moved to Jill’s throat, kissing and licking before she sucked slightly at her pulse point.

“If we’re not having sex tonight, you have to stop doing that,” Jill breathed out.

“You taste so good,” Willa replied.

“And saying that,” Jill said on a laugh.

“Sorry, it’s just been a long time for me, and you’re…” Willa ran a hand up the other side of Jill’s neck and held her in place. “Just so…” She kissed her neck over and over again. “I know we have to go, but please tell me we’re going out again.”

“Yes,” Jill whispered. “And we’re doing this again when I say goodnight to you at your door.”

Willa hummed against Jill’s skin.


CHAPTER 16

Jill had really wanted to kiss Willa when she dropped her sister off at school, but she had had to settle for longing glances and smiles. They hadn’t had any time to talk because Juni had been excited about whatever project they were working on that day, so they had agreed to talk later, and Jill had taken off for work. Choosing to park at Melinda and Kyle’s place, she got out of the car just as the couple was leaving for the day.

“Hey, Jill,” Kyle greeted.

“Morning,” she said. “Want to walk in together, Mel?”

“Yeah, sounds good,” Melinda replied and pulled Kyle in for a kiss, “Bye, babe. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

“Hey, can I actually talk to both of you for a sec?” Jill asked, approaching them.

“Sure,” Kyle said.

“I know you and your mom have… had some issues,” Jill began cautiously.

“You could say that,” Kyle replied.

Kyle’s mother hadn’t been a great parent to her or her sister, Jolie, but she had also lied to Kyle about how her own mother had treated her, which was how Kyle had ended up in New Orleans in the first place: she had wanted to discover the truth of her family history.

“But things are better, right?” Jill asked.

“I guess, yeah. She’s coming up on one year sober, so that’s pretty big. Jolie says she’s going to therapy and goes to meetings at least twice a week.”

“But things between the two of you, are they better? I mean, she was hardly around, right?”

“She was around. She just wasn’t always a functioning adult.”

“You had to kind of raise your sister?”

“Sort of, yes. We didn’t always have money for things, and I took care of her a lot, yeah.”

“Is your relationship with your mom beyond full repair?”

“Full repair?” Kyle asked as she wrapped an arm around Melinda’s shoulders.

“Sorry. This is too much. I–”

“No, Jill, it’s fine. I just haven’t had my coffee yet today,” Kyle said, laughing a little. “Well, I think full repair might be off the table, but that’s mainly because I’m here, and she’s there. I feel like we would need daily therapy for the rest of our lives to get to whatever full repair might look like, but we’re better than we were before I came here. She’s got a job now and has held it down for seven months. That’s practically a record for her. She calls me about once a week or so just to check in. So, I guess it’s better than I ever expected.”

“Is this because of your mom?” Melinda asked Jill.

“Yeah. I just don’t know what to do anymore, and I’m worried more about Juni than me. I’ve been fine with my mom being in the background of my life for a long time, but Juni is only ten. If Mom screws up and leaves her now, that’s it for their relationship, maybe. If she decides to come back in, like, ten years, Juni will be grown-up. She’ll probably be in college and maybe in a relationship, and I’ll be inviting them awkwardly into the house to do the meet-the-sister thing, trying not to think about the fact that they’ll be sharing the same bed because they’d probably had sex in their dorm rooms and trying to remember that she’s an adult and can do whatever she wants.”

“Well, I think you might be getting a little ahead of yourself there,” Kyle noted. “Right now, you only need to think about it day by day. Does she have her lunch packed? When she gets home, is she doing her homework? What’s for dinner? Then, you do it all over again tomorrow.”

“But the weekend is coming up, and I have no idea what to do with her on the weekend.”

“Bring her here, if you want,” Melinda offered. “She can run around in the backyard. We’ve got board games, too. We can all have lunch, and she can play.”

“Or, take her to a park or a museum or something. She’ll be so tired after that she’ll probably just nap while you make dinner. It used to work for my sister, at least.”

“So, just day by day?” Jill asked.

“That’s about all you can do right now,” Kyle replied, giving her a sympathetic smile.

“Yeah, thanks,” she said.

“You ready to go?” Melinda asked.

When Jill nodded, Melinda kissed Kyle again, and they hit the sidewalk.

“So, how was your date last night?” Melinda asked.

“How did you even know about that?”

“Rory.”

“Rory told you?”

“I texted her last night to see what she was up to in case she and Logan wanted to grab dinner, but she told me she couldn’t because she’s your new favorite babysitter.”

Jill laughed and said, “She was available last minute.”

“Kyle and I have this giant mansion of a house,” Melinda reminded, motioning a little behind them at the house they’d walked past.

“And you want to practice before you have your own. I know. I know.”

“Juni’s a sweetheart.”

“She is. I wasn’t planning on going on a date last night, though. Rory and Logan kind of talked me into putting myself out there; getting the proverbial cards out on the table with Willa and seeing what happened.”

“And what happened was a date?”

“A perfect date,” she said with a wistful smile.

“That good?”

“Mel, the way she kissed me…” Jill shook her head. “It was like the kiss at the end of a rom-com when the music swells, and they all live happily ever after.”

“Okay, but did little bunnies braid your hair this morning, and little mice help you get dressed?”

“No, but little birdies are going to fly into your hair and mess it all up because you’re being mean to me right now.”

Melinda laughed and asked, “When are you going out again?”

“I don’t know yet. I hope soon, but that depends on my Juni schedule, which is what I’ve decided to call my new life. When I finish my tours today, I’ve got to run home to my apartment and get some new clothes because I wasn’t planning on staying past a week. I miss my new, shiny apartment. Well, it’s not exactly new, but it’s relatively new to me. All my stuff is there, and I don’t want to live out of a suitcase.”

“Has your mom reached back out?”

“No, which means I need to decide what I want to do. My grandma called me this morning, waking me up, actually, telling me that she would still take Juni if Mom doesn’t come back.”

“Maybe that’s the best idea. They’ve been parents before.”

“It’s not. I love her for trying, but while they might not be deathly ill, they’re not exactly healthy, either. I don’t want Juni growing up there, having to move and change schools right after she finds out that her mother left her.”

“I understand,” Melinda replied just as Jill’s phone rang.

Jill pulled it out of her pocket, hoping it was Willa on a break or something, but was surprised to find that it was her mother calling.

“Speak of the devil. It’s her. Can I catch up?”

“Want me to wait just in case?” Melinda asked.

“No, it’s okay. Thank you, though.”

Melinda nodded, squeezed Jill’s forearm, and walked on.

“Mom?”

“Hi,” her mother replied.

“Where are you?”

“I called to tell you that I’m fine. I made it to Arkansas.”

“Arkansas?”

“Yes. Remember Aunt Robin?”

“Yeah,” Jill said of a long-time friend of the family who wasn’t her real aunt.

“She lives here with her husband now. I’m staying with them.”

“That’s it? That’s all you called to tell me?”

“You’ve been texting and worried, so I wanted you to know that I’m okay. Can you tell your grandmother, too?”

“No,” Jill said. “You want her to know something, pick up the phone and call her.”

“Fine. I’ll call her later, then,” her mother replied.

“Do you even care?”

“About what?”

“Your child, Mom. You haven’t asked about Juni once. Or me, for that matter. Do you even care that this is completely changing my life? That I don’t have the money to afford this? Or that Juni keeps asking to talk to you because she doesn’t understand?”

“You’re twenty-six, not sixteen; you can handle it.”

“Mom, are you fucking kidding me right now?” Jill said in disbelief. “You dropped a kid on me, left me no money, and the mortgage payment is due. Are you planning on paying that?”

“Shit. I forgot about that,” the woman replied. “I’ll send you money for that.”

“Yeah, right. You said you’d do that before, too.”

“I’ll send money this month and put it up for sale. Can you meet with a realtor or something?”

“What?” Jill asked, pacing on the sidewalk now. “You made me move into that house for Juni, and now, you’re just going to sell it?”

“I’ll give you some of the money from the sale for her.”

“Mom, she needs a place to live.”

“You have an apartment.”

“That you didn’t want her to stay in.”

“You can get a bigger one when the house sells.”

“Stop,” Jill told her, wanting to cry. “Mom, just stop. There are laws against what you’re doing right now. Do you realize that?”

“I left her with you. You are perfectly–”

“You abandoned your kid, Mom. Either I have to file some paperwork for guardianship, Grandma and Grandpa have to take her, or she’ll end up in some foster home.”

Her mother sighed and said, “You don’t know what it’s like, Jill.”

“What’s what like?”

“Loving someone so much and losing them unexpectedly when you have a kid at home who looks just like them.”

“A lot of people have had that happen, and they don’t abandon their children.”

“They must be stronger than me, then. I’ll send you the money for the mortgage this month, and I’ll try to send it next month, too, but I’ve got to go.”

“Mom, do not do this,” Jill replied. “Come home. I am begging you. Juni doesn’t know. You can just pretend your lie was real, and it’ll be fine.”

Jill didn’t hear a click, but she knew her mom wasn’t there anymore.

“Mom?” she asked, just in case.

◆◆◆

“How did it go?” Melinda asked when Jill walked into the back office.

“Not well. She’s in Arkansas, and she’s not planning on coming back.”

“Did you tell her about the whole getting the cops involved thing?”

Jill sat down in the other chair next to Melinda and said, “Yup. She didn’t listen. Her argument is that she left her kid with me and that I’m twenty-six and, therefore, perfectly capable of taking care of her. She doesn’t give a shit that she’s ruining my life and Juni’s.”

“God, what is wrong with people?” Melinda said.

“I don’t know. The mortgage is due, though, so she told me she’ll pay it this month, but then, she wants the house to be sold.”

“What?” Melinda asked.

“She actually asked me to find a realtor. Is Juni supposed to sleep on my couch forever?”

“If it comes down to it, the two of you could always stay with Ky and me. We have the space.”

“You two are about to get married. You’re not starting your married life with me and my little sister living in your house,” Jill replied. “Thank you, though.”

“It’s an option until you can figure something else out.”

“I know how much the mortgage is because I saw the bill, so I can eat into my savings and use credit cards for a bit to pay the early termination fee on my apartment and move into the house and pay the mortgage for her.”

“You love that apartment,” Melinda noted.

“I know. But I have to think about Juni now, and it’s too small for both of us. I want her to have as much stability as she can. I’ll have to tell her about Mom sooner than later.”

“You’re a very good person, Jill,” Melinda said, smiling at her.

“I didn’t get it from my mother, apparently,” Jill replied.

“So, why didn’t you tell me about your mom problems and your sister before? I’ve known you for years, and nothing.”

Jill nodded and said, “Yeah, sorry about that. I know I should have, but you and I weren’t super close at first. Really, it wasn’t until last year that we became real friends outside of work.”

“That’s still a long time, and I see you practically every day for hours.”

“I got ditched for a new man and a baby, Mel. It’s not exactly easy to talk about. And my mom was fine, I thought. I had no idea this was coming. Besides, they weren’t in my life all that much to talk about, so there wasn’t a point.”

“I get it. It’s your story to tell. I’m not mad or anything. I know I’m technically your boss and your friend, so I didn’t want you to think you couldn’t tell me stuff.”

“I didn’t tell anybody,” Jill replied with a shoulder shrug.

“But the woman you’re dating knows already?”

“Low blow, Mel,” she said with a chuckle. “She knows because she’s Juni’s teacher. She knew my mom wasn’t there to pick Juni up. Now, she knows more because I really like her, and we’re dating. I don’t know if I would have told her had I met her under different circumstances, though. I think I would. There’s just something there with us, and I want to tell her everything all at once, which is crazy, but it’s how I feel. At the same time, I want to slowly reveal things to her so that we never run out of new things to learn about each other.”

“That actually sounds really nice,” Melinda said. “Now, go open the front door so that we can get the walk-ins.”

Jill laughed and replied, “Walk-ins this early only want directions to good diners and coffee.”

“Then, tell them where the good coffee lives and ask them if they want a tour,” Melinda joked.

“Yes, boss,” she said.

Out front, Jill turned on everything that needed turning on, rearranged the brochures that people had messed up the previous day, and pulled up the list for her first tour, which was a Garden District walking tour and one of her favorites when she was super stressed, like today. She had ten people signed up, which was a decent-sized group that would help keep her distracted and not thinking about her mom or worrying about Juni. A few minutes later, a walk-in opened the door and approached the counter. Jill slipped her customer service smile on and waited.

“I was wondering if you knew where I could get some good local coffee,” he said.


CHAPTER 17

“Hi, stranger,” Willa greeted with a smile.

“She’s not a stranger. She’s Jill,” Juni stated.

Jill and Willa both laughed.

“Get in the car, kiddo,” Jill said after giving her sister’s shoulder a squeeze.

“I got an A on my quiz,” Juni replied, looking up and beaming with pride.

“You did? That’s awesome. Maybe ice cream to celebrate?”

“Really?” Juni asked.

“Sure. We can get something on the way home.”

Jill then looked down at her with an expression that Willa didn’t recognize, but soon, Juni was walking to the car behind them and climbing inside.

“What was that?” Willa checked.

“She looked a little pale to me,” Jill said.

“Pale?” Willa asked, looking around Jill to Juni in the car, but the door was closed, so she couldn’t exactly tell if she was paler than usual. “She seemed okay in class today. Quiet for most of the day, but that’s not completely unusual for her.”

“Yeah,” Jill said. “Probably all the junk food I’ve been feeding her. I should learn how to cook healthy food, huh?”

Willa smiled at her and whispered, “I wish I could kiss you right now.”

Jill smiled back and said, “Me too, but I should get her home.”

“To ice cream first,” Willa replied.

“Should I? If the junk food is literally changing her skin, maybe I should skip it.”

Willa laughed and replied, “I think she’s fine. Ice cream, but then, something healthy for dinner, maybe?”

“How do you cook broccoli? Do you just throw it in boiling water?” Jill asked before she sighed and added, “Never mind. I forgot: my sister doesn’t eat green food.”

Willa laughed again and said, “While I’m not an expert in healthy cooking, I do know a little about it from watching my mom. If you get the groceries – yes, including broccoli, because you should at least try to eat something healthy, too – I can maybe come over and cook with you; show you a few things.”

“Oh, a few things, huh? I think if you’re showing me a few things, I don’t want them to be in the kitchen,” Jill said quietly. “Unless we’re both naked,” she added in a whisper.

“Jill,” Willa whispered back but laughed. “Is it a date?”

“Cooking healthy for my sister? Is that really a date?”

“It could be our second date. I told you, I don’t care. And not only I don’t care, but I’d also love to have dinner with you two. It’s nice.”

“Having dinner with us is nice?”

“Yeah, it’s… I don’t know. If I’m not using my sister for free food, I’m eating alone most nights; cheap food that I don’t have to cook unless it’s in the microwave. It’s been nice, spending time with you two.”

Jill nodded and said, “Come over, if you want. I’ll pick up some of her favorite Blue Bell with the healthy groceries.”

“What’s her favorite?”

“I have no idea. I’ll have to ask her. What’s your favorite?” Jill asked.

“Pecan Pralines and Cream,” Willa said of her favorite ice cream.

“Well, there might just be some of that in the freezer for you later.”

“What’s yours?” Willa asked.

“Cherry Vanilla or Banana Pudding. I go back and forth.”

“Make sure there’s some of either, then,” Willa told her and leaned in a little. “I’ll feed it to you after Juni goes to her room.”

Jill swallowed and said, “You’re evil.”

“You probably won’t be saying that later,” Willa said.

“You’ll still be evil unless we’re alone and naked when you’re feeding me that ice cream.”

“Miss Mailor?” Freddy, one of her students, suddenly appeared at Willa’s side.

Willa’s eyes went wide, worried that he’d heard them. She cleared her throat nervously.

“Yes, Freddy?”

“I forgot my lunch box inside. Can I get it?”

“Yes, of course,” she replied. “Run back inside.”

“Thank you,” he said and took off.

“Sorry,” Jill spoke.

“It’s okay. They do that.”

“What?”

“Kids. They have this way of being so loud most of the time, but then, when you least expect it, they’re just there, and you had no idea because they made no noise.” Willa smiled at her. “But we should probably stop flirting.”

“Oh, you thought I was flirting? No,” Jill said playfully and shook her head. “Just chatting with my sister’s teacher. I talk to all of you like this.”

Willa laughed and replied, “I’ll see you later? Text me.”

“I will.” Jill smiled. “But if I do get broccoli for us, does it just go in the water?”

Willa’s laugh continued as she watched Jill turn to go and get in the car, where she buckled up and gave Willa one more smile before she drove off, with Juni probably rattling off every detail about the A she had gotten on her quiz on the way to the grocery store. Willa watched the other kids get into cars with their parents, including Freddy, who came running out of the school, skipping at least two concrete steps on the way to the car where his father was waiting, and once every kid had departed, she went back inside to finish her day, which included a faculty meeting and grading papers before she had a quick meeting at the museum.

She’d been called in for a couple of hours to work because someone else had called in sick. It would only be two hours and wouldn’t mean much where her check was concerned, but every hour helped, and for next summer, Willa had a different plan. As much as she loved teaching, and she taught summer school primarily for that reason, it just didn’t pay enough. Most teachers were able to get a seasonal full-time job during the summer or at least a couple part-time jobs that helped them make ends meet, but summer school meant that she could only work so many hours at the museum, so she had already decided not to teach summer school next year. Instead, she would either get a full-time, seasonal job or a couple of part-time ones that would add up to a little more money. It was the best she could do and still afford to teach here the rest of the year.

“Hi, Willa,” her manager said when Willa entered the room behind the counter to clock in.

“Hey,” she said with a smile.

“Thanks for coming in so last minute.”

“No problem,” she replied. “I do have to leave right on time, though. I have dinner plans tonight.”

“That’s all right. We’ll be okay to close,” the woman replied and sat down at the small table. “Willa, I needed to talk to you as well.”

“Yeah? What’s up?”

“Well, we’re not really getting the sales we normally do during the summer months, so I’ve been asked to cut some hours.”

Willa swiped her card in the machine, clocking in, and turned to her.

“Oh?”

“I’ll need to cut some of yours. I’m sorry. I know this job is important to you during the summer. We have three teachers who work here during these months that I know of, so I get it, but it’s a small staff, and everyone is getting hours cut.”

“I see,” Willa said with a nod. “Well, there’s nothing you can really do about it, is there?”

The woman shook her head.

“How bad?”

“At least four hours less a week.”

Willa did the math in her head. That would definitely add up. She might need to see if she could find something else where she could work at least twenty hours a week. Maybe thirty would be better. Of course, she was now dating someone new and wanted to spend as much time with her as possible. If she were to teach and work that many hours, dates would be difficult, and with Jill taking care of Juni and Willa working that many hours, dates where it was just the two of them would be next to impossible.

“Okay. I understand,” she said. “I’m going to head out there. We might get a run on magnets I’ll need to check out.”

Willa laughed a little at her own lame joke and went out to work behind the counter.

Two hours later, she had finished the shift she was covering and needed to get home to change for her dinner date with Jill. It would already be late, in her opinion, for Juni to be eating dinner since Willa hadn’t planned on working at the gift shop when she had told Jill that she would help her cook it. That meant Juni would be eating dinner after seven, at least, so Willa hurried to change into some comfortable, non-uniform clothes and grabbed her phone, keys, and other items before she practically ran out of the apartment, just like one of her students had run out of the school earlier that day.

The drive to Jill’s house didn’t take all that long. Still, it gave Willa just enough time to worry about her money situation, which was always on the top of her list of life worries, right after starving children and wars around the world. The lack of money thing was a little closer to home, though, after finding out that she would have four fewer hours each week at the museum. She tried to picture her bank account balance while she drove, remembering that she had enough to grocery shop, but she couldn’t remember if she had anything more than the minimum required amount in her savings account. She had always tried to tuck money away for later, but then, something would come up, and she would need it. With these hours getting cut, she knew she would have no choice: she’d need another job. She might also need to ask her sister for a loan to get her through the end of the year, and she’d have to stop spending so much money on the kids. It about killed her to think about it, but she had no choice. If she couldn’t afford to take care of herself, she wouldn’t be able to stay a teacher, period. She’d have to find something that paid more, and she didn’t want to do that.

Having pulled into the driveway behind Jill’s car, Willa grabbed her stuff just as an email notification came in on her phone. Normally, she would’ve just checked it later, but she went ahead and pulled it up now to not have to worry about it while she was with Jill. Expecting spam that she could just delete, Willa smiled when she saw it was from another school she had applied to. It was a private school in Savannah, and a friend of hers from college worked there now as a biology teacher. She had a connection and a reference from an existing faculty member, so Willa was excited about this opportunity. She read through the email to herself, not wanting to say the words out loud because the excitement she’d just had was gone now.

“Not even an interview,” she said and sighed.

The school had rejected her. They hadn’t even offered her one interview, and she’d come with a recommendation. Her friend had guaranteed Willa that the recommendation would at least get her one interview, one lousy conversation to see if she’d be the right teacher to fill the school’s vacancy, but Willa hadn’t even gotten that. She closed out the email and opened her text messages. Jill’s name was at the top of the list there, which made her smile for a second until she remembered that she was supposed to be inside, helping Jill cook dinner. She wouldn’t be good company tonight. She’d expected this interview. It had been the one school she was sure she would at least get a decent shot at. Now, she only had two more schools that she’d applied for within the past couple of days, and she had no connections there. Maybe no real shot, either. She went to the messages she’d exchanged with her college friend and told her about the email.

Willa hadn’t expected a response right away, but it appeared that her friend had been expecting a message from her because she was right there replying to Willa that the job had been decided before the role had even been posted, and she hadn’t known that until today when they had announced that a former teacher, who’d left a few years prior, had decided to return and take the spot. Willa still thanked her friend since it wasn’t her fault and asked that she keep her in mind for other roles.

Then, she put her phone on silent and tried to put on a brave face for both Jill and Juni. She locked the car, walked to the door, and rang the bell, putting her customer service smile on her face as she waited because it was all she could muster. When Jill opened the door, she was smiling her real smile, but it fell quickly.

“What’s wrong?” Jill asked.

“Nothing. Why?”

“Because you’re smiling weird,” Jill explained.

Willa smiled her genuine smile then and said, “How do you know that already?”

“I saw it last night when we walked into the gift shop, and you were smiling at the customer. What’s wrong?”

“Can I tell you while we cook dinner, maybe?”

“Yeah,” Jill said and motioned for Willa to walk inside. “Oh, you should know that I think Juni is sick.”

“Sick?”

“I found the thermometer in my mom’s bathroom, and she’s running a slight fever. She seems fine otherwise, just a little tired, so I don’t think it’s a big deal, but I’m keeping an eye on it. I think you should stay in the kitchen while I bring her dinner just so if she is coming down with something, you don’t get it. I got her some soup that I can just throw in the microwave because I do not have the time or energy to make chicken noodle soup from scratch.”

“She’s not feeling well? Poor thing,” Willa said. “And I made her wait so I could come over and cook dinner. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. She got her ice cream when we got home, and then I gave her a healthier snack.”

“What was that?” Willa asked.

“A peanut butter and jelly sandwich.”

Willa chuckled and replied, “Not exactly chicken noodle soup.”

“I know. It’s much better,” Jill said and closed the door behind her.

“Wait. Juni’s in her room?”

“Yeah. Why?”

“Because I can do this.”

Willa leaned in and gave Jill a chaste kiss. Jill’s eyebrow lifted, though.

“That’s all I get when she can’t see?”

Willa leaned back in and pressed their lips together for a real kiss. They knew they couldn’t let it get too out of hand because Juni could come out of her room at any minute, but Willa needed this kiss, this connection to Jill right now. She needed to hold her and be held by her, to have some sort of normalcy tonight with the woman she was clearly crazy about already.

“Need a hug?” Jill asked when their kiss ended naturally.

“Yes,” Willa said on a sigh.

Jill pulled her in, and Willa held on tight. She’d just seen Jill a few hours ago, really, and they’d had their first date only one night ago, but Willa had missed her.

“I missed you, too,” Jill said.

Willa wasn’t sure how Jill had read her mind, but she smiled all the same.


CHAPTER 18

“It’s disgusting,” Jill stated, and Willa laughed at her as she spit the broccoli into the sink. “Why does it taste like a sweetish leaf?”

“Well, it is a plant,” Willa said as she continued to laugh.

“So is lettuce, and it doesn’t taste like this. God, why did I buy this?”

“Lettuce is mostly water.”

“Is broccoli mostly gross?”

“Have you really never had broccoli before?”

“Not as a kid,” Jill replied. “My mom kind of let me eat what I wanted. I tried it in a restaurant in a mixed vegetable thing, and I didn’t like it, so I just ate the carrots.”

“How old are you?” Willa asked, still laughing.

“Old enough to make out with you in the kitchen,” Jill suggested.

“Your sister is waiting for dinner.” Willa pointed at her. “You take this to her. Making out will wait.”

“But I’ve waited all day,” Jill said with a pouty lip.

“Your sister is sick,” Willa reminded.

“Fine. Fine.”

Jill took the tray, which they’d set up with some grilled chicken just in case the soup wasn’t enough, a bowl of chicken noodle soup, juice, yogurt, and some strawberries, and carried it out of the kitchen. In the meantime, Willa set their plates on the table, got the bottle of wine they hadn’t finished the other night, and poured them each one glass, emptying the bottle. After a few minutes of waiting, though, Jill still hadn’t returned, so Willa walked down the hall toward Juni’s room and stood by the open door.

“Mom puts crackers in my soup,” Juni said, sounding exhausted.

“She does? Okay. We have crackers. I can get you some,” Jill replied. “Does she crumple them up or just set them in the bowl?”

“She crumples them up for me.”

“Got it. I can do that,” Jill said. “How are you feeling?”

“Tired.”

“Yeah? Just eat this for me, and you can go back to sleep, okay?”

“No bath?”

“Not tonight. You’ve got a little fever, and I don’t want you in a warm bath or shower. Tomorrow, okay?”

“Do I have to go to a doctor?”

“Maybe. Not tonight, though.”

“Jill?”

“Yeah?”

“Can I call Mom?”

Willa knew she shouldn’t be eavesdropping, so she left to look for the box of crackers in the kitchen instead. Once she found it, she carried it back and waited for Jill.

“She should know I’m sick,” Juni said. “When I’m sick, she reads me a book and makes chicken soup with crackers.”

“Well, I made you the chicken soup. I just forgot the crackers. I’ll bring them, though. Plus, you got ice cream earlier. That’s pretty good, right?”

“Yeah,” Juni said with a smile.

“I’ll text Mom and tell her you’re not feeling well. She’s just really busy with Grandma and Grandpa. She misses you like crazy, though.”

Willa smiled.

“Why doesn’t she call, then?”

“Because Grandma and Grandpa keep her pretty busy. You know how they are.”

“Yeah,” Juni said. “Can I have the crackers, please?”

“Sure. Let me get them.”

When Jill walked out of the room, she was surprised to see Willa standing there, waiting for her. Willa held out the box of crackers, and Jill nodded gratefully before she took it and went back into Juni’s room.

“Here you go. Do you want me to dump all of them in there?” Jill asked Juni teasingly.

“What? No. That’s way too much,” Juni protested.

Willa laughed silently and went back to the kitchen. Jill came in after a few more minutes and sat down at the table, letting the box of crackers sit by her plate as she stared down at the broccoli.

“Don’t people put cheese on this sometimes?”

Jill sounded just as demoralized as she looked right now, and it hurt Willa to see her like that.

“Yes. Want me to heat up your plate?” she asked.

“Yes, please,” Jill replied.

Willa stood up, picked up Jill’s plate, and walked to the fridge, where she pulled out a bag of shredded cheddar cheese and sprinkled some on the broccoli. Then, she took it to the microwave, started it up, and turned around to see that Jill was definitely zoning out.

“You look tired,” she noted.

“Gee. Thanks,” Jill replied sarcastically.

“You’re still beautiful,” Willa added, smiling at her.

They began eating in comfortable silence at first before they started talking about Jill’s mom and Juni. Willa wished she could do more to help because it was clear that Jill was managing a lot, and hearing that Jill’s mother wanted to sell the house that they were currently in was hard even for Willa because she could see Jill’s worried expression.

“Can we talk about you now, please?” Jill asked.

“What do you want to talk about?”

“Will you stay over?”

“I’d like that,” Willa replied.

Jill smiled and said, “Okay. Well, now that that’s settled, how was your day?”

“Oh, not good until I got here, really.”

“No?”

Their dinner done, Jill stood and took their plates while Willa kept talking.

“So, my hours got cut, and four hours a week is a lot. I think I might have to find something else, if I even can this late in the summer.”

“Want me to ask Mel if she needs anyone? She’s basically adopted everyone else who needs a job.”

Willa laughed and replied, “I don’t know.”

“We could make out in the back office whenever we’re alone. Plus, Mel and Kyle have an apartment they mainly still use for sex right above NOLA Guides. We could do that, too.”

Willa laughed again and asked, “You want to have sex in the same bed they do?”

“No, but there’s a couch and a floor,” Jill replied as she placed a bowl of ice cream in front of Willa and sat down with one of her own.

“Thank you,” Willa said, lifting the spoon. “And I’ll let you know about the job thing, but it might not be worth it to try to find something new until the school year starts and everyone else taking those part-time jobs goes back to school themselves.”

“Offer’s open,” Jill said. “I can talk to Mel whenever. I can even train you myself, and when you do a good job, there could be prizes.”

“You’re kind of just what I needed, you know that?”

“I am?” Jill asked and took a bite of her ice cream.

“Yeah,” she confirmed before taking a bite of her own.

“You’re just what I needed, too,” Jill said with a wink. “So, anything else making it a bad day?”

“I didn’t get this job I wanted. Well, I didn’t even get an interview,” Willa shared.

“Another job?”

“A teaching job. I love teaching here, but it’s a lot; the budget cutbacks are killing us. Every year, it just gets harder and harder, and I’ve got a college friend who teaches at a private school in Savannah.”

“Savannah?”

“Don’t worry, I didn’t get it,” she added after taking in Jill’s face.

“Sorry. I shouldn’t be selfish right now,” Jill said. “What happened?”

“Nothing. I just got an email that they went with someone else.”

“You really wanted to move to Savannah?”

“No, but it was an opportunity I couldn’t pass up. The school is amazing.”

“I’m sorry it didn’t work out, if it’s what you wanted.”

“Are you, really?” Willa asked with a teasing eyebrow.

“No,” Jill admitted with a little laugh. “Savannah isn’t exactly a short drive away.”

“I know.”

“Are you still looking?”

“Yeah.”

“And these schools are all far away?”

“One is in Baton Rouge.”

“Oh, that’s much better,” Jill replied, nodding. “You should work there.”

Willa laughed and said, “I’m hoping I hear back from them soon. They’re huge and not Catholic.”

“Savannah was a Catholic school?”

Willa nodded this time and said, “I would’ve had to stay in the closet, so not ideal, but it wouldn’t have to be forever. I could’ve used it as a way to open doors for myself.”

“You’d go back in the closet for a job?”

“It’s a Catholic school. They have rules. Even straight couples aren’t allowed to live together before marriage there. So, my friend and her boyfriend of two years have to live in separate apartments even though they basically live together already.”

“That’s stupid,” Jill noted.

“It doesn’t matter anymore because I didn’t even get an interview.”

“Jill?” Juni yelled from her room.

“Sorry. One sec.”

“Take your time,” Willa replied.

Jill stood and kissed her on the lips before heading out of the kitchen. Willa smiled and finished her ice cream.

“She okay?” she asked when Jill returned.

“Yeah. She just spilled her juice on her shirt. I got her changed and settled.” Jill set the tray she brought with her on the counter. “She’s brushing her teeth right now, and I’ll put her to sleep.”

“Are you going to read to her?”

“Yeah, she asked me to,” Jill replied.

“I’ll do the dishes and meet you in the living room?”

“You don’t have to clean up,” Jill said.

“It’s okay. I don’t mind.”

“I’ll be right back,” Jill told her and kissed her again.

“I like it when you do that; kiss me before you go.”

“Me too,” Jill replied with a wink.

After Willa finished doing the dishes, she went into the living room and sat on one side of the couch so as not to be under the deer head that bugged her. While she waited for Jill, she pulled out her phone to delete that rejection email because she didn’t want to look at it again. Seeing that there was another email above it now, she opened it.

“Hey,” Jill said. “She’s asleep.”

“I got the interview,” Willa shared.

“Interview for Savannah? Did they change their minds or something?”

“No, for Baton Rouge. They just emailed me.”

Willa held up her phone.

“What? That’s awesome. Babe, congratulations,” Jill replied and sat down next to her, taking Willa’s free hand.

“I just have to give them my availability, and we can do it over video.”

“That’s great,” Jill said as she rested her head on Willa’s shoulder.

“Yeah, this day turned around when I got here, but now, it’s even better.”

“You really want to work there?”

“No, you just put your head on my shoulder,” Willa explained, dropping her phone onto the arm of the couch.

Jill laughed a little, and Willa wrapped her arm around Jill’s shoulder.

“Want to watch a movie?” Jill asked.

“I thought you wanted to make out.”

“I do, but in the bedroom where there’s a lock on the door. I just want to stay out here for a bit in case she wakes up and comes out, needing something.”

“You’re a great sister,” Willa said and kissed the top of Jill’s head.

Jill looked up then and quickly stood.

“We’re not doing this.”

“Doing what?” Willa asked concerned.

“Can you get up?”

“What? Jill!”

“Just a second.”

Willa stood, not knowing what was going on.

“I don’t know how heavy this thing is. Can you help me?”

Jill was standing on the sofa now, looking at the deer’s head as if inspecting it.

“Oh,” Willa said and joined her.

With both of them on the sofa, they pulled and carried the heavy animal head over to the corner of the room, setting it on the floor. Jill stood back and looked at it, seeing something she didn’t like. Then, she reached for a throw blanket and tossed it on top.

“Better,” she stated.

Willa laughed as they sat back down on the couch and looked up at the empty spot where the animal’s head used to be.

“It really was awful,” Willa said and wrapped her arm back around Jill’s shoulders.

“If she’s going to leave me here to deal with this house, I’ll deal with it my way.”

“Seems fair,” Willa replied as Jill settled against her.

“Movie?”

“Sure,” she said.

Jill picked up the remote, and they held each other while a movie neither of them was really watching played in front of them. About halfway through it, though, Willa heard Jill’s breathing slow and even out.

“Jill?” she whispered.

“Huh?” Jill said softly.

“You’re sleeping. Let’s go to bed.”

“Yeah, okay,” Jill agreed, sounding like she hadn’t really understood what Willa had said to her but that she was going to do whatever Willa had suggested anyway.

Willa helped her up, and they turned off the lights together. Jill checked that the door was locked and met Willa in the guest room, where Willa changed into the same clothes that she’d worn the other night. Jill changed in the bathroom and checked on Juni before coming into the room and letting Willa take the bathroom. When Willa was walking back, she stopped and peered into Juni’s room, too, making sure she was still out.

“I checked her head,” Jill said when Willa walked back in. “She’s warm, but it’s not worse.”

“That’s good. She probably just caught a bug or something,” Willa replied. “Ready to sleep?”

Jill nodded and pulled back the blanket for both of them. Willa climbed in and set her phone on the table. Jill was in the bed next to her then, and she turned on her side, facing Willa, who turned to face Jill as well. Willa’s hand moved to Jill’s hair, brushing it back from her face so that she could take in her blue eyes.

“You are so pretty,” she said. “I’ve thought so since I first saw you.”

“Yeah?” Jill asked, moving a little closer and wrapping her arm around Willa’s lower back, lifting her shirt a little to rub the skin there.

“Yeah,” Willa replied with a smile. “I like who you are, Jill, and that includes who you are with your sister. You love her.”

“She’s my sister.” Jill shrugged. “It’s in my blood.”

“I have a sister, too. And yeah, I love her, but I don’t like her all the time. You like Juni all the time, don’t you?”

Jill smiled and said, “She’s a cool kid. I feel bad that I didn’t really know that until now.”

“You’re making up for it, babe,” Willa replied. “She’s going to be fine because of you.”

“Until I tell her that her own mother doesn’t want her,” Jill said and closed her eyes.

“You want her.” Willa cupped Jill’s cheek. “You’re willing to change your entire life just to be there for her and make sure she has what she needs. Not everyone would be doing what you’re doing.”

“But how long will you really stick around? A girlfriend with a kid? I doubt you planned on that. You have a classroom full of them all day long.”

Willa smiled and kissed Jill on the forehead.

“I want you,” she said. “That’s all I know right now. As for kids, I thought I would have my own, maybe, but there’s nothing that says I couldn’t still do that if I end up with someone who already has one. I’m thirty years old. It’s definitely possible.”

Jill opened her eyes just to squint them and said, “Yes, it’s possible. It’s happening.”

She sounded so adorably tired that Willa couldn’t resist pressing their lips together.

“Yes, it is,” she said softly against Jill’s lips before she reconnected them.

Jill moved to deepen the kiss, and before Willa knew it, her hand was under the front of Jill’s shirt, seeking purchase. Then, she heard it.

“Was that a door?” she asked.

“Shit. She’s up,” Jill replied and practically tossed Willa off her. “Hide.”

Willa laughed at that and went to pull the blanket over her head, hoping that and the darkness of the room would be enough to hide her because, just then, the door opened.

“Jill?”

“Hey. What are you doing up?” Jill asked her sister in a high-pitched voice.

“Can I have some juice?”

“Juice? You already brushed your teeth.”

“My throat hurts.”

Jill slipped out of bed and said, “Let me get you some medicine and maybe a cough drop, okay?”

“Can it be cherry flavor?”

“I’m not sure what kind we have or if we actually have them. Want to go look together?”

“Okay,” Juni replied.

“I guess this is parenthood,” Jill said. “I’ll be right back,” she added in a whisper. “Do not go anywhere.”

Willa smiled under the blanket until she heard the door close.


CHAPTER 19

When Jill woke up, a coolness surrounded her. Her eyes hadn’t opened yet, and she was still trying to hang on to those last few moments of peaceful sleep because if she woke fully, she would have to let it all in. A sick little sister who missed her mother. A mother who wouldn’t come home. The worry about the house and trying to figure out what to do with the hardly lived-in apartment she’d considered an upgrade when she had rented it but now couldn’t afford to keep. The fact that she was supposed to be promoted to manager but still hadn’t been, and Mel hadn’t brought it up in a while, worrying Jill even further now because she would need that extra money with another mouth to feed and clothe.

Giving up on her futile resistance, she opened her eyes, turning her head in hopes of taking in Willa next to her because she was the only thing going right in Jill’s life right now, but Willa wasn’t there. The coolness in the room was because Jill’s bed – or, rather, the guest bed in her mom’s house – was empty, save her own body, which was still under the warmth of the blanket. She craved the warmth of Willa’s body next to hers, though, because no blanket could ever comfort her the way Willa always seemed to be able to do without doing much of anything.

Jill rolled over and checked the time on her phone. It was just after seven. Juni would be up by now unless she was still out of it from the cold medicine Jill had found in a cabinet last night. Maybe Willa had left early so as not to be seen. That would make the most sense. But Jill didn’t have a text message stating as much, nor did she see a note on the bed or the table. Then, she heard laughter and smiled because it was Juni’s. Why was Juni laughing, though? When Jill heard a voice that wasn’t Juni’s next, it all started to make sense.

Reluctantly, she pulled back the blanket, rubbed her face rapidly with both hands, and stood up. Having grabbed her phone, she tucked it into the pocket of her sweatpants and opened the bedroom door to go across the hall to find them, but Juni’s bedroom was empty. Jill heard the laughter coming from the kitchen now and headed that way.

“My mom let me cook with her, too,” Juni said.

Jill stopped before the open doorway so as not to be seen yet.

“She did? What did you cook with her?” Willa asked.

“Everything,” her sister replied. “Cupcakes.”

“Cupcakes?” Willa chuckled a little. “What flavors did you make?”

“Chocolate and vanilla. I got to mix them up first, lick the spoon, and then help with the icing.”

“That sounds like fun.”

“I didn’t get to help Jill make the ones for the bake sale because I was in school.”

“They were pretty good, though, huh?” Willa asked.

“She made funfetti. Those are the best. And she did a swirly icing. My mom couldn’t even do that.”

That made Jill smile with pride: Juni liked her cupcakes. In a way, she’d already known that, and she also knew it was such a small thing, but it mattered to her that Juni had something from her that made her happy.

“Whoa. Swirly icing?” Willa asked.

“Yes. You saw them. Weren’t they cool?”

“They were very cool,” Willa replied. “Now, we have to flip this one, okay? See how it has these little bubbles around the edges? That means it’s ready.”

“Can I do it?” Juni asked.

“Can you be extra careful? It’s hot.”

“Yes,” Juni replied.

“Okay. Here you go.”

Jill heard something hiss in a pan.

“I did it!” Juni said loudly, sounding like she didn’t have a sore throat at all.

“Can you set the table for me?” Willa requested.

“Okay,” Juni said. “Um… How many plates do I get? Jill is still sleeping.”

“Just two. You can wake her up in a minute and have breakfast with her.”

“You’re not staying?” Juni asked, sounding a little disappointed.

“I just came over this morning to check on you because you didn’t feel well last night,” Willa lied, covering up the fact that she had slept next to Jill.

“But you could stay,” Juni replied.

“Yes, you could,” Jill suggested, walking into the room.

“Jill, we’re making pancakes!” Juni told her excitedly. “I flipped that one,” she added, pointing to the pan that Willa was currently moving off the burner.

“You flipped that pancake? Well, then, I have to eat that one myself because it’s going to taste the best,” she said and moved over next to Willa when Juni started to get silverware from the drawer. “Stay,” she whispered.

“Are you sure?” Willa asked.

Jill turned to check that Juni was busy and kissed Willa close to her ear.

“Stay. And good morning.”

“Morning,” Willa replied.

“I’ll kiss you for real when we’re alone,” Jill whispered before pulling away and walking over to Juni, who was setting forks and butter knives on the blue vinyl placemats. “How are you feeling this morning?” she asked at the same time she placed her hand on Juni’s forehead.

Juni was completely unbothered by this and continued to put the cutlery on the table.

“Fine.”

“Your throat?”

“Doesn’t hurt.”

“And you’re not still tired?”

Juni shook her head.

“Surprisingly, because she woke up at six in the morning,” Willa noted.

“What? Why?” Jill asked, looking down at her little sister.

“I was done sleeping,” Juni replied with a shrug. “Then, I was hungry, so I came into the kitchen to make cereal, but I dropped the box, and the cereal was on the floor, so I had to clean it up.”

Jill looked around and saw no evidence of the mess on the floor.

“I got here right after that,” Willa added with a wink in Jill’s direction, which meant that the cereal crashing to the ground had woken her up, and she had somehow managed to sneak out the front, pretending like she had arrived just in time, and had really been the one who had cleaned up the mess. “Juni and I decided to make pancakes. Sorry if we woke you up.”

“You didn’t,” Jill said. “Also, thank you,” she added to Willa, who knew what she meant.

“Can I have two?” Juni asked Willa.

“Have a seat,” Willa replied and carried a plate with two pancakes over to her.

Juni’s eyes got big when she saw them. She must have been starving because it looked like she hadn’t seen food in her life. She had eaten her dinner, but not all of it. When Jill had felt her head, Juni had seemed okay, but she’d still take her temperature after breakfast and again in a few hours just to make sure it had really gone away, whatever it had been.

“How many do you want?” Willa asked.

“How many did you make?”

“About ten.”

“Ten? You thought Juni and I could put away ten pancakes if you didn’t stay to help us?”

“No, I was going to make five, but someone…” Willa pointed at Juni, who was preoccupied with adding way too much syrup to her pancakes. “Added way too much water to the mix in the bowl, so I had to add more mix, and here we are.”

Jill laughed, and when Willa set a plate down in front of her, she used Juni’s syrup distraction to rub a hand over the back of Willa’s thigh, needing to touch her somehow.

“Okay, kiddo. I think you have enough syrup there,” Jill noted.

“I like it,” Juni said.

“Oh, I can see that. But I can no longer see the pancakes under it, so save some for the rest of us, okay?”

“Okay,” Juni replied and placed the syrup bottle on the table.

When Jill looked down and saw three pancakes stacked perfectly on her own plate now, she began to add butter and syrup.

“Willa said that next time, we could add blueberries to the batter,” Juni shared.

“She did, huh? Willa said next time?” Jill looked over at Willa, who was sitting down with her own plate.

“Sorry,” Willa said. “I thought you wanted to be healthier with her, but you didn’t have a lot of options in the fridge. I was going to make blueberry pancakes, at least, because Juni said she’d never had them, but you didn’t have any.”

“I’ll pick some up,” Jill replied and then added with a smile, “For next time.”

“Oh, coffee,” Willa said and shot out of her chair.

“Sit,” Jill replied. “I’ll get it.”

“Can I have coffee?” Juni asked her.

“Absolutely not. You’re getting apple juice.”

“But I helped cook,” Juni argued.

“And when you’re older, you can cook and have coffee, but not today.”

Willa laughed a little at their interaction, and Juni dug into her pancakes while Jill poured some apple juice for her and set it down in front of her before she went to get the coffee that Willa had brewed. Having poured two cups, Jill walked back to the table and handed Willa one before setting down hers. Then, she squeezed Willa’s shoulder on her way to the fridge, where she pulled out the milk since she didn’t have any cream. Finding the sugar container on the counter, Jill put both items on the table and let Willa take care of the rest for her coffee.

“What are we going to do today?” Juni asked her as she chewed.

“Mouth closed. Manners, Juni,” Jill told her with a little laugh.

“Sorry,” Juni replied and quickly closed her mouth.

“I’m still a little worried that you were sick yesterday. Maybe we should take it easy today and just hang around the house.”

“Can’t we go to the park or something?” Juni asked.

“Let me take your temperature after breakfast, and we’ll see, okay? If you’re really better, we can go for an hour or so. I want to wash your bed stuff today because you were sweaty last night, and I don’t want you to get those germs again.”

“Okay,” Juni said.

“Hey, you want to be a grown-up and drink coffee. You cooked this morning. Want to learn how to do laundry? You can do that while I hang out and play on your tablet all day.”

“What?” Juni asked, looking shocked at the mere suggestion. “No.”

Jill stuck her tongue out at her, showing her sister that she was joking, and then looked over at Willa, who was smiling at them both.

“Want to come to the park with us?” Jill asked.

“Oh, I–”

“You don’t have to,” Jill said. “But you can if you want.”

“Maybe,” Willa replied, giving Jill a look that told her they would talk about it when they were alone.

“Please come with us, Willa,” Juni said.

“Hey, Juni?” Jill asked.

“Yeah?”

“After breakfast, we’ll do the temperature thing. Then, you take a shower, all right?”

“Okay.”

That got Juni to refocus on her food, and Jill was glad that she’d managed to distract her. She looked over at Willa, who was eating now, and then turned back to her sister and thought that she could get used to this. She smiled before she remembered that the mortgage was due and that her mother still hadn’t sent her any money. Jill knew her name wasn’t on this house, so she wouldn’t be responsible for anything with the bank, but if she didn’t help her mother put the house up for sale, she would be, leaving her with probably no money to send anyway to help with Juni moving forward. Jill also knew that mornings like this could exist in her apartment but that Juni wouldn’t have her own room, and the living room would be a disaster with all of her stuff around.

As she ate, Jill thought about how, only a month ago, she had had Enid over to her apartment, and she’d planned on them having sex on that sofa. She hadn’t exactly been a one-night stand kind of person, but when she liked a woman, she loved the idea of bringing her home to her nicer apartment and showing it off a bit before they disappeared into her bedroom. That wouldn’t be happening anytime soon if Juni was asleep on the sofa. Hell, she couldn’t even let Willa stay over with Juni out there. The bedroom door opened to the living room, so Juni would wake up and realize that Willa hadn’t come from the front door.

“Put your plate in the sink for me, please,” she said to her sister when she was finished eating.

Juni rose and put her plate and juice cup into the sink before rushing off to her room to get ready for her shower.

“Hey, take your bedding off your bed and toss it on the floor,” Jill yelled after her.

“Okay!”

When Willa was done eating as well, she stood up and walked over to the sink, where she put her own plate down. Jill took advantage of this moment alone and walked up behind her, wrapping her arms around Willa’s waist.

“I missed waking up with you.”

“I know. I’m sorry. I heard her, and I was afraid she’d storm in like last night. Then, I heard the cereal thing, and you were still out like a light.”

“It’s okay,” she replied and kissed Willa’s neck. “Thank you for this morning. You’re amazing.”

“It was just pancakes. She said she was hungry.”

“Willa?”

“Hmm?”

“Babe, turn around,” she said, and when Willa turned in her arms, she added, “I promised you a real kiss, remember?”

“You also promised to make out with me last night, but you passed out after you got Juni back in bed.”

“I’ll make all of this up to you, I swear.” She tugged on the T-shirt she’d loaned Willa last night. “Juni didn’t notice you were wearing my clothes?”

“No,” Willa said with a laugh as she wrapped her arms around Jill’s neck. “But if I’m going to be staying over, I need to start bringing a bag.”

“Yes, do that,” Jill told her with a nod and leaned in, pressing her forehead to Willa’s. “Come to the park with us, if you can.”

“I have to work,” Willa said. “I need to be there in two hours.”

“Oh,” Jill replied, disappointed. “All day?”

“I have an eight-hour shift today and a four-hour shift tomorrow unless they cut either of those. I’ll find out when I get there and check the schedule.”

“Tonight?” Jill asked. “I’m sure you’ll be tired, but I can cook this time. No broccoli.”

Willa laughed a little and said, “I’ll call you and let you know.”

Jill was hoping for a definitive yes or no, but she’d take that answer and hope it would turn into a yes. She pressed her lips to Willa and kissed her slowly, reveling in how domestic this all felt already and how much she craved more of it along with… other things.

“Jill, I’m ready for my shower!” Juni announced.

“Coming!” she yelled back after pulling away from the kiss. “I wish,” she added more to herself than anything, but it made Willa laugh, which made Jill smile.

“You will. Soon,” Willa said with one last kiss to Jill’s lips.


CHAPTER 20

“You’re really not coming with us?” Juni asked.

“I can’t, but I want to. I have to go to work.”

“You work at the school,” Juni said.

“And I work at the museum, too, remember? You saw me there the other night.”

“Oh, yeah,” Juni replied. “Why do you work there and at the school?”

Willa had no idea how to answer that question honestly, so she just patted Juni’s shoulder and gave her a smile, deciding not to burden a ten-year-old, who probably wouldn’t understand it anyway, with the problem in this country of not paying teachers enough to actually live and not giving them the supplies they needed to do their jobs on top of it.

“I like it,” she said, only half-lying.

“Can we go to the museum today?” Juni asked Jill, who had just walked into the living room.

“You wanted to go to the park.”

“I know. Park first. Then, the museum to see Willa.”

“Sweetie, I’ll be working in the gift shop. I won’t be able to tour the museum with you,” Willa said, trying to get Jill out of having to go to the museum.

“Oh,” Juni replied.

“And we’re taking it easy today, remember? You just got better,” Jill added and sat down on the couch next to Willa. “Can you go get whatever you want to take to the park with you so we can get going?”

“I’m bringing my tablet,” Juni said, running off.

“You’re bringing–” Jill shook her head. “To the park? Why?”

“She’s basically been raised as an only child, so she prepares to be by herself everywhere, is my guess,” Willa said.

“But what’s the point of going outside if she’s playing on her tablet the whole time?”

“Babe, you’re really cute when you’re trying to figure out kids. Trust me, you’ll never get there. No one ever has.”

Jill leaned over and kissed Willa quickly, but then her phone rang from its spot on the table, so she picked it up.

“It’s my grandma,” Jill said and answered the call. “Hey, Grandma.” She paused. “Okay. Yeah, thank you. We’re going to the park today, but she wasn’t feeling well last night and wanted to call Mom,” Jill said in a hushed tone in order to prevent Juni from overhearing. “Are you sure?” Jill paused again. “I can try, but then, she’ll just wonder why Mom isn’t calling her back, and I’m trying to keep this from her for as long as I can.”

Willa rubbed Jill’s thigh because it was all that she could do, really. She felt helpless right now, and she hated it, but just as that thought entered her brain, Juni came rushing back into the living room, ready to go.

“Hey, let’s go out front and wait for your sister. She’s on the phone,” Willa said, springing into action and feeling like she could do this one thing to help now.

“Yeah,” Jill said into the phone. “Juni, I’ll be right out, okay?”

“Okay,” Juni replied.

Willa walked her outside and checked her own phone. She needed to leave soon if she was going to get home in time to shower and change before work, but she couldn’t just leave them here like this. Thankfully, ten minutes later, Jill came out of the house ready to drive Juni to the park, and Willa helped Juni get into the car, closing the door behind her.

“I have to get going, but is everything okay?” she asked, wanting to hold Jill.

“My Grandma is going to call her again. She actually has the friend’s number, too. She says she’s going to keep calling until my mom finally gets her shit together and comes home. She also suggested I have Juni try to call her and leave a message to see if the guilt gets to my mom.”

“But like you said, Juni would start to wonder.”

“I know. My grandpa actually got on the phone and said that Juni needs to know what’s going on soon because if they can’t get my mom to come back, I’ll have to go to court for her, and Juni will know then anyway. He also pointed out that when her dad died, my mom didn’t tell her right away. She gave it a day or two and told Juni he was out of town for work until my grandparents got there. God, she might be thinking that…”

“Babe, I’m so sorry,” Willa said. “I’d hug you right now, but–”

“It’s okay. And I know you need to go. Call me later?”

“I will. Have fun at the park, okay? Try to take, like, an hour and just not think about any of the bad things. Just enjoy being with your sister.”

“I’ll do my best,” Jill said.

When Willa got into her own car and drove away, she felt like she was leaving her heart behind, which was ridiculous because she would see Jill later that night, most likely, or, at least, the next day. Having arrived home not long after that goodbye, she showered, dressed for work, and quickly left for her shift. Driving to the museum wasn’t usually the best idea, so she took the bus instead because it would take more time to find a parking spot on a busy Saturday and walk than it would to just let the bus stop several times. On the way there, she checked the email again, making sure she had read it right the previous night. They wanted to interview her for a teaching job in Baton Rouge.

Even though it was Saturday, Willa decided to respond to their request for her interview availability today instead of waiting for Monday so that they would have a response first thing and could get her scheduled. She didn’t want to lose this chance at a job she could really love. By the time she got to the museum, she’d already calculated how she and Jill could make the distance work. Baton Rouge could be an hour and a half to two hours away on a good day. With traffic, it could be longer. Willa didn’t think she could make that commute every day. For a while, yes, but not forever. She didn’t know if Jill would ever move there and leave New Orleans behind, but that was for them to worry about really, really far into the future. They weren’t even a couple yet. She would find a reasonable apartment there and save time and gas money, but it would be an easy trip for them to make on the weekends and maybe once during the week or something. If she were to leave New Orleans by five-thirty in the morning, she could make sure to be at the school by seven-thirty to get ready for the day. That assumed she got the job, of course, but she’d rather be prepared because she’d seen the look on Jill’s face when she’d mentioned Savannah.

It had been a good look, Willa decided. It meant that Jill cared enough to be thinking about what would happen to them if Willa got a job somewhere else. If things got serious with them, Willa suspected she’d put off her job search out of state until they could sort out the situation with Juni and Jill’s mom. She already knew that Baton Rouge was too far away, and they’d only just started dating.

“Hi,” she said to her boss after clocking in.

“Hey, Willa. The new schedule is up if you want to take a look. I’ve made the adjustments we talked about.”

“Okay. Thanks,” she replied.

Willa walked over to where the schedule was hanging up and found the row with her name on it. Instead of eight hours today, she’d only be working six, and on top of that, her entire shift tomorrow was cut.

“Um… Is this right?” she asked.

“Sorry?”

“The schedule? You said four hours a week.”

Her boss walked over to join Willa at the bulletin board and said, “Yeah.”

“That’s six hours in two days. You shortened my shift today and cut my four hours tomorrow.”

“You worked two hours extra this week.”

“Yeah, I was covering for someone else,” Willa argued. “At the last minute. That shouldn’t count in the cuts.”

“Sorry, but we’re looking at total hours each week. Since you worked those two, they needed me to cut another two, so I cut the end of your shift off today. I’ll be closing instead, if it makes you feel any better.”

“It doesn’t,” Willa replied. “I need this money. It’s the only reason I work here. You know that.”

“I know. And I’m sorry, but it’s out of my hands.” The woman shook her head. “I’m missing my daughter’s soccer game tonight because I have to stay to cover the end-of-day rush on my own.”

“You’re on salary with a guaranteed paycheck. The rest of us are not. If we don’t get hours, we don’t make enough money to work here. If I drive here, there’s no museum lot for my car, and I don’t get to park anywhere for free, so that costs money. Even the bus fare to get here costs, so the fewer hours we work, the more expensive it is to even get to work. I realize that’s always the case, but the fewer hours I get, the more that bus fare costs to get here, you know?”

“Willa, if I could change it, I would, but the next step is to let a part-timer go. I’m trying to wait on that because I know one of our part-timers will be going back to school in about a month, so that means we won’t have to let anyone go.”

“I know you’re in a tough spot, but I just…” She sighed. “I don’t know. It just doesn’t seem worth it. I could be at the park with my girlfriend right now, enjoying my weekend, or even grading papers at home with a cup of coffee.”

Willa had just called Jill her girlfriend, which wasn’t entirely accurate because they’d yet to have that conversation, but she wasn’t going to take it back now or try to explain what they were to her boss. It was interesting to her, though, how it had happened so quickly. She’d never felt so at home with someone so soon after meeting while still having those new-relationship butterflies that Jill made her feel all the time.

Then again, she had never pictured herself staying over every night when they had only gone on one real date outside of the house and waking up next to someone with the sound of cereal crashing to the kitchen floor and not only not minding but smiling when it had happened because it had given her a chance to be there for Jill, letting her sleep for another hour or so. Now that she was in it, though, Willa didn’t want to go back, only forward with Jill.

“I’m sorry,” her boss replied. “You’re welcome to quit. Not that I want that – you’re a great employee – but if you feel that way and I can’t do anything about the changes, that’s pretty much the only option. I’m not sure a gift shop manager will get you much with other employers, but I would happily be a reference for you anywhere in town if you need it.”

“I know. I’m sorry. I’m being unprofessional, venting here, and I shouldn’t be,” she said with a sigh. “I’ll just put my name tag on and get out there.”

Willa stood behind the counter for three hours before she decided to take the ten-minute break that she rarely took. Having someone whom she was hoping to hear from now, though, made her want to retreat to the back room, where she checked her phone for messages.

Jill Solomon: I miss you. Juni says hi. We’ve been at the park for a couple of hours, and it’s nice. She hasn’t played on her tablet at all. We were on the swings for a while, and she told me that you were her favorite teacher ever. When can she know that you’ll be her fifth-grade teacher? Is that a secret? I didn’t know, so I didn’t say anything. Maybe we shouldn’t mention it because you might be going to Baton Rouge. Anyway, I’m sitting at a picnic table, watching her slide with some kid from the neighborhood, so I’m bored, and you get a book in text form. Also, I miss you. Did I say that already?

Willa laughed to herself and sent a reply.

Willa Mailor: I miss you, too, babe. My shift got cut short by a couple of hours, so I can maybe do something tonight if you want.

She wasn’t sure if she’d get a response right away, but right after she had hit send, three little dots appeared. Willa smiled down at her phone, and a second later, Jill’s reply hit her screen.

Jill Solomon: I want.

Willa’s smile widened. She didn’t have an answer to the question about the teacher thing because it was up in the air, but when she checked her email, mostly because of boredom, she was surprised to see a response from the school already. They were confirming one of her available slots for the interview. This vacancy hadn’t been a planned one for them, so they were clearly trying to move fast to get someone to take the job prior to the start of the new school year. Willa confirmed that the time would work for her and sighed in relief. That was good news, and she needed some good news right about now. She messaged Jill after, telling her what had just happened.

Jill Solomon: That’s great. Want to come over tonight and celebrate? You can pack that bag you were talking about earlier.

Willa did want to celebrate with Jill, but she was hoping for a celebration that would allow for more than a few kisses whenever Juni wasn’t around.

Willa Mailor: I will definitely be there.

Jill Solomon: I’m cooking. What do you want?

Willa Mailor: Broccoli.

Jill Solomon: Just for that, you’re getting a peanut butter sandwich.

Willa laughed and rose to go back to work for the second half of her shift.

After a few hours of standing behind the counter and checking out a few people who mostly bought keychains and magnets, she was finally able to clock out. Relieved that she was about to get to the best part of her day, she took the bus home and started packing an overnight bag for Jill’s place.

“Hey. Want to grab dinner tonight?” her sister asked when Willa picked up the phone while she was packing.

“I can’t. I have plans.”

“I was going to order in from Delfino’s. We can put our feet up on the table and wear sweats while we eat the best steak in town.”

“I can’t,” she repeated, even though her stomach definitely growled at the thought. “I’m having dinner with someone.”

“Who? I thought I was your weekly dinner companion.”

“You are, but I… have a date. Sort of.”

“Sort of? How do you sort of have a date?”

“We’re dating already, and I’m going to her place.”

“Then, that’s a date, not sort of a date.”

“Wally, she has a little sister who’s ten, and she’s taking care of her, okay? Her mom is kind of being an asshole right now, and Jill can’t just leave her sister, who also happens to be my student, so it’s complicated, but it’s going really well, and I’m already crazy about her.”

“Whoa. That’s a lot of information all at once.”

“I know. Sorry. We can talk more about it later, but not tonight. I’m going over there now. Jill is cooking for me.”

“And her little sister?”

“Yes, she’ll be there.”

“So, it’s not a sexy kind of date, then?”

“It might be after Juni goes to sleep. I’m packing a bag.”

“Ah… Did you shave your legs?”

“No. Shit. I should’ve shaved.”

“Do you have time now?”

Willa pulled her phone away from her ear, checked the time, and did some silent mental calculations.

“I can spare five minutes.”

“Ten if you need to take care of somewhere else, too.”

“Okay, I’m hanging up on you now,” Willa said as she laughed.

“What? I’m sure this Jill would like a nice, tidy space to work.”

“I’m going to kill you. Bye, Wally.”

“Bye. I hope you get laid, little sis.”

Willa hung up and tossed the phone on her bed. She hoped so, too, but not because she wanted sex; because she was ready for that step with Jill. Just waking up next to her this morning, Willa had wanted to climb on top of her and wake her up in a very memorable way, but Juni’s cereal disaster had come first.

“Okay… I guess I’m shaving,” she said to herself and headed back into the bathroom.


CHAPTER 21

“Jill?”

“Yeah?”

“Um… When can I call Mom?”

“Oh,” Jill said and turned to Juni, who was still staring at the TV. “Maybe tomorrow,” she replied. “It’s late.”

“It’s not even dinner time,” Juni argued.

“I know. It’s late for Grandma and Grandpa, though. They… go to bed early.”

“Grandma and Grandpa go to bed at five o’clock?”

“Yup. They take a long nap after an early dinner, wake up to watch the news, and talk about current events before they go back to sleep.”

“When do they wake up? Can I call them then?”

“No, they’re very particular about having their evening schedule and going back to sleep right after. They’re old people. They do that,” Jill lied again. “Want to help me cook dinner?”

“No,” Juni replied.

Jill laughed and said, “Willa is coming over to eat with us.”

Juni’s head turned, and her eyes went wide. She looked really happy at the prospect of Willa joining them, which had Jill smiling, too, because she wanted her sister to be happy. Besides, Willa coming over making her happy was something that Jill, of all people, could understand.

“She is?”

“Yeah. Are you sure you don’t want to help me cook?”

“What are you making?”

“Chicken.”

“More chicken?”

“What’s wrong with chicken?” she asked, crossing her arms over her chest.

“We had chicken last night.”

“We’ve had pizza, like, three times this week, and I didn’t hear you complaining.”

“I did, too. I didn’t want it four times, but pizza is also good.”

“Was the chicken last night bad?”

“No, it was just chicken.” Juni shrugged a shoulder.

“Well, tonight, we can do something different with it.”

“Like what?” Juni asked, turning toward her.

“I don’t know. Add spices.”

“What spices?”

“What spices do we have in the pantry?”

“I don’t know. Mom never lets me play with the spices.”

“Well, let’s go check it out, then, and see how we can make the chicken taste better since you have such a discerning palette.”

“Huh?” Juni asked, looking confused.

“Just go find me the spices,” Jill said.

“Cool.”

Juni rushed into the kitchen, and Jill followed like she was just as excited. Truth be told, though, she kind of was. Opening the pantry to find dozens of small spice containers, they hefted as many as they could grab and placed them haphazardly on the table. Juni was too short to reach the rest, so Jill went back and grabbed them, letting them fall all over each other on the table. Juni started standing them up and arranging them in a pattern that didn’t quite make sense to Jill at first, but then, she realized that Juni was grouping them by the color of their lids. The red lids went to the right. The blue ones were on the left. There were more white lids than any other color, so Juni had left those in the middle, shifting them close together. The rest were placed in a group of their own.

“Which ones?” Juni asked her when she was done.

“Well, do you want spicy chicken?”

Juni shook her head.

“Okay. Then, we can’t use any of these.” Jill removed a few of the spicier containers and put them off to the side. “Do you like cinnamon on your chicken?”

“No.” Juni laughed as if that were a ridiculous idea.

“Hmm…” Jill moved the cinnamon away. “What about cardamom?”

“I don’t know what that is,” Juni replied.

“Okay. Well, smell it,” Jill suggested as she opened the lid and held it beneath Juni’s nose.

“Gross.” Juni giggled.

“So, none of that, either, huh?” Jill asked, smiling down at her sister, who was shaking her head fervently.

They’d run through about fifteen of the containers before Juni decided that she wanted grilled chicken with a dry rub mix that their mother had probably bought for barbecue or something, and she wanted to add a little garlic powder to it. Jill was sure there was already garlic in the thing, but if that was what the kid wanted, it was what she would get. Jill didn’t want Juni touching raw chicken since she couldn’t exactly trust her hand-washing skills to be thorough, so she did most of the work while Juni watched on and told her all about the friend she had made at the park that day as if Jill hadn’t been there watching the whole thing.

For her and Willa’s chicken, Jill went with salt and pepper and decided to use the bottled marinade she had found in the fridge when she had first gotten there. It hadn’t even been opened and wasn’t expired, so she figured it was safe. She put the chicken on a plate, shoved it into the refrigerator, and walked with Juni out into the backyard, where the old grill was set up. It was just a charcoal grill that Juni’s dad had bought years ago, but they had charcoal in the garage, along with lighter fluid and an even older-looking lighter, so she thought they could have some real grilled chicken and maybe some corn, too, since they had bought corn on the cob at the store the other day.

“Pull down like this, and you want to get rid of all those little stringy things,” Jill instructed.

She had sat Juni far away from the grill she was about to light and had her shucking the corn, putting the remnants into the plastic bag the corn had come in.

“Just leave these,” she said of the outer leaves. “When we put them on the grill, we’ll wrap them in foil.”

“Okay,” Juni replied.

Jill had always liked how their mother had prepared corn for them during the summer. She’d soak the cobs in sugar water for hours, usually overnight, and before putting them on the grill, she’d remove the inner leaves and the thin strings that Jill didn’t know the name of, leaving only the outer leaves for a little bit of protection from the grill. Before putting them on the heat, she would rub butter on the corn directly, cover it back with the leaves, and wrap it in foil. They’d had a different grill back then. It had been bigger and had an upper section where the corn could be placed without going directly on the heat, but this one would have to do for tonight. Jill also hadn’t soaked them in advance, so there was a good chance they wouldn’t turn out the same, but she could always prepare better next time.

She lit the charcoal and made sure the fire took before she closed the lid to let it heat up. Walking back over to Juni, she helped her with the last piece of corn, and they went back inside to finish preparing them to cook. Jill got Juni set up at the table, working on organizing the spices again so that they could be put back on the shelf in the pantry, and just as she had added the chicken and corn to the grill, the doorbell rang.

“Juni, can you get that?”

“Yeah,” her sister replied and jumped out of her seat.

“Check through the window to make sure it’s Willa first.”

“Okay.”

Jill put all the spices back and closed the pantry door just in time to see Willa walk into the kitchen.

“Hey,” she greeted her, smiling wide at her because she couldn’t not.

“Hi,” Willa replied.

“I’m glad you were able to join us,” she said.

“Me too,” Juni added. “I made chicken.”

“You made chicken?” Willa asked.

“Yes. It has a dry rub – that’s what Jill called it – with garlic in it, but I added more garlic because I liked the smell of it. No cinnamon.”

Willa’s eyes went wide in fear and lifted to Jill’s. Jill just laughed, loving that adorable expression.

“Juni picked out her own spices for her chicken tonight. I used a marinade for ours.”

“Oh,” Willa said. Then, she mouthed silently, “Thank God.”

Jill laughed just as silently and said, “I’m about to put everything on the grill.”

“Grill?”

“It’s out back. I’ve never used it, but it’s charcoal, so it should be pretty easy, right?”

“I imagine so,” Willa said.

“Can I watch?” Juni asked.

“From a safe distance,” Jill replied. “Want to come out with us?”

“Why don’t I meet you two out there?” Willa said. “I… have some… things in my car I need to… lock up so that no one takes them.”

Jill understood her meaning and nodded.

“Juni, let’s go.”

Jill loved that Willa had brought that overnight bag. She also thought it was really cute that Willa was trying to make sure that Juni had no idea she’d slept here a couple of nights and would be doing the same tonight as well.

While Jill and Juni got the food cooking outside, Willa was probably trying to be stealthy getting her bag into the guest room without Juni noticing, which had Jill shaking her head and smiling, picturing Willa tip-toeing like a cartoon cat burglar, making her way down the hall and into the guest room.

“Do we flip them yet?” Juni asked.

“We just put them on,” Jill said with a laugh.

“But they’ll burn.”

“Not yet, they won’t. We’ll flip them in a few minutes. I’ll put the lid on, and we can sit down. Do you want to eat out here tonight?”

“Can we?”

“Sure,” Jill replied. “But you have to set the table. Can you handle that?”

Juni nodded and headed inside. At the same time, Willa walked through the back door. Jill nodded to the side of the yard, and Willa followed, looking confused.

“Hi,” Jill said and kissed Willa softly on the lips out of sight of Juni, who was in the kitchen.

“Hi back,” Willa replied and pulled her in for another kiss, which was a little longer this time. “Smells good.”

“Thank you. I showered after the park.”

Willa laughed and said, “Not what I meant.”

Jill took her hand, entwining their fingers, and asked, “How was your day?”

“Boring. Not anymore, though.”

“No?”

“No,” Willa said, shaking her head. “My bag is in the guest room.”

“That’s the best sentence I’ve heard all day.”

“I thought you liked me borrowing your clothes.”

“I do, but I also want you to be comfortable here; have your own stuff here.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah,” Jill said.

“Are you comfortable here? You still have your suitcase open, and nothing is put away.”

“My uniform for work is hanging up.”

“But that’s about it,” Willa noted. “Have you thought about unpacking?”

“What’s the point if she’s selling the house?” Jill asked.

“Not like that will happen overnight,” Willa reasoned.

“I know, but I’m resisting.”

“Resisting?”

“If I don’t unpack, maybe there’s still a chance she’ll come home,” Jill said.

“Oh, babe…” Willa leaned in and kissed the tip of Jill’s nose. “You know that’s not how that works.”

“I know. But a girl can dream. When she first said she wasn’t coming back, I thought she was just overwhelmed and needed some time; that the one-year anniversary of his death was probably hitting her or something. She probably left with a suitcase, and that’s it. There’s so much of her stuff still here. I thought she would have to at least come back to get it, and I could talk to her in person then; stage an intervention with my grandparents if I needed to. Now, I just don’t know. I think she wanted to leave the whole house behind with everything because it reminds her of him.”

“She must have really loved him,” Willa suggested.

“What about us?” Jill asked no one in particular. “He was her husband, but we’re her daughters. Will I just never see my mom again?”

Willa pulled her in for a hug and held on to her tight. Jill hugged her back and tried to let all the worries that she had fall away as she released the tension she hadn’t known she’d been holding in. She hadn’t heard Juni making any noise in a while, which was probably not a good thing, so when she pulled out of the hug, she walked to where she could see inside and found her sister playing on her tablet, which she’d brought into the kitchen somehow without Jill noticing.

“Juni, you were supposed to be setting the table,” she noted with a laugh.

“I am,” Juni said and quickly set the tablet down as if Jill hadn’t seen it at all, before she rose from the table and ran out of the kitchen with it to put it back in her bedroom.

Jill laughed until she heard her phone ring on the table.

“Sorry, this keeps happening.” She turned to Willa. “I promise I’m not usually this popular.”

“I’ll keep her occupied if it’s your mom,” Willa offered.

“Thank you,” she replied and hurried inside to grab the phone, finding that it was Rory calling her. “Rory?”

“Hey. What are you up to?”

“Cooking dinner. Why? And why did you call instead of texting? We’re not really the phone call type of people.”

“I did. You didn’t reply. Mel and Ky were wondering if you wanted to come over for a backyard barbecue.”

“That’s what I’m doing in my own backyard. Why are you calling me for them?”

“Mel asked for a phone tree. I got you. I tried texting, but it’s happening basically now, so I called instead. You’re already cooking?”

“I just started, yeah.”

“Well, pack it up and come to us. It’s everyone.”

“Everyone?”

“Me and Logan, Mel and Kyle, obviously, Bridgette and Monica, Sophie and Bryce, who came back to town for the weekend, and–”

“Okay. I get it. It’s everyone.” Jill turned around to see Willa, who was watching her carefully. “I have Juni.”

“Bring her.”

“And a guest,” she added.

“Willa’s there?” Rory asked, sounding excited.

“Yes.”

“Bring her. Everyone wants to meet her.”

“When did we become an everyone?” Jill asked.

“Recently. I don’t know how it works,” Rory replied.

“We’re already cooking, Rory.”

“Finish cooking it, then, and bring it over here. Kyle is making burgers, hot dogs, and veggie things if anyone wants those. I’m bringing chips and stuff. I think Linden and Asher are on desserts. Bryce and Soph are in charge of drinks. I don’t know what Bridgette and Monica are bringing, but probably more food. Enid and Caroline are bringing themselves, and I think more chips. This wasn’t well thought out, so everyone will probably end up confused, and we’ll have forty bags of chips. I’m starting a group text so that this doesn’t turn into a situation where we have ten bags of pretzels and no drinks.”

“I don’t have anything to bring,” Jill said.

“Bring yourself and the food you already cooked. It’s last minute. Everyone knows that.”

“I have to ask Willa.”

“Okay,” Rory said. “Text me.”

“I will,” she replied and hung up the phone.

“What’s up?” Willa asked as she stood by the grill where she was flipping the chicken and rotating the corn like a pro.

“Okay. You are really sexy in front of a grill.” Jill wiggled her eyebrows at her.

“Oh, yeah?”

“Yeah. Flip that chicken again.”

“In a few minutes,” Willa said with a light laugh. “That was Rory?”

“Mel and Kyle are having people over right now.”

“And you want to go?”

“It’s a barbecue. Tons of food. Maybe all pretzels. I don’t know.”

“What?” Willa laughed and closed the grill lid.

“It’ll be all my friends, for the most part, and they want us to go.”

“Should I go home, then?”

“What? Why would you go home? They want to meet you.”

“Because me being here this often is probably already making your sister wonder what’s going on between us. If I go to a party with you guys, that might make her ask some questions.”

“She knows we’re friends, and all of my friends will be there.”

“All of your gay friends?”

“Mel and Kyle babysat her before. She knows they’re getting married.”

“And you don’t think she’ll see us around all of your coupled-off friends and wonder?”

“I don’t know. But if she does, we’ll talk to her.”

“Jill, she’s ten. She could tell someone at the school accidentally.”

“Babe, we’ll be fine. If she does, we’ll figure it out. If you’re really that worried about it, though, we don’t have to go. I’m not sacrificing my night with you either way. I would like for you to meet them and, more importantly, for them to meet you. You’re amazing, and I want to brag a little, too.”

Willa smiled at her, looking a little sheepish, and asked, “What about this food?”

“We can finish cooking it and just pack it up. We’ll take it there because I am definitely making Juni take a bite of that chicken she made. It’ll be hilarious.”


CHAPTER 22

Willa wasn’t sure about this. Juni was in the back seat, playing with her tablet. She wasn’t paying them any attention, and they weren’t really saying anything, but Jill was driving, and her hand was hanging over the center console, just begging to be held. Willa resisted because Juni would likely see the obvious move. Her plan for the night had involved Jill and Juni. She had wanted a quiet night with the two of them before Juni went to bed. Then, she and Jill could’ve had some time alone and maybe taken that alone time to the bedroom. She’d even worn the only good bra she owned and the sexiest underwear she had because she had hoped tonight would be the night. They would’ve locked the door to make sure Juni wouldn’t walk in, and Jill would’ve gotten to see the best bra Willa had, which had only cost her forty dollars, so that wasn’t saying much.

“Are you okay?”

Willa turned at the unexpected question and said, “Me?”

“Yeah, you,” Jill replied with a little laugh.

“I’m okay. Just nervous, I guess.”

“To meet them?”

“All of them, yeah,” she replied with an anxious smile aimed at Jill. “Sorry, I just wasn’t expecting this. I thought it would be the three of us tonight, and then, the two of us,” she added that last part in a near whisper.

“I can turn around,” Jill offered. “I really don’t care about going. We can put the food on plates, and it’ll just be us.”

“No, it’s okay.” Willa smiled over at her a little less anxiously. “They’ll be nice to me, right?”

“They better be. If they’re not, I’ll kick their… well, you know.” Jill nodded toward Juni as an explanation for why she hadn’t said, ‘ass.’ Then, she laughed a little and added, “Um… I should have asked before, and you can’t really answer now, but I’ll be introducing you to people.” Jill nodded back toward her sister again. “How should we do that?”

“Oh. How do you want to introduce me?” Willa asked.

“Are we there yet?” Juni interjected loudly.

“Two minutes, kid,” Jill told her. “Kids really do that? Did I do that?”

Will laughed and looked back down at Jill’s hand, really wanting to take it in her own and slip it onto her thigh so that she could have Jill as close as driving would allow.

Three minutes later, they were there. Juni had spent all of a few hours at Melinda and Kyle’s house, according to Jill, but when Jill had told her they were going to hang out there to eat dinner, she’d been so excited. Apparently, she’d loved the back garden and the fancy room with the old furniture in it, as she had called it. Juni was running out of the car before Willa had even opened her door.

“Juni, slow down,” Jill said with a laugh as Juni jogged toward the house with her tablet in hand. “She’s going to drop that thing, and I won’t be able to buy her a new one,” she added to Willa.

“So, about that question you asked me before,” Willa began as they slowly walked toward the house after Jill got the food out of the back seat. “Now that we’re not in the car and she can’t hear us, we should probably…”

“Yeah?”

“We’re dating, right?” Willa checked.

“Yes,” Jill said.

“And your friends won’t let anything slip to Juni until you’re ready for her to know?”

“No, they’ll keep it to themselves,” Jill replied. “And you know what I meant before, Willa. I wasn’t talking about introducing you as the woman I’m dating. They already know that.”

“You want to introduce me as your girlfriend?”

Jill looked over and smiled wide.

“Yeah?” Willa asked.

Jill nodded and said, “I don’t want to date anyone else, Willa. I’ve always wanted to find one person whom I could be myself with and someone who would want me for me, you know?”

“Yes, I know. I’ve wanted the same thing.”

“You’re that for me,” Jill said. “Am I that for you?”

It was Willa’s turn to nod and reply, “I don’t want anyone else, but it’s still pretty early for labels. I mean, isn’t it? It feels like this whole thing has happened so quickly, and yet–”

“So slowly at the same time because you’ve been waiting forever?” Jill finished for her.

“See? You get me,” Willa said as they arrived at the door just behind Juni.

“So, we’ll do that thing we just talked about, then?” Jill asked, nodding down at Juni to indicate that they needed to go covert again.

“Yes, we will do that thing,” Willa replied.

Jill rang the doorbell.

“What thing?” Juni asked.

“Eat all your ice cream,” Jill joked.

“What? No,” Juni replied, looking up concerned and angry at the same time.

“I’m kidding. I don’t even know if there is ice cream.”

“Why did you ring the bell?” a woman asked at the same time she opened the door. “Oh, hi,” she added to Willa.

“Mel, don’t be rude,” Jill said.

“Sorry. Hi.” The woman smiled at Willa. “I’m Melinda. Welcome to our home.” She looked at Jill and added, “You just walk in. You don’t ring the bell.”

“Fine. Sorry,” Jill replied. “Can we come in now, or are you going to keep lecturing me?”

“A little of both, I imagine,” Melinda replied.

“Hi, Melinda,” Juni said.

“Hey. There she is,” Melinda replied. “I’ve got the back doors open to the garden, and we have a hummingbird feeder now. Want to go see if there’s one there right now?”

“Yes,” Juni said with excitement before turning toward Willa and handing her the tablet. “Can I go?” she asked.

Willa was surprised that the question was directed at her, so she looked at Jill, who just shrugged.

“Um… yeah,” Willa answered then. “Just don’t get too close, okay? You’ll scare the birds.”

“Okay,” Juni replied and proceeded to run through the foyer toward the back.

“You must be Willa,” Melinda spoke and held out her hand.

Willa shook it and said, “Yes. It’s nice to meet you.”

She gave Melinda a smile that she hoped didn’t show her nerves.

“You too. Come on in,” Melinda encouraged.

Willa and Jill walked inside the house, and it was gorgeous. Willa had lived in this city her whole life, but she had never been inside a Garden District home like this one before.

“Want the tour?” Jill asked after placing the food that they’d brought on the kitchen counter.

“Sure.”

“You don’t need me for that, do you?” Melinda asked.

“No, I know my way around by now,” Jill replied.

“I’ll keep an eye on Juni, so take your time,” Melinda offered with a wink.

“Thank you,” Jill said, taking Willa’s hand and pulling her out of the kitchen.

The tour, Willa would soon come to find out, had less to do with her being shown the house and more to do with Jill moving her into a corner of what looked like a library and pressing her lips to Willa’s own. Willa moved her hands under Jill’s T-shirt and rubbed her back up and down in time with the slow, purposeful kiss that felt so damn good. When Jill pressed her against a bare wall, though, Willa’s hands moved down into the back pockets of Jill’s jeans, and she squeezed her ass. Jill moaned, and her thigh moved between Willa’s. Willa hadn’t even realized that she had spread her legs just enough for it to fit snuggly between them until Jill rocked a little, and Willa wasn’t sure if it was on purpose or accident because they were definitely in public and shouldn’t be doing this here.

“Babe, we should stop,” she said, breathing hard.

“Juni’s outside,” Jill replied, moving her lips to Willa’s neck.

“Your friends…”

“Are busy,” Jill stated.

Willa laughed against Jill’s neck and said, “Trust me, I want to do more of this, but they’re going to wonder where we are.”

Jill pulled back a little and asked, “You want to do more of this?”

Willa nodded and said, “Yes. Way more.”

Jill lifted an eyebrow.

“Don’t do that.” Willa smiled at her and pointed at the eyebrow in question. “That’s sexy when you do it.”

“You think my eyebrows are sexy?”

“I think all of you is sexy,” Willa replied.

She wrapped her arms around Jill’s neck and pulled her back in for another kiss. She savored this one, knowing she wouldn’t get another until they were alone again later. When it ended naturally, she stared into Jill’s eyes, wanting to memorize how they looked when she said what she was about to say next.

“I’m ready if you are.”

Jill’s eyes widened a little at that, and her smile was the widest Willa had ever seen, if that was possible.

“For…”

“Yes.” Willa nodded a little. “Are you?” she asked, hopeful.

Jill nodded as well and softly said, “Yes. But are you sure? Because my life is crazy complicated right now, and you were worried just a couple of days ago about being Juni’s teacher. It’s one thing for us to date, but once we do that, it’s another thing altogether.”

“Babe, we’re not just dating anymore, right? I’m yours. I want to be with you. If the school finds out and it’s a problem, we’ll handle it, just like you said. I don’t know about your mom or Juni, but I know that I want you. Complications and all, I want you. No one else. And if you want to wait longer, we’ll wait. I can wait, Jill. I just want you to know that I think you are so unbelievably beautiful.” She ran a hand through Jill’s hair just because she could. “And kind and funny and so sexy, it hurts to look at you sometimes.”

Willa watched as Jill swallowed, and she wanted to kiss her throat, to follow that nervous swallow with her tongue and then suck on it until they were lying down somewhere, anywhere, and Jill was under her touch, coming undone because of whatever Willa was doing to her.

“Yes,” Jill said.

“Yes, what, babe?” Willa asked.

“Yes. Tonight.”

“After this barbecue, where I’ll meet all your friends?”

“Yes.”

“Good,” Willa replied. “How long do we have to stay before we can leave?”

Jill laughed and said, “Well, look at it this way: Juni will tire herself out here, pass out in the car, and go right to bed when we get home. If we leave now, though, she’ll just ask us to color with her, watch at least one movie, read her a story or something, and she’ll want to stay up late because it’s the weekend.”

“Let’s go out back and see if we can convince her somehow to run laps in the backyard. We can tell her it’s for a PE credit or something.”

Jill laughed harder, took Willa’s hand, and they walked outside, where Willa was instantly overwhelmed by the number of women standing around the grill, sitting on the patio furniture, and lying back on blankets in the grass of a beautiful courtyard garden.

“Wow,” Willa let out softly.

“They’re going to get married back here. Isn’t it amazing?” Jill said.

“It’s gorgeous.”

“Jill, introduce us to your friend,” a woman with red hair and pretty light-blue eyes said.

“Asher, this is my girlfriend, Willa. Willa, this is Asher. She’s a wedding planner and owns her own company now. Her girlfriend should be somewhere around here.”

Asher laughed and shook Willa’s hand.

“Girlfriend?”

“Yeah. It’s new. Be nice,” Jill said. “Where’s Linden?”

“Grilling with Kyle.” Asher nodded toward the grill.

“That’s Linden,” Jill added to Willa as she pointed to a woman with shorter blonde hair than the one next to her. “And that’s Kyle, Mel’s fiancée.”

“Okay,” Willa said, hoping she could remember all of this.

“Kyle is a French translator. Linden is a wedding planner, too, but she works for another company.”

“She doesn’t work with you?” Willa asked Asher.

“Not yet,” Asher replied, smiling in Linden’s direction. “She’s doing really well where she is. I think she’ll join me in a few months or maybe a year, but it works for us right now. My business is new, so it’s more stable this way.”

“Oh,” Willa said. “Cool.”

“And what do you do?”

“I’m a teacher,” Willa replied. “Juni’s teacher, actually.” She nodded at the little girl who was sitting on a blanket and talking to someone.”

“Your little sister, right?” Asher asked Jill.

“Yeah.”

“Jill, you’re here,” Linden said, approaching. “Hey.”

“Hey,” Jill replied with a laugh. “This is Willa, my girlfriend. Oh, don’t say anything to Juni about this. She doesn’t know.”

“Nice to meet you,” Linden said.

On it went. Willa was introduced to Sophie and Bryce next. Sophie worked at some large corporation. Bryce lived in Tennessee and was a blogger and also kind of a new screenwriter who was working on a movie. Willa had already met Rory and Logan, so she joined them on the blanket where Juni was talking to them about how Melinda had let her fill the feeder with sugar water for the hummingbirds. Then, Willa was introduced to Monica and Bridgette. The two were engaged, and Willa had spoken with them at length about their greeting card business because she’d never met anyone who made greeting cards. Lastly, Jill sat down next to Enid, and Willa sat on Jill’s other side.

Willa remembered Enid’s name because when she and Jill had talked recently about their past relationships, Enid’s name had come up, and Jill had explained that it hadn’t been a relationship. They had gone on two real dates and had only kissed, but it had been recently. Willa tried to push the idea of this woman sitting next to Jill, kissing her girlfriend. She thought it would be hard because they clearly got along really well, but then she saw how Enid was with her own girlfriend, Caroline, who was sketching Enid while they ate dinner at the large outdoor table.

“Jill?” Juni asked, walking over to the table with her plate.

“Yeah?”

“Can I eat on the blanket?”

“Sure. Just don’t make a mess, okay? Do you need help carrying anything?”

“I’ve got it,” Willa volunteered, rising when she noticed that Juni had no drink and had her fork under her armpit since she was holding her plate with both hands.

She winked at Jill before grabbing a bottle of water for Juni and taking her over to the blanket she’d chosen to sit on.

“Are you sure you don’t want to eat with us?”

“Yeah, I want to watch the birds,” Juni replied.

“Do you want me to join you so you’re not alone?” she asked.

“No, I’m okay. But thank you.”

“Okay. Just yell if you need anything.”

Willa left Juni and returned to the table, where she sat down next to Jill. With Juni facing the back of the yard now, she felt like maybe she could get away with wrapping an arm around Jill’s chair. Jill’s hand moved to Willa’s thigh in return, and as they all sat around the table, talking and laughing, Willa found that she liked Jill’s group of friends.

“This is gross!”

Willa pulled her arm back when she heard Juni yell and watched her turn to face them.

“Juni!” Jill glared at her. “What’s gross?”

“The chicken.”

Willa turned to Jill and burst out laughing. Then, Jill remembered and started laughing as well.
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“So, girlfriend?” Enid asked with a smirk.

“Yes, I have one of those now. It’s new. She’s amazing,” Jill replied. “And be nice to her.”

“I was nice to her,” Enid said. “She’s great, Jill.”

“She is, isn’t she?” Jill looked over at Willa, who was pointing out something to Juni at the back of the garden. “I’m crazy about her, Enid. How does it happen that fast?”

“I don’t know, but it does,” Enid said, nodding in the direction of Caroline, who was laughing about something with Sophie and Bryce. “I told her I loved her this morning when we woke up.”

“You did?” she asked excitedly.

“Yeah. Care said it back, too.”

“That’s great, Enid,” she replied.

“I think we’re going to make it,” Enid said. “You know, for the long haul or whatever people call it. I just have this feeling that she’ll move in when her lease is up. Maybe we’ll take some time to travel a little for her art when we both graduate because I know she wants to do that. I can see the next two to three years easily, and for once, I don’t seem to mind that the next two or so after that are a little blurry or not revolving around my career, which is a big deal for me.”

“Did you just pull up a spreadsheet on your phone every time they asked you where you saw yourself in ten years when you were the eighteen-year-old graduating high school?”

Enid laughed and replied, “No, but something like that. Anyway, how are things going so far with Willa?”

“I feel like she came into my life at just the right time,” she shared with a sigh. “It’s the wrong moment because of the mom stuff, but somehow, that makes it feel even more right to me. It’s like… if she can handle all of this, she can handle everything, and maybe so can I.”

“You seem happy,” Enid noted.

“I am. And I’m ready to go home, too, and get Juni to bed.”

“How early does she go to bed?” Enid asked.

“Early when Willa and I have plans, so let me go get them.”

Enid nodded and gave her a short laugh as Jill walked toward her two favorite girls in the back of the garden.

“Hey, are we ready?” Jill asked.

“Willa was telling me the names of these flowers,” Juni replied.

“You know the names of the flowers?”

While Juni looked down at a yellow flower, Willa waved her phone at Jill, which showed a Wikipedia page with the Latin name of a flower on it. Jill burst out laughing.

“Cheater,” she whispered.

“And we’ve learned them all,” Willa replied. “Every last flower in this garden, so we–”

“What about this one?” Juni asked, pointing at a purple one off to the right.

“Purplicus Flowerinus,” Willa stated, making that up entirely. “Cool name, huh?”

“Yeah,” Juni replied, smiling at her.

“So, time to go?” Jill asked.

“Yes, time to go,” Willa confirmed.

“Willa, are you coming home with us to have popcorn?”

“We’re not having popcorn,” Jill said.

“I thought we were going to watch a movie tonight,” Juni replied.

“That was before we came here. It’s getting late, kiddo. And you still need to take a bath and get ready for bed. Maybe tomorrow, okay?” she replied as she reached for Juni’s hand. “Let’s go say goodbye to everyone and thank you to Melinda and Kyle.”

“Okay,” Juni said, sounding a little disappointed.

“Purplicus? Really?” Jill whispered to Willa.

“It just came to me,” Willa said with a laugh.

“How many other ones did you make up?”

“The ones where she was looking at me, so I couldn’t do a Google image search.”

Jill laughed and walked them to the front of the yard, where they said goodbye to all of her friends who had been nice and welcoming to Willa. Then, she drove them back to the house, and Juni went straight to her room to get ready for her bath. Willa and Jill walked into the guest room, where Jill closed the door and locked it behind them.

“Okay. We can make out for at least fifteen minutes before she’s done. Then, I can read something quick to her and put her to bed, and we can have the rest of the night to ourselves.” She moved into Willa, who laughed at her.

“Jill?”

“Yes?” she asked, her lips moving to Willa’s neck.

“Not that I don’t want to make out with you right now, because I do, but…”

Jill pulled back to stare into Willa’s eyes, wondering if she was having second thoughts about the step they’d talked about taking tonight.

“But?”

“I don’t want to rush tonight,” Willa said. “I don’t want to squeeze in our first time.”

“Oh,” Jill let out, pulling back farther. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to make it sound like that’s what I wanted.”

“You didn’t. I just wanted you to know. I’d kind of like to maybe just hang out with you for now.” Willa wrapped her arms around Jill’s waist. “And help with Juni’s story, if I can. Then, we can take it slow. Maybe we can watch something on your computer, or we just talk a little first.”

“Yeah. We can do that,” Jill said. “I was kind of hoping to take a shower first anyway.”

Willa smiled at her and replied, “Take one. I’ll be here. Trust me, I am not going anywhere tonight.”

“Okay,” she said.

For the first time since they’d started talking about doing this, Jill was nervous. The heated kissing at her friends’ place was good for her. Talking about how sexy Willa seemed to find her worked, too. That was what Jill was used to when it came to sex; hot, fast, need coursing through her veins, leading to just as hot-and-fast sex. Most of her sex had been like that, and had she gotten that far with Enid, she suspected it might have been the same, too.

Willa, on the other hand, was suggesting that they take it slowly tonight, and they had talked about the plan to share their first time together hours in advance when, in her experience, sex was usually a spontaneous thing, with no time to second-guess or worry that she shouldn’t. In this case, she’d been thinking about this for hours. Well, she’d been thinking about sex with Willa since she first saw her.

Then, Jill remembered something. She wasn’t sure how she’d forgotten about this until now because that moment had always been at the back of her mind ever since it had happened. It had been one of those moments that she probably should’ve forgotten entirely, but it had been over a year, and it was still there. It had gotten blurry as time passed, but now, she could fill in that blur with the face she’d seen there that night.

“The piano bar,” she said.

“What?” Willa asked.

“You were there; you were at the piano bar.”

“Which one?”

“It was last February. Not, like, the February that’s just happened. The one before it,” she rambled. “I saw you there.”

“You saw me at a piano bar?”

Jill smiled softly and said, “Yes. And I stared at you, but I was with my friends that night. Something clicked, though, and I should’ve done something about it because look what’s happening now. God, why didn’t I walk over there and buy you a drink?”

“Babe, what are you talking about?” Willa asked.

“Willa, I saw you. Something clicked for me back then, and now, we’re here. We’re clicking.”

“Well, I’m not sure how much clicking will be involved tonight, but I suspect there will be some moans.”

Jill laughed and said, “God, I can’t believe it. I saw you twice.”

“Twice?”

“The field trip with Juni.”

“Oh, right,” Willa said.

“Crazy,” Jill muttered to herself. “And here we are. Why didn’t I buy you a drink?”

“Maybe because you weren’t ready for me back then, or I wasn’t ready for you.”

“But we would’ve met a long time ago, and maybe we’d be living together by now or something.”

“As nice as that sounds, I like where we are now.” Willa tilted her head for a second. “A piano bar… I don’t really go to–” She stopped and nodded. “It was a teacher’s birthday. We all went out. I remember now. I ordered water because I couldn’t afford the drinks.”

“You were so pretty that night,” Jill said.

“Just that night?” Willa teased.

“No, all the time. But that night was the first time I saw you, and I can’t believe I’ve forgotten about it until now.”

“Jill, I’m ready for my shower!”

Jill rolled her eyes at her sister’s yelling from the other side of the door.

“Okay. Go for it!” she yelled back.

“I need new shampoo! I don’t have any.”

“What?” she asked, pulling out of Willa’s embrace reluctantly. “I’ll be right back. Then, I’m showering,” she added and gave Willa a quick kiss.

Jill unlocked the door and headed out to solve the shampoo situation, which she did when she found another bottle in the closet. Having Juni situated, she took her own shower in lukewarm water, but the timing here was key more than the hot water. Jill had worked around the house a little since the park. She’d grilled over charcoal and had then gone to a party outside where she’d done some sweating in the summer sun. She needed a shower before they did anything more than kiss tonight.

After making sure to shave and groom as much as she could with a razor, she got out of the shower, toweled off, and realizing that she had forgotten to bring her clothes from the guest room into the bathroom, she bundled herself in a towel and hurried down the hall to get changed. Expecting Willa to be in the living room or in Juni’s room, reading to her by now, she opened the door and was surprised to see her sitting on the bed instead.

“Oh,” Willa let out.

“Hi,” Jill replied.

“You forgot your clothes, didn’t you?”

“Yes,” Jill said with a nod.

Willa’s eyes darkened as she raked them over Jill’s body, only covered by the thin towel.

“I should…” Willa stood and pointed at the door.

“Just stay here,” Jill said. “Um… Maybe turn around, though? I mean, you’re going to see me naked soon anyway, so I guess it doesn’t matter.”

“Yes, it does,” Willa replied as she stood up and walked toward her. “Get dressed. Taking everything off you later will be part of the fun. I can wait.” She then kissed Jill softly on the lips and added, “I’ll go see what Juni is up to. Meet us in there?”

“Yeah.” Jill nodded once and swallowed.

When Willa left the room and closed the door behind her, Jill felt even more nervous. This woman was perfect for her. She was so damn sexy, staring at Jill, eyes darkening as she clearly liked what she saw. She was smart and funny and so good with Juni. Willa was too good for her. Yes, that was what it was: Willa was too good for her and deserved better than Jill, who had a messy life and nothing to offer her. Hell, Jill could barely cook. She would have no money soon once she paid this mortgage, her rent, and took care of her sister, so she wouldn’t be able to afford anything for Willa, and Willa deserved everything.

As she dressed, Jill tried to talk herself out of what she clearly knew she wanted because it would be better for Willa. That was what mattered.

“She deserves so much better than you,” she told herself as she pulled out a pair of underwear from her suitcase. “You didn’t even fold your clothes when you packed; you just shoved things in here. Who does that? Willa probably folds properly. Her stuff is probably organized and folded the right way. She might even know how to fold a fitted sheet, which is impossible, and you’ve yet to even clean this bedding that you’ve been sleeping on because you don’t know how often you’re supposed to clean it. Hell, when was the last time you washed your sheets at home?” Jill stopped moving for a second to think back to the last time she’d done laundry. “Willa’s so good. She deserves someone who knows all these things.” Jill put on her underwear and a pair of sweats over them. “I’ve not gotten a promotion at work yet, and I’m a freaking tour guide. What kind of career is that?” She slipped on a T-shirt without a bra and turned toward the window, which faced the backyard. “I just… She deserves so much better than me.”

“No, I don’t.”

Jill turned around, surprised to hear Willa’s voice in the room. She hadn’t heard the door open or close, but it definitely had been because it was now closed behind Willa.

“Huh? Sorry, I didn’t hear you come in.”

“Juni was actually already asleep when I walked in there. I pulled the blanket over her and put her tablet away,” Willa said as she walked toward her. “I also opened the door quietly so that it wouldn’t wake her up. I made sure to lock it.”

“Willa, I–”

“Just hold on, okay?” Willa interrupted her, holding up a hand.

“Okay,” she agreed, unprepared for whatever Willa was about to say.

“I may have overheard part of your speech,” Willa admitted. “Was it a speech?”

“More like internal ramblings that I said out loud,” Jill replied.

“Well, I heard most of it, I think. And yes, I do know the trick to folding a fitted sheet. I’ll show it to you later. My sister, the successful lawyer, has a housekeeper. She showed me because I had no idea how to do that.”

“Okay. Sounds good. Glad we got that settled,” Jill said nervously.

“You keep thinking that these things about you are bad, for some reason, but, Jill, they’re not bad. They’re part of the many reasons I like you so much.” Willa stood just in front of her and pushed Jill’s wet hair back behind her ear. “I don’t care that you can barely cook. We can cook together. And I like that you’re a tour guide. I wouldn’t mind joining some of those tours so that I can see you in action. I suspect, watching you teach people about something you love is going to be a big turn-on for me.”

“It’s just talking about the city.”

“No, it’s not,” Willa replied. “You told me you put a lot of work into what you tell people. You do research and factcheck. You try to make sure every experience is unique.”

“I guess. But–”

“But nothing. And my bag is far from organized. I just threw stuff into it before I came over here. I might not even have pants for tomorrow. I was so excited to get to you that I didn’t pay attention to what I was grabbing from drawers. Jill, I want you. I like who you are. I don’t care how complicated your life is. I want your life to be part of mine and mine to be part of yours, okay?”

Jill nodded because she didn’t know what else to say.

“Do you want to wait? We can.” Willa placed her hands on Jill’s hips.

“After that speech? No way,” she replied.

“Those were just my internal ramblings out loud.” Willa winked at her.

“Juni’s out like a light?”

“Yes.”

“And the door is locked?”

“Yes,” Willa confirmed.

“And I’m dressed, so you could…”

“Take everything off you,” Willa finished for her.

“Yes,” Jill said. “Please.”


CHAPTER 24

Willa had planned on reading a story to Juni with Jill in the room with her, almost as if they were a family, which, of course, wasn’t the case because she hadn’t known Jill all that long yet. Juni had been asleep, though, so Willa had opted to let her remain that way and had covered her up, arriving at Jill’s bedroom door just in time to hear Jill trying to talk herself out of them taking the next step in their new relationship. If only Jill could see herself how Willa saw her… She hoped she could make that clear now.

She turned them until Jill was backed against the bed and met Jill’s eyes as she lifted her T-shirt off and tossed it to the floor. She didn’t look down at Jill’s breasts at first. She wanted to. She really, really wanted to, but she chose to keep their eyes connected because she needed Jill to know that this was about so much more than lust and them just having sex. When she couldn’t resist anymore, though, and her eyes had betrayed her, she saw soft, full breasts with pink nipples that were slightly hard. Willa bet herself that she could make them even harder. She wanted to reach out and touch them, put her mouth on them, and let her tongue bathe them in attention before she pulled them, one by one, into her mouth and sucked, but Jill had other ideas. Jill’s hands went to her shirt, and she lifted it off her body, revealing the bra Willa had put on earlier, hoping this would happen.

“Did you wear this for me, or are all your bras this fucking sexy?” Jill asked as she stared at Willa’s breasts.

“I wore this for you. I kind of hoped this would happen tonight,” she replied honestly. “None of my other bras are like this one.”

‘This one’ referred to the red, mostly lace bra that showed Jill her breasts and, in particular, her hard nipples that were begging to be released from the tight fabric. Jill licked her lips and continued to stare at them, which only made Willa wetter. When Jill lowered her head and took a nipple between her lips through the lace, Willa gasped out because this was what she had wanted. This was what she’d needed. Jill sucked, and Willa held Jill’s head to her breast, silently urging her to continue. Willa had planned on taking the lead tonight, but Jill was already undoing Willa’s jeans, lowering the zipper after she released the button. Willa let go of Jill’s head and moved her own hands to those jeans, trying to lower them down her hips while Jill’s mouth moved to her other nipple and sucked on it, too.

She was able to get the jeans down to her knees before she was stuck, and if Jill kept doing that, Willa would have to bend over to take off her pants. She decided to take charge now and gave Jill’s shoulders a light push. Jill’s legs hit the bed, and she was placed down on it more than she sat down on purpose. Willa lowered her pants the rest of the way and stepped out of them, leaving them on the floor to deal with later, while Jill’s eyes were on her not-exactly-matching panties now. Her red bikinis weren’t solid lace like the bra, but they had a lace border that she’d thought sexy when she had picked them out.

“God, you’re gorgeous,” Jill said softly while her hands roamed over Willa’s breasts, down her abdomen, and then over her thighs.

When Jill’s hands cupped Willa’s ass and brought her closer, Willa just stood and let Jill kiss her stomach. Her own hands on Jill’s shoulders, she closed her eyes, letting Jill kiss her everywhere she wanted to before Jill’s tongue slipped into those bikinis.

“Oh,” Willa said, feeling a rush of wetness.

“Yeah?” Jill asked, looking up at Willa with darkening eyes.

“I want that. To be clear, I like that.”

Jill smirked up at her and said, “I like that, too.”

“Yes?”

Jill nodded and replied, “Both giving and receiving, but I especially like giving.”

Willa swallowed and said, “Me too. I mean, I like… receiving… that. I like giving everything, but I–”

“We can keep talking about what we like before we actually do it, or we can maybe talk about it while we’re doing it,” Jill suggested, and it was a great suggestion.

“Lie back,” Willa said.

Jill lowered herself until she was on her back, her legs hanging over the end of the bed. Willa reached for the sweatpants Jill had only just put on and slid them down her legs and off until they joined Willa’s pants behind her. Then, she knelt between Jill’s legs, choosing to leave her white panties on for now as she kissed up the inside of her thigh.

“Do you like this?” she asked softly.

“Yes, very much.”

Willa let her tongue come out and lick the soft skin she found there, causing Jill to gasp a little. After repeating each movement on Jill’s other thigh, she felt brave for a moment and licked Jill over her panties, tasting her through the thin fabric.

“Fuck,” Jill whispered.

“I couldn’t wait,” Willa said, pulling the panties down and off Jill now, needing another taste. “I know I said I like receiving, but I feel like I should be clear that I really would love to do this to you.”

“Yeah, okay. Whenever. I mean, no complaints here,” Jill said.

“Right now, Jill.”

Jill sat up a little on her elbows and asked, “Now?”

“Is that okay?” Willa checked as she kissed the inside of Jill’s thigh. “Postponing more foreplay so that I can make you come?”

“Who needs foreplay when your girlfriend turns you on just by walking into the room?” Jill joked.

Willa smiled up at her because Jill was being sweet, and she loved it when Jill was sweet. It was another major turn-on for her. She lowered her mouth to Jill’s center and licked her once more, causing Jill to flop back on the bed. Willa spread her legs wider, wanting the best access she could get because Jill tasted amazing. Leaning in again, she breathed in Jill’s scent and took her with her mouth, and when she looked up, Jill appeared to be covering her mouth with her hand while Willa licked and sucked her. Jill probably didn’t want to wake her sister up with whatever sounds she usually made during sex, but Willa found that she really wanted to hear those sounds. She hoped they could find a night when someone could babysit for them so that she could take Jill to her place and hear those sounds the whole night through.

“God, yes,” Jill let out softly.

And that would do for now because Jill’s breathy sex voice was enough to almost make Willa come herself.

She reached up and finally cupped Jill’s breast, squeezing the right one as she moved her other hand over the left one to squeeze it, too. Jill’s breasts fit perfectly in her hands as if they were made to be held by Willa alone, and when she began to play with her nipples, she earned a sexy soft moan followed by what Willa could only call a chirp. It was a short, high-pitched sound that had Willa trying to remember what she had done to earn it. She’d been sucking on the tip of Jill’s hard clit then, so she went back to doing that.

“I’ll come,” Jill said.

She sounded as if Willa should stop because that would be a bad thing, so Willa looked up to check, but Jill’s eyes were closed, and her hand was back over her mouth. Willa released one of the breasts to take Jill’s free hand with her own and placed it on the back of her own head, telling Jill silently to keep her there in place or move her wherever she wanted her to go. Jill took the hint and held on to Willa’s head, so Willa’s hand returned to Jill’s breast to massage the flesh as she continued to suck while she rocked her face into Jill’s sex.

“There,” Jill moaned just as Willa’s chin started to rub against her entrance. “God!”

Willa moved a little faster and felt Jill’s body tense in an instant. She was making Jill come. The realization caused her to smile, which was the last thing she should be doing right now because it meant she was losing contact with her girlfriend’s clit, so she dropped the smile and continued to suck until Jill’s back lifted off the bed and arched there for a moment before lowering back down. A few seconds later, Jill was tapping Willa on the back of the head, but Willa wasn’t ready to stop. She did slow down, though, and several moments later, Jill tapped her again.

“I can’t,” Jill said quietly.

Willa knew that she could, but she stopped, moving her lips to Jill’s thigh again and kissing it.

“Can you come up here?” Jill asked.

“Can you slide back?” Willa asked instead.

Jill moved up until her head hit the pillow, and Willa followed her until she was hovering over her.

“Kiss me,” Jill said, pulling Willa down to meet her lips.

Jill’s legs were still spread, so Willa just settled between them.

“Shit,” Jill added.

“What?” Willa asked, looking down at her, concerned now.

“You’re still wearing your underwear, and I need you pressed against me, Will.”

Willa smiled. That was the first time Jill had called her Will, and she loved it.

“Are we Jill and Will now?” Willa teased as she shifted.

Jill smiled up at her and replied, “I don’t care what we’re called. I just need you to be naked. Now, Willa.” She pointed to Willa’s panties.

Then, Jill sat up quickly, apparently unable to wait the few seconds for Willa to pull them off herself. Her lips met Willa’s breast, migrating over to the nipple, which she sucked on again as her hands pushed at the panties until they were down Willa’s thighs. After some more maneuvering, Willa finally had them off and Jill on her back again. She pressed her sex into Jill’s and gasped.

“Better?” she asked.

“Yes,” Jill replied, pressing down on Willa’s ass to bring them even closer together.

“I want you again,” Willa said, moving her lips to Jill’s throat. “Now.”

“Yes,” Jill repeated.

Willa didn’t wait. She moved her hand between them, coated her fingers in Jill’s still-growing wetness, and using all that she’d gathered there, she slid inside. Jill bit her lower lip and held it in.

“Okay?” Willa checked.

When Jill nodded rapidly, Willa slipped her own center over her thigh and pressed down into it, letting her clit find a little relief while she thrust inside Jill and kissed her. As Jill tasted herself on her lips, Willa rode her thigh even faster, and while she had never been able to come like this before, this was really working for her right now, so she had to pull out of the kiss, her breathing ragged.

“God, you feel so good,” Jill said. “Don’t stop.”

“I’m going to come,” Willa replied.

Jill looked up at her in surprise, and her hands moved to Willa’s hips to guide her forward and back quickly. Willa was about to come, but she wanted Jill to come first, or at least, come with her.

“I’m close. It’s okay,” Jill told her, somehow knowing what Willa was thinking. “Will, come.”

Willa did. Her hips moved faster than Jill’s hands could move them, and she felt her own wetness coating Jill’s thigh. It would have been embarrassing, but Jill smiled. She liked it. Then, Willa thrust hard and deep, and Jill’s eyes closed. Her smile disappeared as her mouth formed an O. Jill was coming, too.

“Yes,” she said softly.

Willa’s orgasm wasn’t done, but she was coming down already, so she let her hips move on their own to ride it out and leaned down to kiss Jill through her orgasm. Jill wrapped her arms around Willa’s neck as Willa continued to curl her fingers inside her, bringing her just a little bit higher before Jill came down, too. Willa stayed inside her but crashed down on top of her, trying to catch her breath and never wanting to move from this spot ever again.

“Do you think she heard us?” Jill asked a few minutes later.

“Heard what?” Willa chuckled against her neck. “You hardly made a sound. And I was silent.”

“Are you always silent?” Jill asked as her hands moved over Willa’s back.

“Not always, no.”

“Should I be worried?”

“Well, you haven’t technically touched me yet, so no, I don’t think you should be worried. In fact, you should be very, very pleased.”

“Oh, I am, but for a different reason.”

“I meant because I never come like that.”

“No?”

“No, not just by rubbing that way.”

“My thigh is extra strong, apparently,” Jill joked.

“I think it’s the fact that you just turn me on so much; it didn’t take me much.”

“Oh. Then, I am pleased.” Jill’s hand moved around to Willa’s front and cupped her. “Now, I think we should address your other point.” She slipped her fingers into Willa’s folds. “I haven’t technically touched you yet.”

Willa was still inside Jill, and she wanted to stay there, but in their position, if Jill wanted to touch her, Willa would need to move her hand, so she slowly slipped out of her and watched Jill’s reaction.

“You like me there, huh?” she teased.

“Yes. And I’d like you to go back very, very soon,” Jill replied. “But now, it’s my turn.”

Before Willa knew it, she was on her back, and Jill was on top of her, smirking down at her. Then, a few seconds later, the smirk disappeared, turning into a more serious expression. Willa understood, though, because this was serious between them. They weren’t just having sex. They were making love.


CHAPTER 25

Jill checked the time on her phone. It was way too early for her to be awake, and that was especially true because they had only gone to sleep a few hours ago, really, but she knew Juni would be up soon, so if she wanted to do what she had in mind, she needed to start now. She rolled over and saw that Willa was on her side, facing away from her. They hadn’t put on clothes, even though Willa had suggested they should because of Juni, but Jill had reminded her that the door was locked, so unless her kid sister had a very special set of skills that she didn’t know about, Juni couldn’t pick locks and get into the room.

Jill put her phone on the bedside table and scooted herself over toward Willa. Her arm snaked around Willa’s waist, and she buried her face in Willa’s neck, breathing her in. Willa smelled a little of sex, which only turned Jill on more, and her hand lowered slowly because she both wanted to wake Willa up and not wake her at the same time. As her fingers began dancing in dark curls, Willa stirred, but only a little. Jill kissed the side of Willa’s neck and lowered her hand still. Willa’s legs spread ever so slightly, inviting her in, and Jill knew they were in business. She smirked against Willa’s neck and slipped between her folds.

“Really?” she whispered into Willa’s ear.

“Mornings are my favorite.”

Willa still sounded sleepy and totally adorable, but that hadn’t prevented her from moving her leg over Jill’s, giving her better access.

“I can see that,” Jill said.

She could feel that, too. Willa was soaked.

Jill shifted closer, pressing her front fully against Willa’s back now, and began stroking her slowly.

“That’s nice,” Willa said.

Jill sucked on her earlobe and whispered, “I’m going for better than nice.”

“Then, you should go faster.”

Jill smiled and sped up her strokes.

“Like that,” Willa encouraged.

Jill pressed her palm to Willa’s clit and moved it up and down, applying pressure, while the tips of her fingers brushed over Willa’s entrance, indicating what she really wanted to do. Wasting no time, Willa rolled over onto her stomach. Jill had expected her to roll onto her back, but this was even better. She moved until she was kneeling between Willa’s legs and lifted Willa’s hips off the bed. Her two fingers slid into Willa from behind, and her thumb rubbed over Willa’s clit. Willa grunted into the pillow as Jill continued to thrust inside her. They hadn’t done this last night, Jill being behind her like this, but she knew she wanted it again and possibly every morning from here on out.

“Yes,” Willa let out. “Yes, baby.”

Jill was going in and out deeper, pulling all the way out and going back in repeatedly until Willa was coming at her touch and begging her not to stop. Then, Jill pressed her front to Willa’s ass, spreading herself with her free hand, letting Willa feel how wet she was for her. Willa let out a moan when Jill rubbed herself over her skin, and she collapsed onto the bed, face first into the pillow. Jill moved on top of her and continued to rub against her, not intending to come but needing the friction.

“You seem to like mornings, too,” Willa noted.

“I love mornings,” she said and rubbed a little harder. “And I want you to roll over now because I’m not done with you yet.”

“But you’re busy,” Willa replied.

“I want to be busy with my mouth.”

Willa’s head lifted as if she were suddenly interested in what Jill was saying. Jill laughed a little and shifted off Willa in order to give her space to roll onto her back. Willa did so and stared up at her then, looking at Jill’s sex before her hands moved to it, and she used her thumbs to spread Jill.

“You’re hard. I can tell.”

“Yes, I am,” Jill breathed out.

“Let me take care of you,” Willa said as she grazed her thumb over Jill’s sensitive clit.

“In a minute,” Jill replied. “Sometimes, I like to wait.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“Yeah. I like the anticipation.”

Willa grazed her clit again, causing Jill to jerk.

“Oh, I like that,” Willa said. “Does that mean I can play with you?”

“Yes,” Jill replied. “But not now.” She moved until she was situated between Willa’s legs. “Now, I get to play with you.”

“Oh, I don’t like anticipation. I prefer to–”

Jill licked her.

“Oh,” Willa let out as she closed her eyes. “Whatever you want is fine.”

Jill smirked again and slowly licked Willa everywhere but the one spot she knew Willa wanted her to address the most. She wanted to do this all day: just lick Willa, suck on her until she was almost there, and then stop and move away, making Willa beg for her to make her come just so Jill could give her everything that she wanted, but they didn’t have much time for that right now. Despite the fact that it was Sunday, Jill had to work, and her sister would be awake soon.

“Please,” Willa said, and Jill got her to beg, after all.

“Please, what?” she asked, knowing the answer.

“Please make me come,” Willa replied.

Jill sucked on her then and slipped her fingers back inside, which Willa hadn’t been expecting.

“Yes!”

Jill continued to suck and began curling her fingers. As Willa’s hips lifted off the bed, she moved her free arm under Willa’s body, which gave her just a little more access to what she wanted. Her tongue flicked Willa’s hard clit, feeling how swollen it was between her lips and wanting to sate it for her before their day began and they would be separated. Willa’s hips rose and fell a few more times before she had to cover her mouth with her hands as she came, and Jill brought her down slowly, not wanting to move yet or stop touching and tasting her until Willa’s hands were on the back of her head, easing Jill away from her sensitive flesh.

“That was…” Willa ran out of breath.

Jill looked up at her and wiped her chin, not at all trying to hide it.

“Delicious,” she said, making sure Willa knew just how much she’d enjoyed doing that to her.

“The best orgasm I’ve ever had,” Willa told her with a smile.

Jill tilted her head and said, “I seem to remember giving you a few last night.”

“And all of them were amazing, but this last one was so fucking good.”

Jill smiled because Willa wasn’t one to curse much, and it was cute. She climbed on top of her, settling her hips between Willa’s so she could rub herself against Willa’s sex.

“Want me to do it again?”

“Yes, but not now,” Willa replied. “I want you to sit up here now.”

“You do, huh?” Jill kissed up Willa’s neck, dragging her tongue up to her jaw and then slipping it into Willa’s mouth.

Willa sucked on it, and they kissed slowly as Jill began to rock down into her.

“How much time do we have?” Willa asked when the kiss ended naturally.

“I’m guessing about twenty minutes,” Jill estimated. “I could be wrong.”

“So, do you want one orgasm at the end of that twenty or as many as I can give you in twenty minutes?” Willa asked.

“Fuck. Really?”

Willa nodded.

“One at the end,” Jill requested, grazing her lips against Willa’s. “Make me explode.”

Willa bit her lower lip and held on to it, and Jill wasn’t sure she’d ever seen a sexier thing in her entire life.

“Sit on my face,” Willa ordered, and it was an order.

Jill understood the assignment and moved quickly until her sex hovered over Willa’s mouth. Willa gripped her by the hips and lowered her a little before the tip of Willa’s tongue grazed Jill’s clit.

“Oh, fuck,” she whispered as her hips jerked forward.

“Keep them still, baby,” Willa said, gripping her a little harder.

As Willa stroked her with just the tip of her tongue, Jill pressed her palms to the wall behind the bed and thought about how when she had first met Willa, she had never expected her to be like this in the bedroom, and this somehow made her even more perfect for her. Jill had been with a few women in her life, and they had all been nice in bed. She’d had orgasms, and she’d had great sex, but Willa was the first person whom she had ever told that she liked edging.

Jill had discovered it herself years ago while in college when she’d been watching porn on her laptop and thought about getting herself off, using the opportunity of her roommate being out for the weekend. The video she’d stumbled upon had only been five minutes long, though, so by the time she’d gotten herself almost there, it had ended, and she had had to watch it three times before she had finally come. The orgasm had been so explosive that she had begun to purposefully get herself close and back off, but she had never asked a lover to do this for her before. It wasn’t that she had been embarrassed or anything. She just hadn’t known how to tell someone that she hadn’t wanted to come right away when it had seemed like that had been the only thing they would want: for Jill to come from their touch.

Willa kept her tongue delightfully rigid while she toyed with her clit, though, and Jill didn’t know what to do to keep her hips from moving if this was what Willa would continue to do. She was already getting too close.

But then, Willa stopped and said, “I’m going to put my tongue inside you. I want you to ride it.”

“Oh, my God,” Jill let out, more at the words Willa had just said out loud than at what they meant. “You’re my dream woman.”

Willa’s tongue, still rigid, slipped inside her then, and Jill rocked against her face slowly, letting herself feel all that this was to her. Willa moaned, and her hand slipped between Jill’s legs before her tongue moved back to Jill’s clit and one finger moved inside her instead. Jill began rocking against her a little harder and knew that she’d come soon if she didn’t stop.

“I need to–”

“Get on all fours for me,” Willa instructed.

Jill wanted to object because this was what she wanted, but Willa tapped her ass, and Jill knew she needed to move. With her legs spread and Willa behind her moments later, she lowered her face into the same pillow that Willa had moaned into just minutes ago.

Willa’s fingers were grazing around more than touching Jill’s sex for what felt like forever before her palm cupped Jill hard and rubbed her swollen clit even harder, but soon after, Willa’s attention shifted to planting kisses all over Jill’s lower back. Finally, when she nibbled at Jill’s ass and pushed inside her, Jill almost came. Willa’s moves were so slow, so deep that they were hitting the spot Jill loved the most.

“I’ll come,” she said.

“Then, I should stop.”

“Fuck,” Jill practically screamed into the pillow before she grunted in frustration.

Willa slipped out of her and wrapped her hand around her while she stroked her clit, but that, too, only lasted a few seconds before Willa moved away and rubbed other, just as sensitive spots. Jill’s hips began rocking against her hand.

“That’s good. Do that,” Willa told her, sounding like the sight of Jill’s hips moving was turning her on, too. “God, Jill.”

“You feel so good,” Jill let out. “I need to…”

“Not yet,” Willa replied, removing her hand. She then pulled Jill’s ass to her front hard, and as their bodies rocked together, she asked, “Do you like strap-ons?”

“Oh, my God,” Jill moaned. “Yes!”

“I want to use one on you like this,” Willa continued.

“Fuck. Where did you come from?” Jill asked. “Perfect teacher by day. Perfect–”

“Perfect, what?” Willa interrupted by rubbing her own sex over Jill’s flesh, showing Jill just how wet she was for her still.

“Perfect girlfriend…” Jill faded. “Perfect… in bed… for me… by night.”

“It’s morning,” Willa replied and pushed back inside her unexpectedly.

Jill’s hips jutted from that, and Willa began to curl her fingers fast and steady inside her. It felt so good that Jill was about to come, and there was nothing she could do about it. That seemed to have been Willa’s intention, though, because Willa’s other hand slid around Jill again and rubbed her clit hard and fast, causing Jill to scream into her pillow as the explosive orgasm she had practically begged for tore through her, and she couldn’t hold it in any longer.

Willa, for her part, didn’t let her come down slowly. She pulled out, turned Jill over, and pushed back inside her before she straddled Jill’s thigh and brought Jill’s hand to her own sex, rubbing against Jill’s upward-turned palm, needing to come herself while she was still working Jill through her orgasm.

Jill took the hint and slid inside her unceremoniously, curling her fingers as Willa moved herself up and down atop them, making herself come on Jill’s hand. Feeling a fresh coat of wetness hit her hand, Jill went over the edge again. While her orgasm was smaller this time, it was just enough to fully sate her needy body, and when Willa came hard above her, Jill had to close her eyes for a second to take in this moment. Willa was definitely perfect for her. The crazy woman in the Square was right: Jill needed to pay attention. Now that she had, though, she knew she wanted this and pretty much only this for the rest of her life.

“God, that was…” Willa continued to slowly roll her hips, with Jill’s fingers still inside her, riding out her orgasm.

“That was what?” Jill asked, smiling because Willa was still inside her, too, though her fingers were halted.

“Just the best sex I’ve ever had. No big deal. Nothing, like, earth-shattering or me believing that I only ever want to have sex with you for the rest of my life or anything.”

Jill laughed and ran a hand up between Willa’s breasts, placing it over her heart and feeling it thundering in Willa’s chest. Willa moved her own free hand to cover Jill’s heart, and they stared at one another just like that until Jill heard a door open from across the hall. Willa’s eyes widened.

“Don’t you dare pull out,” Jill said. “Just hold on.” She then listened carefully and heard the bathroom door open and close behind Juni. “We have a few minutes. She’ll go back to her room to get her tablet out, and in about five minutes, she’ll get bored and wonder where breakfast is.”

“Or she’ll attempt to make cereal again,” Willa joked.

“Just give me one more minute of this before I have to take care of her,” Jill requested and closed her eyes, focusing on Willa’s heart rate coming back down to normal.

“I wish we could stay like this all day,” Willa said.

“Me too,” she replied, knowing they couldn’t.

She needed to make her sister breakfast and hop in the shower. Then, she had to get Juni over to Enid’s because she and Caroline were watching Juni for her shift. Jill hadn’t always planned on working today, but she needed the hours, so she’d asked Melinda last night if she had anything extra for her. Melinda had told her they had two big groups that they could split into two. Rory would take one. Jill would take the other. Enid and Caroline had also offered to watch Juni for her, and Caroline had even offered to teach Juni how to draw.

When the bathroom door opened, and Juni went back to her room, Jill regretfully lowered the hand covering Willa’s heart and opened her eyes.

“Tonight?” she asked as Willa smiled down at her and slowly pulled out.

“Tonight,” Willa confirmed.


CHAPTER 26

“That good, huh?” Wallis asked.

“Yes,” she replied. “My God, Wally. It was amazing.”

Her sister took a drink of her iced tea and said, “Details, please? I need details.”

“You really want details?”

“Not all the details, no,” her sister replied, shaking her head. “Just maybe some general ones. What was so good about it?”

Willa decided to put her fork back down on the plate because if she was going to talk about sex with Jill, she didn’t want to have to pause to chew.

“I overheard her talking about how I deserve better than her, and that’s just so wrong because I’m not sure that there is better than her for me. I just…”

“You’re really into this girl, huh?”

“Yes,” she admitted, laughing a little. “Anyway, I told her as much, and it was fast at first, but then it turned into slow. Perfect both ways. And this morning, she woke me up by–”

“Stop. Do I want the specifics here?”

“Touching me.” Willa shrugged a shoulder. “General enough for you?”

“Go on,” Wallis replied.

“So, you’re straight and might not be aware of this, but with two women, there’s some extra compatibility things.”

“Extra?”

“Tops. Bottoms.”

“Oh, that. Yeah, I get that.”

“It isn’t usually a problem, I don’t think, but it can be if you want to give all the time and your partner also wants that or vice versa.”

“Tell me, little sister, what are you, exactly? We’ve never really talked about this part. I’m curious.” Wallis leaned forward and clasped her hand on the table, looking extra interested all of a sudden.

“I am neither. Well, both, technically. I tend to go with my partner.”

“Meaning?”

“If they need something, I tend to… provide that. And it works most of the time, but sometimes, I want something else, something more.”

“And did you get that with Jill?”

Willa nodded and said, “Jill likes all the things I like so far, and I discovered she likes something I didn’t know that I would like as much as I did.”

“Okay. Now, I have to know. Let’s pretend I’m not your older sister for the next five minutes, and we’re just friends talking.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. You’ve heard me talk about some of the guys I’ve been with.”

“I didn’t want to.” Willa laughed.

“Well, I do. Spill.”

“Jill likes edging.”

“What the hell is that?”

“You don’t know what edging is?” she asked, surprised that her big sister didn’t know everything in the world.

“No. Should I?”

“I only know about it because I’ve… well, watched… stuff before.”

“Stuff, meaning porn? My baby sister watches porn?”

“First of all, I’m thirty years old. And second of all, a lot of young gays do. It’s part of how we figure things out. But that’s not the point. I had no idea how good it would feel.”

“Do I need to look this up on my phone, or are you–”

“It’s where you get them close over and over and over again, but you don’t… let them…”

“Oh,” Wallis said with a nod. “That explains it.”

“Huh?” Willa asked.

“Not likely something a guy would want to do,” her sister replied. “At least, not the ones I’ve been with. I’m sure some do, but my past partners tended to get in and get out once they were done, if you know what I mean. I can’t even tell you how many times they tell you that they’ll take care of you after you take care of them, and then, suddenly, they’re too tired or no longer in the mood. So, there’s not much of that going on in my life. But you’re into it?”

“I’m so glad I’m gay whenever I hear you talk about your sex life.”

Wallis laughed and took a bite of her salad.

“I’ve never really done it before, but Jill mentioned it, so this morning… It was just the best sex I’ve ever had in my life, Wally.”

“You’re a control freak in the bedroom, huh?”

“No, I’m not. And that’s the thing: it wasn’t about me. It was about her. I think it was her wanting someone to just take the reins for a bit. She’s got a lot going on, and having me take control–”

“Ah, I get it.”

“We talked for a few minutes after, and she hasn’t told anyone else that she likes that before, so I get the impression that she’s been kind of like me – doing, for the most part, what her partners wanted or expected in bed.”

“But she didn’t with you? That’s a good thing, Willa.”

“I know.” She smiled and picked her fork back up. “Her little sister was at the kitchen table when Jill and I walked in.”

“She doesn’t know?”

“She probably does now. Jill and I showered together, and we both had wet hair when we sat down with her. She didn’t say anything, and neither did we, but she’s a smart kid. She probably knows that at least something is up. I’m there all the time.”

“Does Jill not want her to know?”

“She does. But with everything else going on, it’s just a lot. I don’t think she wants to overwhelm her. This morning, Juni called her mom.”

“Is she not supposed to do that?”

“Not exactly. Jill and I were doing the dishes, and when Juni said that something was wrong with her tablet, I went to see what was up. She told me that the internet wasn’t connecting, so I went to the settings and turned it on. That solved the problem, but I didn’t know that it had kid controls on the thing, and her mom had turned the internet off on purpose. I went back to Jill in the kitchen and, well, we made out for a few minutes before I was going to go. Then, Juni came rushing in, saying she tried to video call her mom, but her mom didn’t answer. Jill looked at me like she was terrified, and I realized I’d made a mistake.”

“That kid set you up.” Wallis laughed and finished her tea. “She is smart.”

“I worried I’d really screwed up, but Jill told me it was fine and that it wasn’t my fault. She was going to talk to Juni about what was going on, but then, her mom called her and complained that Juni had tried to call her, and it was a mess, so I checked on Juni, who was lying in bed, looking disappointed, and I left.”

“You left?”

“Jill was on the phone with her mom, and I could tell she needed some time, so I left. She’s working today, and I’ll see her tonight probably, but I didn’t want to be in the way.”

“Willa, you’re her girlfriend. I don’t think you would’ve been in her way.”

“Probably not, but I still needed to get home and job-search. My hours got cut at the gift shop. I was supposed to work today, but they cut my whole shift.”

“Do you need money?”

“No, I’m okay,” she said, only half-lying. “I just count on that money during the summer, so it was a little unexpected. I’m going to see if I can find something that pays a little more but where I can work a few hours less each week to break even. I want to have more time with Jill.”

“I can give you money, Willa. You can call it a loan if you–”

“I’m okay,” she repeated. “I actually have an interview tomorrow with a prep school in Baton Rouge.”

“What happened with the one in Savannah?”

Willa lowered her head and said, “It didn’t work out.”

“I thought it was a sure thing.”

“No, the interview was supposed to be a sure thing, but they hired someone else. Long story, but I’m excited about Baton Rouge.”

“It’s closer, at least,” Wallis replied.

“And that’s really important right now because I have a new relationship, and my girlfriend has a little sister whom she’s taking care of. It’ll be hard for her to get away, so I’ll have to make the trip to see her, which means the closer, the better.”

“Already considering Jill in your career decisions?”

“Not like that. I would have interviewed for Savannah, and had they offered it to me, I probably would’ve taken it if it was right for me. It just would’ve meant figuring out what we wanted to do.”

“What’s it like, dating someone with a kid? I’ve never done it.”

“Juni’s not her kid.”

“I know. But you’ve only known her since she’s been responsible for one.”

“It’s different. We can’t exactly go out, but I kind of like that. It’s not like either of us can afford extravagant dates or nice dinners. Besides, Juni goes to bed early, so we get time alone after that.”

“To do some edging, apparently,” Wallis teased.

Willa laughed and said, “I don’t know that we’ll do that every time, but I definitely liked it this morning.”

When their check was placed at the end of the table, Wallis grabbed it immediately and slid her card inside the padfolio. While Willa’s pride took a hit because she couldn’t afford everything her older and much more successful sister could, she knew that she loved her. Wallis was a bit pretentious at times and wasn’t always available to hang out like this, but she tried to make time for Willa whenever she could and always picked up the bill because she knew Willa couldn’t.

“I should probably get home,” Wallis told her after she signed the receipt. “I’ve got a few hours of work to do.”

“Yeah, I should go, too. I texted Jill before I got here. I’m hoping she’ll text me back and let me know how things went with her mother.”

They said their goodbyes at Willa’s building after Wallis dropped her off and drove away. Willa was worried because she knew Jill should be home by now, her work shift finished, and they hadn’t made plans for when Willa would come by later yet. She decided to do some laundry because she at least needed a nice shirt for her video interview tomorrow, and her hamper was also overflowing. It was around dinnertime when she decided to text again because she still hadn’t heard from Jill and needed to know if she should come by for dinner or after and if she should pack a bag.

“Hey,” she said when Jill called her a few minutes later.

“Hi,” Jill replied, sounding exhausted.

“What’s wrong?” she asked and flopped on her sofa because she could hear it in Jill’s voice that something had happened.

“My mom yelled at me for letting Juni call her. She said I was trying to make her feel guilty. I explained what had happened, and she didn’t believe me at first, but I think she did in the end. Of course, that also meant that I told her I have a new girlfriend and that you were here in the morning, so she asked about that.”

“Was she mad I slept over?”

“Who cares?” Jill asked. “She doesn’t get a say in that. She’s not here. She basically left me her kid and her house, so it’s my decision how I spend my time and who stays over or not.”

“I agree,” Willa replied.

“Anyway, she told me that she at least paid the mortgage for this month, so the bank isn’t going to show up and take the house from me yet.”

“Babe, that’s good news.”

“Yeah, it means I can keep my apartment for another month, at least.”

“She’s still not coming home?”

Jill sighed and replied, “Honestly, I don’t know. I heard something different in her voice today. She was angry in the beginning, but then she calmed down a little and asked about Juni. I told her she could just talk to Juni herself, but she said she wasn’t ready for that, which was an odd way to phrase that since previously, she wanted nothing to do with her own daughter.”

“That’s a good sign, right?” Willa asked.

“God, I hope so. I took the call outside and told Juni it was work-related so that she wouldn’t try to listen in. I just don’t know what to tell her, Willa. And I’m not ready to be a parent. I love that kid, and she’s great, but I had plans, you know?”

“I know, babe.”

“I want to be able to spend time with you alone at your place or at mine. I want to be able to go out if we want and not have to find a babysitter. If you and I keep going how we are, and you get the job in Baton Rouge, I want to be able to visit you whenever I want and not have to worry about Juni at home, with Rory staying over or something. God, I want my life back. I know that’s selfish, but it’s the truth. I don’t know if I want kids of my own someday, but I want a partner. I want us to decide that together if and when we’re ready. I won’t ditch my sister, but God, I want my mom to just walk through this door and tell me that she had a nervous breakdown, but she’s fine now, and I can go home.”

“Babe, I’m coming over, okay?” Willa said. “Let me just pack a bag, and I’ll be there.”

“No, it’s okay.” Jill paused. “It’s why I called, actually. I think I want to hang out with Juni tonight, if that’s okay.”

“Oh,” Willa let out, knowing she sounded disappointed. “Yeah, of course.”

“Hey, it’s not about this morning, okay?” Jill told her. “Juni tricked you into turning the internet on. She knows that she messed up. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“I just wish I would’ve thought to ask you.”

“It’s okay. And I do want you here. It’s just that I think she needs a night with me, and I’ll see if I can find a moment to tell her what’s been going on.”

“I have my interview tomorrow before school anyway. It’s pretty early, but I might just eat something quick, try to prep for it, and go to bed. Someone kept me up last night.” Willa smiled and hoped Jill could hear it through the phone.

“Was it good?” Jill asked, her voice dropping an octave and turning Willa on in an instant.

“It was better than good, and you know it.”

“We didn’t get to finish talking this morning, but that thing that we did… You were really good with it?”

“With you asking me to make you explode after watching you almost come about five times? Absolutely,” Willa said on a laugh. “That was the sexiest thing I’ve ever experienced.”

“Yeah?”

“Anytime you want,” she replied. “Jill, I will do that to you anytime you want.”

“Fuck,” Jill whispered. “And the other thing? The thing you brought up?”

“Yeah?”

“I have one at my apartment.”

“You want me to wear it for you?”

“Yes,” Jill said.

“Then, I will. But not tonight.”

Jill grunted and said, “I know. I know.”

“If you need me, you call me, okay? Even if it’s just to talk before you go to sleep.”

“I miss you,” Jill said. “I like sleeping next to you.”

“I miss you, too, babe,” she replied. “I’ll sleep next to you again soon, okay?”

“Yeah, okay,” Jill said, sounding disappointed.

And it shouldn’t have, but it did make Willa smile.


CHAPTER 27

Jill hated waking up alone now. Truthfully, she’d always hated waking up alone. She had been the person who wanted someone to wake up next to for as long as she could remember, but while everyone else had been pairing off, she’d been waking up alone morning after morning. Sure, she had had a few nice nights with women. She had also gotten drunk one night and woken up next to Bridgette, but that had just been them crashing because of alcohol. Bridgette now had Monica to wake up next to for the rest of her life, and as Jill rolled over and saw the empty side of the bed, she let out a deep breath, wishing Willa was there.

She knew it was far too soon to say that Willa was her person, that they’d be together forever and would plan a wedding one day. She wasn’t some naïve woman who met someone, fell in love instantly, and just expected her to move in. But she had already gotten used to Willa being there, making breakfast with her, talking to Juni about school, or anything else, really. She missed her and wished she’d asked her to stay over, after all. She’d wanted to spend some quality time with Juni last night, yes, but she had remembered that Juni would go to sleep early, and Jill and Willa could have the rest of the night to themselves, so when they’d been on the phone the previous night, she’d planned to ask Willa to come over. But then, Willa had brought up her early interview, and Jill had decided to drop the idea because she wanted Willa to get the job of her dreams.

She hated the thought of Willa being more than fifteen minutes away, and she hated the idea of her not being Juni’s teacher anymore, too, but Juni would only be in fifth grade for a year before she’d move on to a new grade with a different teacher anyway, and Jill could figure out how to make a drive every week or so to Baton Rouge. She’d bring Juni with her if she had to or have her stay with a sitter for a night, but Jill would make it work because now that she’d been with Willa and felt what it was like to really find someone who made her feel how Willa did, there just wasn’t any other option.

Her phone rang, so she picked it up off the table, half-expecting it to be Willa calling her to tell her about the interview, which should be over about now, but it was her mother. Jill had talked to her for over an hour yesterday, so she hadn’t expected to hear from her again for at least a week, if not longer, but then again, she was also expecting her mother to change phone numbers and never contact them again, so this was unexpected either way.

“Mom?”

“Hi, Jill,” her mom said.

“What’s up?” Jill asked as she sat up in bed.

“I’m coming home.”

Jill rubbed her face with her free hand for a second and asked, “What?”

She hadn’t heard that right. She hadn’t had her coffee yet, so she was probably just imagining that her mother had said she was coming home. Maybe Jill was still asleep. Was she dreaming? She pinched her thigh, and it hurt, which she was pretty sure meant that she wasn’t dreaming.

“I’ll be home in a week.”

“What?” Jill repeated.

“I said I’m coming home. I’m going to call Juni on your phone later, if that’s okay. I know she has school.”

“Shit,” Jill muttered and shot out of bed. “I need to get her to school.”

“You’re not up yet?”

“I just woke up. I forgot to set my alarm last night, but I’ll get her there on time. Also, you have no right to give me a hard time about not waking up. You’re not here.”

“I know.”

Jill stood, found a pair of jeans that were still relatively clean on the floor, and went to slip them onto her legs while balancing the phone against her cheek and shoulder.

“I’m sorry,” her mom added.

“Not that I’m not happy to hear this, but what changed? You were so adamant before.”

“Your grandmother is here.”

“Grandma is there?” Jill asked.

“She hopped on a plane yesterday. She got here after you and I got off the phone. I assumed you sent her.”

“No, I had no idea,” she said as she slipped into a pair of tennis shoes.

“Well, we talked all night, and your grandmother is very persuasive.”

“Mom, you can’t come back if you’re just going to leave again,” Jill told her and sat on the side of the bed. “Juni can’t handle that. She’s already lost one parent, and…”

Jill wanted to add that she couldn’t, either, because this was her mother, too. Yes, she was an adult who lived on her own, and she’d taken care of herself for a long time, but this was still her mother; a woman she’d partially lost long ago, but a woman she still loved, whom Jill wanted to be proud of her, a woman she wanted to have at her wedding one day and to hold her grandchildren should Jill decide to have them.

“I know. I know,” her mother said when Jill didn’t add anything else. “I’ve missed her terribly.”

“Her…” Jill replied as she stood back up and grabbed her purse. “You’re coming back because you miss Juni? What happens if you get here, spend a month with her, and you no longer miss her? Do you leave again?”

“It’s not like that, Jill. It’s been so hard without him. It’s been a year, and I just didn’t know how I was going to keep looking into her eyes and thinking about how she’s half of him. I didn’t know how to keep doing this, watching her grow up without him there, so I just couldn’t be there anymore.”

“What’s changed?” Jill asked again.

“I realized what I would miss when your grandmother pointed it all out. I’d miss her sweet sixteen, her first date, her first heartbreak, her graduation, and going off to college, if that’s what she wants to do. I’d miss all of it, and I don’t want that. He wouldn’t want that, either. He loved her so much.”

“Yeah,” Jill said. “Mom, I’m glad you’re coming home, but I’ve got to get Juni up and to school. Will you call later?”

“Can I talk to her tonight?”

Jill sighed and said, “You have to promise me you will come back. You can’t just talk to her, tell her that you’ll see her soon, and then not show up. She deserves so much better than that, Mom.”

“I know.”

“Call later, and we’ll see, okay?”

“Okay. Your grandmother is still here, by the way. She said she’s staying for the week and is going to make sure I leave. I just need a few more days. I started working for my friend when I got here, and I’ve been helping her pack up the products she makes and ship them off. She’s really busy right now, and I promised I would help in exchange for the free place to stay. I told her this morning that I was leaving soon, though. Just give me a few more days, okay?”

“Yeah, okay,” Jill replied.

She still wasn’t sure she believed her mother that she was really coming home, but she couldn’t worry about that now. She needed to get Juni to school because they were running late. Then, she had to come back and get herself ready for work.

“Morning, kiddo,” she said to Juni, who was already in the kitchen, fully dressed and eating cereal.

Jill smiled at her because, of course, she was. Juni was a responsible kid.

“Morning,” Juni replied. “Is Willa here?”

“Uh… No. Why?” she asked, sitting down next to her sister and snatching a piece of her cereal from the bowl.

“She’s usually here now.”

“She wasn’t here last night,” Jill reminded her. “We had fun, right?”

“Yes,” Juni replied with a smile.

They had watched a movie together, and then Juni had taught her how to play a game she liked that took at least two people. They’d ordered pizza again, but Juni had requested it this time. Jill had had a good time, too, and while she was hopeful that her mother would keep her word, she knew that she’d also miss this a little, too.

“Does Willa being here sometimes bother you?”

“No,” Juni replied. “I like Miss Mailor. She’s my favorite teacher.”

“But having her here as my friend is different. Is that still okay?”

Juni looked down at her bowl and said, “I saw you two kissing.”

Jill closed her eyes and leaned back in her chair.

“Oh.”

“Do you…” Juni turned to her. “Kiss girls how girls kiss boys? How Mel and Kyle kiss?”

Jill nodded and said, “Yes, I do.”

“Oh,” Juni replied and looked out the back window. “Miss Mailor does, too?”

“Juni, I need to tell you something that I’m trusting you with because I know you’re good at keeping secrets, okay?”

“Okay.”

“You know the word ‘gay?’”

Juni nodded once and replied, “Mom taught me what it means.”

Jill smiled at her and said, “Well, that’s me. I’m gay. I like girls how some girls like boys.”

“And you like my teacher?”

“I do,” Jill said, smiling wider. “And Miss Mailor likes me, too. Willa is my girlfriend. We’re a couple, how Mom and your dad used to be.”

“You’re married?” Juni asked with wide eyes.

“Oh, no. That’s not what I meant.” Jill shook her head. “Sorry, that’s my fault.” She rubbed her face with both hands and added, “I just meant that we’re together.”

“She’s your girlfriend how Freddy is my boyfriend?”

“Sorry… What?” Jill asked.

Juni smiled at her and said, “Freddy R is my boyfriend.”

“You’re ten years old. You don’t have a boyfriend.”

“He asked me to be his girlfriend on Friday, and I said yes.” Juni’s smile grew wider.

“I am so not prepared for this,” Jill said mostly to herself. “What does it mean to have a boyfriend to you?”

“We sit next to each other in class. We share our lunches. We play tag at recess with everyone.”

Jill nodded and said, “Yes, that’s exactly what it means. That’s all there is to it.”

“You and Willa share lunches.”

“We do, yes. Lots of lunches. That’s all.”

“You kiss,” Juni added.

“Um… Yeah, we do. But that’s a grown-up thing.”

“When do I get to kiss a boy how you kiss girls?”

“When you’re thirty,” Jill blurted out.

“You’re not thirty,” Juni argued, which made Jill regret reminding Juni of her age a few days ago.

“Twenty-five, then,” she corrected. “I meant twenty-five.”

“But I’m only ten,” Juni replied. “And Freddy is only eleven.”

“He’s older than you?” Jill shook her head. “I think I’ll need to meet this Freddy.”

“Okay. He’s supposed to walk me into school today.”

Jill gritted her teeth and said, “Great. Can’t wait.” Then, she remembered that she needed to say something else. “Juni, can you keep a secret?”

“Yes.”

“I need you not to tell anyone at school, not even Freddy, about Miss Mailor being my girlfriend, okay? It’s very important.”

“Okay. But why?”

Jill had no idea how to explain the world to her little sister, but now that the door was open, she had to figure it out.

“You know how you and Freddy just became boyfriend and girlfriend?”

“Yes.”

“It’s new and exciting, right?”

“Yes,” Juni said with a smile.

“And you wouldn’t want anyone to ruin it for you, right?”

“No,” Juni said and shook her head.

“Well, Miss Mailor and I just met, and we really, really like each other. It’s new and exciting, and we just want to spend time together before everyone else finds out.”

“Okay. I won’t say anything.”

“Thank you, Juni,” she replied. “Now, let’s get you to school. I have to meet your… your boyfriend.”

“He has a pet salamander,” Juni shared.

“Oh, great. That’s cool,” Jill replied.

“Freddy said I could take care of him for the night. His name is Steven.”

“Steven the salamander? Wait. Take care of him?”

“Yeah. He can bring Steven to school, and I could bring him here and feed him and watch him for the night.”

“Oh,” Jill said. “What do salamanders eat?”

“Maggots.”

“Oh, hell no,” she replied.

“And crickets.”

“Let’s get you to school. I need to talk to this Freddy character about his choice of pets,” Jill said.

◆◆◆

Willa Mailor: I’m not doing drop-off this morning because I’m setting up for class. I was late because of the interview. Can I call you later and tell you about it?

Jill stared at her phone as she sat in the car. She’d just dropped Juni off, meeting little Freddy, who looked like an average eleven-year-old boy. Jill glared at him to try to scare him away from her little sister, which was probably ridiculous because they were kids and this silly boyfriend-girlfriend thing would be over soon, but Jill was overprotective now, and if this little boy hurt her sister, he’d have to deal with her. That was also ridiculous because she wouldn’t do anything to a kid, but he didn’t need to know that. Jill had hoped Willa would be there so that they could talk and Jill could tell her that Juni now knew about them and hear about the interview, but she had to get home to change, so she’d have to wait until later. She texted back that she couldn’t wait to hear about it and that she had something to tell her as well. Really, she had two somethings to tell Willa: that Juni knew about their relationship and that there was a chance her mom might come home, so Jill might get her life back.

When she got home, she jogged to the shower, cleaned up, and changed quickly, deciding to drive in today and leave the car at Melinda and Kyle’s because she would be late if she took the bus. Just as she got into her car, though, her phone rang again.

“Grandma?”

“Hi, honey. Your mom said she called you.”

“She did. Why didn’t you tell me you were going to go there?”

“I didn’t want to get your hopes up in case my last-ditch effort to get my only daughter to get her shit together didn’t work.”

Jill chuckled and asked, “What are the odds that it will work? She said she was coming home, but she also said she’d give me money to take care of Juni. She paid the mortgage this month, at least, but that’s it.”

“I’m staying here until she goes home.”

“But what if she comes home and leaves again?”

“I don’t know, honey. We would just have to cross that bridge if it comes to it.”

Jill stared at the house in front of her and thought about how excited Juni had been the previous night, watching the movie, hanging out with her big sister, and then introducing her to her new boyfriend at school and making arrangements for the salamander to spend the night. If their mother tried to do anything to screw up Juni’s life, Jill would do everything she could to protect that little girl, even if it meant becoming a parent long before she’d ever planned on it.


CHAPTER 28

Willa had missed waking up next to Jill, but it had been the right decision to stay at her own place since her interview had been at six-thirty in the morning. It was either that or wait until Friday to interview at five in the afternoon, which wasn’t ideal, either, because she knew she would be more exhausted after a week of work, and no one really wanted to conduct an interview at the end of the day on Friday. Willa was an early riser most days anyway, so it hadn’t been a big deal to take the early video call. She’d woken at five-thirty, showered to look fresh, gotten dressed, and had a cup of coffee to perk herself up a bit. Then, she had turned on her laptop and joined the interview meeting.

It had lasted the full hour, but it hadn’t felt like an interview to her. It had been more of a conversation between her and the headmaster because this school didn’t have a principal; it had a headmaster. She’d made him laugh a few times, answered his questions about the curriculum and her teaching philosophy well, and when he’d gone over the next steps, using the word when instead of if, Willa had felt confident that she would be taking that next step, which was to meet with members of the board of trustees. There were ten of them, and she had to meet with three. The headmaster had told her that she could do it via a video call as well because they were on a bit of a time crunch with this role and knew it would be difficult for her to get to Baton Rouge at the last minute, so when she got the email two hours later while at school, asking if she could meet later that very day, she was excited to at least get the ball rolling.

Willa would know soon if she needed to move to Baton Rouge, and that was a good thing because the school here would need to find a replacement for her if she got the job there, and she wanted to give them as much time as possible to find someone. She now also needed to know because she wanted as much time as possible to talk to Jill and figure out how this would work. Maybe with the raise she’d get, Willa could find a two-bedroom apartment that would be decent enough for Jill and Juni both to stay with her on the weekends. Juni would have her own room at her place, and they’d shop together for furniture and toys for her so that she could feel at home whenever she and Jill visited.

“Jesus, I’m already falling in love with her,” Willa admitted to herself after all the kids had gone to lunch and she sat in her classroom, staring out the beaten-up windows with their scratches and dirt all over them.

When the kids came back from lunch and their abbreviated recess, Willa refocused her energy on making sure they got the best from her for the rest of the day, even though her thoughts were on the future and not as much on the present as they should’ve been. At the end of the day, Willa couldn’t go meet Jill at pickup because she had to somehow do a video interview from the school with no one on the faculty noticing because she wasn’t ready to tell everyone that she was looking for something else. She texted Jill that she would be there for dinner and told her about the second interview.

Jill Solomon: You’re going to kill it. I’ll see you tonight.

There was a little heart emoji at the end of the message, and it made Willa smile as she walked to a student’s desk at the back of her classroom, where no one should be able to see her sitting with her laptop. Then, having put on her professional smile this time, hoping it wouldn’t appear fake, she logged into the meeting and waited for the trustees to arrive.

◆◆◆

“Hi, Willa,” Juni greeted her when she opened the front door. “Jill is in the bedroom.”

“Hi,” Willa replied.

Juni let her in, and Willa closed the door behind herself, not sure what she should do now.

“Bedroom?” she asked.

“Yes. She’s on the phone.”

“Oh. Maybe I should just hang out with you until she’s done.”

“She said it’s okay,” Juni replied with a shrug.

“Okay,” Willa said and walked down the hall with Juni, who then turned and headed to her own room.

Willa carried her bag toward the guest room, where the door was closed, and she knocked softly, not wanting to just walk in.

“Come in,” Jill spoke.

When Willa opened the door slowly and peered inside, Jill smiled and waved her into the room.

“Willa just got here, Mom,” Jill added into the phone. “Yeah, okay. I’m going to turn the internet on Juni’s tablet so that you two can video chat, but, Mom, please do not make me regret this.”

Jill stood, squeezed Willa’s shoulder as she walked past her, and left the room with the phone still to her ear. Willa set her bag on the floor by Jill’s open suitcase and sat on the end of the bed, waiting for her to return. She didn’t want to risk Juni seeing her getting comfortable on the bed through the open door, but she did kick off her shoes, and when Jill came back in moments later, she closed and locked the door behind her. Then, with a wide smile on her face, Jill moved into Willa’s lap and straddled her.

“Well, hi,” Willa said, returning the smile.

“Hi,” Jill said and leaned down to kiss her.

It started soft and slow at first, but Willa’s hands moved under Jill’s uniform shirt and found the warmth of her skin. She deepened the kiss, and Jill’s hands moved to her cheeks to hold Willa’s face in place, telling her that this wouldn’t just be a hello kiss. As Jill’s tongue slipped into her mouth next, Willa moaned, and Jill reached for Willa’s shirt and tried to pull it off.

“Babe, your sister is–”

“Busy,” Jill stated. “She’s talking to my mom.”

She kissed Willa’s neck and continued to try to remove Willa’s shirt.

“As much as I want to, we shouldn’t. What if the call is, like, five minutes long?”

Jill pulled back and looked like she was mildly annoyed.

“I wanted you last night and all day,” she said.

“I wanted you, too.”

“Quickie?” Jill asked, sounding hopeful. “Clothes stay on, but I get to touch you.”

Willa smiled up at her and said, “Do I get to touch you?”

Jill pushed at her shoulders until Willa was on her back and said, “We’ll see.”

Twenty minutes later, Willa was relatively satisfied, but not for long. She knew stroking Jill’s clit with two fingers while they both lay on the bed, fully clothed, wouldn’t be enough to hold her for the rest of the night. Jill had done the same thing to her at the same time, and Willa was already in need of more. She knew anything beyond that would have to wait until later, though, because they were now sitting at the kitchen table with Juni, eating the meal Jill had cooked for all of them prior to Willa arriving. It was a frozen lasagna put into the oven for an hour that was delicious and something Willa could get on board with, and Jill said it wasn’t all that expensive, so Willa decided to add a box to her next grocery run.

“She’s coming home in a week,” Juni said. “Well, four days. I think she said four days. Did she say four days, Jill?”

“I don’t know. You were the one who talked to her.” Jill chuckled.

“She’s coming back in four days, huh?” Willa asked.

“Yeah. And she’s in Arkansas.”

“What’s the abbreviation for Arkansas?”

“AR,” Juni replied proudly.

Willa nodded and smiled in response before she looked over at Jill, who appeared to be pretending to eat but wasn’t really taking a bite.

“I’m finished eating. Can I take a bath now?” Juni asked. “I’ll do all my homework after.”

“Can you put your plate in the sink?” Jill requested.

Juni stood, carried her plate over to the sink, and then left the room.

“Want to talk about it?” Willa asked.

“About what?”

“About why you’ve hardly eaten anything,” Willa noted. “And hardly said anything while Juni was talking about your mom coming home.”

Jill pushed her plate away and replied, “I’m worried she might not actually do it.”

“She said she was going to, right?”

“Yes, but she’s said a lot of things recently. She said she was leaving me with her daughter to take care of and never coming back. Then, Grandma shows up and probably scares her, so now, she’s just suddenly ready to be a mother again, and everything’s supposed to be fine? I just don’t know that I can trust her.”

“I understand,” Willa said.

“If she comes back, only to leave again, I don’t know what I’ll do. Juni will be devastated.”

“What about you?” Willa asked.

“What about me?”

“Babe, she’s your mom, too. You have a complicated relationship with her, but she’s still your mother. She left you, too, didn’t she?”

“I’m an adult. I can handle it,” Jill told her with a shrug. “Want some ice cream?”

“No,” Willa said as she leaned forward and took Jill’s hand in her own. “You don’t have to deflect for me. I’m not Juni. I’m the girlfriend. I’m the one you can talk to about anything.”

Jill looked up then and met Willa’s eyes with her own, sad blue ones.

“She’s my mom, too.”

“I know, baby,” Willa said.

“Can I call Mom–” Juni rushed back into the kitchen, interrupting them.

Willa quickly removed her hand from Jill’s and sat back in the chair.

Jill gave her a small smile and turned to her sister to ask, “What?”

“Can I call Mom tomorrow, too? She said I could but that I needed to check with you.”

“Sure,” Jill said. Then, she stood, leaned down, kissed Willa on the lips, and asked, “Want to go to the living room to snuggle on the couch?”

Willa’s eyes widened as she looked from her girlfriend to her student.

“Um…”

“She knows,” Jill explained with a smile. “Juni here has a little secret of her own. Juni, did you tell Willa about your boyfriend?”

“Boyfriend?” Willa asked, turning toward Juni.

“Freddy,” Juni said with a smile.

“Freddy R is your boyfriend?”

“Yes.” Juni smiled wider.

“I didn’t know that. Is that why you sat next to him in class today?”

Jill’s arms moved to Willa’s shoulders, and Willa placed her hands on top of hers.

“Yes. He said I get to take care of Steven.”

“Who is Steven?” Willa asked, looking up at Jill in mild terror. “Is Steven what he calls his–”

“Salamander,” Jill finished for her. “His pet salamander is named Steven.”

“Oh, thank God,” Willa said and sighed in relief.

“Thank God? She wants to bring that thing here,” Jill said with a laugh. “Bath time, Juni. You can tell Willa more about Freddy and Steven later, okay?”

“Okay,” Juni replied and rushed off again.

“She’s ten,” Willa said as Jill walked around to the front of her chair and knelt on the floor in front of her. “She has a boyfriend?”

“I guess so,” Jill replied, resting her head in Willa’s lap.

Willa instinctively ran her hands through Jill’s hair and said, “And she knows about us, too, apparently?”

“She saw us kissing and told me about it this morning. I talked to her, though. I told her that it’s important that she doesn’t say anything to anyone. I know it’s still a risk, but I do trust her. She feels more mature than most ten-year-olds to me. Not that I know all that many.”

“Sounds like you might be getting to know Freddy R.”

“Is he a good kid? He walked her inside this morning and was there when I picked her up, but do I need to give him a few more glares or talk to his parents?”

Willa laughed and replied, “He’s fine. A little rambunctious some days, but he gets Bs in my classes and calms down when I tell him to.”

Jill looked up at her and asked, “You’re staying over, right?”

“I brought my bag and everything,” Willa reminded.

“Good. I need to clean up in here real quick, but go sit on the couch. I’ll bring you ice cream, and we can hang out until Juni is ready to sleep. Then, we can go to bed ourselves.”

“I’ll help you clean up,” Willa offered.

“Babe, go relax. You were up way too early this morning for your interview,” Jill replied and stood. “I want to hear all about it when I get in there, okay?”

Willa stood up as well and pulled Jill in for a hug.

“Okay. But after she’s asleep, you’re all mine. Understood?” she whispered into Jill’s ear.

“Um… What does that mean, exactly?”

“It means I want more than a quickie tonight.”

Jill pulled out of the hug, looked into Willa’s eyes with darkening pupils of her own, and replied, “I stopped by my apartment today. I got new clothes and… something else.”

“Something else?” Willa asked, knowing just what Jill meant. “That something, huh?”

“Yes.” Jill nodded.

“Can you be quiet if we use that?” Willa asked as her hand moved down to the button of Jill’s khakis.

She had already undone it once to touch her before dinner, and she couldn’t wait to undo it again later.

“I can be quiet,” Jill said, moving her own hand to the button of Willa’s black pants and actually undoing it. “Why don’t you go change into something more comfortable?” She pulled down Willa’s zipper.

“Something more comfortable?”

“Whatever you brought to sleep in.”

“What makes you think I brought anything to sleep in at all?”

“Fuck,” Jill whispered.

“I’ll change into something more comfortable, but tell me where it is.”

“My suitcase, under all my clothes. Why?”

“Is it… the kind that can be hidden, at least somewhat?” she asked.

“Yes,” Jill replied and wrapped her arms around Willa’s waist.

“So, I could put it on and sit on the couch with you?”

“What? Yes.” Jill nodded.

“And you’ll know it’s there the whole time?”

Jill nodded rapidly now and said, “Juni will probably stay in her room the rest of the night. I downloaded a new game for her, and she was all excited about it. Plus, she still has her homework to do.”

“So, you’re saying that we might only need to put her to sleep tonight but that the rest of the night could be ours?”

“Yes.”

“Then, let’s watch a movie in the bedroom.”

“If we do that, I’ll want to…”

“I know,” Willa replied. “And you won’t be able to because you’ll know Juni is still awake across the hall and could want to say goodnight at any minute.”

“You’re doing this on purpose, aren’t you?” Jill asked as she leaned in and hovered her lips over Willa’s. “Go. Put it on. I’m going to go crazy, waiting for you to slip inside me with it later.”

“Fuck,” Willa whispered this time.


CHAPTER 29

Jill had been waiting for hours, several hours of pure torture now, which was what she had wanted but also not at the same time. Willa was strapped on, wearing a pair of Jill’s old boxer shorts and a tank top, which was white and, therefore, see-through, and she was not wearing a bra. Thankfully, Juni had been playing her game in her room after she’d done her homework, so Jill had been able to snuggle up with Willa under the blanket for the past couple of hours. The laptop had been resting on their legs as they watched something together, but Jill couldn’t recall a single scene from the movie. Or was it a TV show? Whatever that was, she couldn’t care less as she could only focus on the fact that Willa was wearing something they would be using the moment Juni fell asleep.

She had been slowly rubbing the bulge between Willa’s thighs for the better part of an hour, and once, she had pulled it through the front opening of the boxers to rub it fully, earning a gasp from Willa, who had shifted a little to allow her to keep going. Jill was certain she had never been more turned on in her entire life, but when she heard Juni’s door open, she had to tuck the dildo back into Willa’s boxers and move so that they were lying a little farther apart.

Juni knocked. Willa groaned. Jill laughed.

Then, Jill had to get up to tell Juni goodnight and make sure that her tablet was turned off and charging so that she could use it tomorrow. She told her sister that she loved her, kissed her on the forehead after she tucked her in, and waited a few minutes just outside the door, knowing Juni always fell asleep quickly. When she checked on her again, Juni was on her side, facing her, and she looked to be completely out of it. Jill sighed, closed the door quietly, and went back into her own room.

“Finally,” she said.

“She’s asleep?” Willa asked as she put the laptop on the floor by the bed.

“She’s out like a light,” Jill confirmed. “And I can’t wait anymore.” She pulled her T-shirt over her head. “I need you now.”

“Now? I thought you liked to wait,” Willa teased.

“Babe, I’ve been waiting. You’ve been torturing me for hours,” she argued and stepped out of her pants.

“You were rubbing me,” Willa noted as she pushed the blanket off her body and tugged at her tank top.

“Because you were wearing it, and I’m so fucking wet right now.” Jill kicked off her panties next. “Take those off.” She pointed to the boxers.

“Yes, Ma’am,” Willa replied and removed the borrowed boxers.

“Stay there,” Jill instructed.

She got on the bed in front of Willa, who was now only wearing the strap-on, and maneuvered until she was hovering over it. Willa looked down and held her in place by her hips as Jill lowered herself on top of it.

“Jesus,” Willa let out. “You just…”

“Went all the way down, yes,” Jill said. “I’m that wet.” She then took Willa’s hand and pressed it to her clit. “I’m very ready.”

“Oh, my God,” Willa whispered and began to rub Jill’s clit. “I was going to do that thing… you liked.”

“Later,” Jill said as she lifted and lowered herself, using Willa’s shoulders to guide her up and down. “After this one. I like this, too. I need this right now.”

“Okay,” Willa replied, having no problem focusing on rubbing Jill’s clit as Jill rode the toy between her legs.

When Willa’s lips moved to Jill’s nipple and sucked it hard, Jill nearly came, but she held on because she had only just started, and she’d been waiting for this for hours now.

“Is this all you want?” Willa asked her. “I thought you wanted me behind you.” She tugged on the other nipple and licked it until it hardened for her enough to suck on it.

“Yes,” Jill replied. “Fuck. I don’t want to stop, but yes.” She lifted and dropped before she rolled her hips, taking the dildo in even deeper. “You feel so good.”

“Let me, please,” Willa said, gripping Jill’s ass with one hand while her finger and thumb pulled gently at Jill’s clit.

“Oh, shit,” Jill said. “I’m so close.”

“Stop,” Willa ordered, and everything in that moment stopped, too.

Willa’s mouth was no longer on Jill’s breast. Her hand was no longer helping Jill come. That caused Jill to open her eyes and stare into Willa’s now-dark ones.

“Now, are you turned on?” Willa asked.

“You know I am,” she replied.

“Then, get on your knees,” Willa told her.

It sounded a little more hesitant than the order she had just given Jill to stop, but no less effective. Jill actually felt the wetness roll down the dildo that was still buried inside her. She had been so close only seconds ago. She knew that with just a few more thrusts, she would’ve come undone, but she also knew that Willa was giving her what she had asked for, what she wanted. Jill lifted herself one more time and nearly came as the toy slipped out of her.

“God,” she muttered as she moved until she was on all fours on the bed.

“You really are soaked,” Willa said as she moved behind her. “So sexy.”

Willa’s hands were rubbing Jill’s ass, and Jill pulled the pillow to her face because she knew she would never be able to be quiet with Willa behind her, now taking the dildo and rubbing it hard against her clit.

“My interviews went great, by the way,” Willa added.

“What?” Jill asked, her brain already in a near-orgasmic state and unfocused.

“We didn’t talk about it before,” Willa said. “You were too busy feeling me up through your boxers.”

“I’m glad,” Jill replied.

“I should find out in a couple of days because they need to make a decision soon,” Willa shared as she rubbed even harder.

“Babe, I’m going to–”

Willa stopped rubbing.

“Fuck,” Jill said softly into the pillow.

“And I really liked them, the trustees I met today and the headmaster. They weren’t stuck up like I thought they’d be.”

“Babe! Focus.”

“Oh, I’m focused,” Willa replied before she slipped the dildo inside Jill and pushed forward. “I’m very focused.”

Willa’s hands were on her hips, and she held on to Jill as she thrust inside her over and over again. Jill moaned into the pillow, fisting it with both hands, and tried not to scream in pleasure. Then, Willa stopped.

“If they offer it to me, I think I’m going to take it.”

Jill didn’t say anything. She couldn’t form words. Willa was going to make her come. Jill just had no idea when.

“This is important,” Willa told her.

“Yes, I know,” she replied with a dry throat. “But does it have to be now?”

“Yes, because you need to know that I love this,” Willa said and resumed moving inside her slowly, building her back up again. “I have never met someone I can be like this with. I didn’t know I could be like this.”

“Like what?” Jill asked.

“Like I could be in control like this. Like I could make someone feel this good.”

“So good,” Jill said as Willa continued to slowly move inside her.

“And I don’t want us to end,” Willa added.

“What?” Jill asked, turning her head back to Willa and meeting her eyes.

“Oh, God. That’s so hot,” Willa said and started rocking faster.

Jill’s eyes closed, and she knew it would happen soon.

“I’ll come,” she let out, which was a warning to Willa to either stop, because Jill would come hard, or keep going and make her finally explode.

“Good. I want you to. Come for me.”

Jill pushed the worry at Willa’s words out of her mind, turned her face back into the pillow, and screamed into it when Willa hit her G-spot over and over and over again as if she’d known exactly where it was the whole time and had just been avoiding it intentionally. Jill’s eyes had tears in them now that she hadn’t expected, and when Willa finally slowed and then stopped, Jill moved forward a little, letting the dildo fall out of her, and rolled onto her back.

“That was…” She wiped at her eyes.

“Are you okay?”

“Yes. Yes.” Jill ran a hand through her hair. “More than okay.”

Willa climbed on top of her and pushed the hair Jill had just mussed out of her face.

“Are you sure?”

“That was another of my best orgasms ever.” She wiped at her eyes. “I’ve never come that hard before.”

“You said that the other day.”

“And it was true then, but it’s true again now, too. Jesus, Willa. You just get it.”

“Get what?” Willa kissed Jill’s cheek and her nose.

“Me,” Jill said on a sigh. “You just get me.”

“I do,” Willa replied. “And you get me.”

“I do?”

“Yes. That’s what I was trying to tell you earlier.”

“You said you didn’t want this to end, Will. Was that an option? I don’t–”

“No, it’s not for me,” Willa said as she smiled down at her. “That’s what I was trying to say. Even if I get this job, I still want us. I’ll get a two-bedroom apartment, if you want, so that Juni can stay with us sometimes. I want you to know that I’m serious about this. I’m serious about us.”

“You’d get a two-bedroom apartment for my kid sister?” Jill asked as she ran a hand through Willa’s hair.

“Yes. I want to see you as much as I can, and I know she’s in your life now.”

“My mom is coming back,” Jill said.

“And if she actually stays and takes her responsibilities back from you, that’s great. But if she doesn’t, I don’t want you to worry about us, okay?”

Jill nodded and pulled Willa down for a kiss that was slow until it wasn’t anymore because Jill was reaching for the harness, trying to undo it, needing more of her girlfriend now. Willa shifted and got it off before moving back on top of her.

“Up here,” Jill said.

Willa knew what she meant and moved until her sex was hovering over Jill’s mouth. Jill didn’t wait. She knew Willa had been turned on the whole time as well, so she wanted to make her come. She licked and sucked until Willa’s hips began to rock against her mouth, and then she just held on to Willa through her orgasm, letting her ride it out fully. When Willa finally slowed and stopped, she caught her breath for a second and lifted herself to shift down and straddle Jill’s hips. That enabled Jill to sit up, and she kissed Willa between her breasts before she took a nipple between her teeth and gave it a little tug.

“Oh, that’s good,” Willa told her.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

“Is this good, too?” Jill asked after she slid a hand between Willa’s legs and pushed inside her.

“Yes,” Willa said.

“Like this, or do you want to roll over?” Jill asked as she curled her fingers.

“This,” Willa replied.

Jill made her come again first before Willa moved to lie down next to her and reached between Jill’s legs. She stroked Jill’s clit while she kissed her, slow and deep, and soon, she had Jill coming for a second time that night. Then, with both of them sated, at least for a while, Jill held Willa against her chest and felt their hearts beat together.

“I know things have been complicated, and we’ve only technically been on one date, but I would like to go out again. Hell, I’d like to stay the night at your place or mine instead of this room,” Jill said.

“I would like that, too, but there’s no rush. Your mom is coming back in four days, right?”

“So she says,” Jill replied.

“Then, we can wait.”

“But you might have a new job by then,” Jill noted.

“And we’ll figure that out together if that’s the case. You can even go apartment-hunting with me to ensure that whatever place I pick is somewhere you want to be.”

“I want to be wherever you are,” Jill replied.

“And I want to be wherever you are,” Willa said. “Let’s get some sleep, okay? We both have to work tomorrow.”

“But I thought we were just taking a break,” Jill teased.

Willa laughed against her chest and said, “Then, sleep for an hour, wake up, and touch me.”

Jill lifted an eyebrow, really liking that idea.

◆◆◆

She hadn’t woken up in an hour like she had planned. They had fallen asleep, and when her eyes opened next, Jill smelled bacon cooking in the kitchen. She smiled and turned, prepared to give Willa many, many orgasms later to thank her for cooking them breakfast, but she was surprised to see that Willa was still lying right next to her. Was Juni cooking bacon? No, she wouldn’t cook by herself without asking them if she could. Bacon was dangerous. They had a gas stove, and bacon grease tended to splatter. Why was Jill thinking about bacon grease?

“That smells good,” Willa said sleepily and rolled over to face Jill before opening her eyes. Then, those eyes widened as Willa saw her. “Why do I smell bacon if you’re still in bed? I thought you were cooking.”

“I thought you were cooking,” Jill replied.

“Then, who’s actually cooking?” Willa asked. “Juni?”

“Mom!”

Jill heard Juni’s voice yelling and little feet running down the hallway.

“Hi, baby,” the woman replied.

Jill’s eyes widened as far as they could go. Her mother was home. Her mother was cooking bacon in the kitchen. Her mother was probably hugging Juni in the hallway, the same hallway that led to this room, where Willa and Jill were both still naked in bed together.

“Um… Jill?” Willa whispered. “What do we do?”

Jill had no idea what to do. She glanced at the doorknob, which was not locked. Juni had been asleep, and she’d been so excited to finally be with Willa that she hadn’t locked the damn door. What the hell had she been thinking? Orgasm… Jill had been thinking about having an orgasm.

“Where’s your sister?” she heard her mother say.

“Sleeping,” Juni replied.

“Oh, my God…” Willa whispered and promptly slid all the way under the thin blanket just as the door to the guest room opened.

“Jill? Are you up?”

“Uh… Yup. I’m awake. Hi, Mom,” she said, covering her bare chest.

“Juni, can you go into the kitchen? I’ll be right there for breakfast,” her mother said as her eyes took in the obvious form next to Jill in the bed.

“Okay,” Juni said and ran off toward the kitchen.

“I take it, this is Willa?”

“Yup,” Jill said. “She’s a little…”

“Naked?” her mom finished.

“Yes,” Jill admitted.

“Jill!”

“That’s her,” Jill said, nodding toward Willa, who was still under the blanket.

Willa’s head popped out, and she looked at Jill’s mom.

“Um… Hi.”

“Hello, dear. I’m making breakfast. There’s more than enough for all of us.”

“Mom, what are you doing here?” Jill asked her. “What happened to four days?”

“My friend got help with the business, and your grandmother really needed to get home to your grandpa anyway, so I just drove through the night and got here not that long ago. I thought I’d make breakfast. Now, I’ll go put on two more pieces of toast for Willa. Nice to meet you. I’ll be in the kitchen,” her mother said all that quickly and closed the door behind her.


CHAPTER 30

“I cannot believe that just happened,” Willa said as she burrowed beneath the blanket again.

Jill joined her in their little cocoon and wrapped her arm around Willa’s waist, pulling her into her body.

“Hey, it’s her fault that she saw this. She said she wasn’t going to be home for days. I guess I was expecting her not to come home at all, not to show up faster instead.”

“We should get dressed. I have to get to work anyway,” Willa said.

“Breakfast?”

“With your mom?” she asked with heated cheeks. “No way.” She chuckled.

“But she’s making bacon,” Jill said, slipping a thigh between Willa’s. “Bacon is delicious.”

“Yes, it is,” she replied. “But I am mortified right now. Why didn’t you lock the door?”

“Because my girlfriend was strapped and ready for me, and I could only think about that,” Jill admitted.

“Oh, my God!” Willa shoved at the blanket and shot up out of bed.

She bent over quickly, and when she rose back up, she was holding the dildo still in its harness. It had been tossed to the floor and not picked up or cleaned after they’d finished with it.

“This was just right there on the floor. Did she see it? Did you see if she looked down at the floor at all?” she asked Jill in panic. “Does your mother know I fucked you with this last night?” she added in a whisper.

Jill laughed and said, “Well, if she saw it, she knows one of us fucked the other with it, at least.”

“Oh, my God!” Willa repeated and dropped the dildo to the floor where it had been prior to her picking it up. “I need to get to work. Can I sneak out the front door? Or what about the window? Can you make some kind of a diversion?”

Jill climbed out of bed and moved to her.

“Willa, it’s her fault for just walking right in. She should have waited to ensure I was decent or that you weren’t here. She knows about you. She had to know there was a chance you would be here.” Jill wrapped her arms around Willa’s neck. “And you can sneak out, if you want, but you don’t have to. Why don’t you take a shower? I’ll talk to my mom and Juni. You can get dressed and meet us out there. My mom has been crazy lately, but she’s always been cool with me being gay and understands that I’m an adult.”

“That’s easy for you to say… You’re not the girlfriend your mom found in your bed.”

“Will, my mom has never cared,” Jill explained, and her smile fell. “I could’ve woken up with a girl in my bed every morning of high school, and I’m not sure she would’ve even noticed, diversion or not.”

“Babe,” Willa began. “You and your mom need to talk. I should get out of here.”

“Just shower and get dressed, okay? If you still want to leave after that, that’s fine. I need to call Mel and tell her that I’m going to have to miss work today or, at least, my morning shift in the office. I think Enid can probably cover that one for me, so I need to call her, too. I’ll get dressed in here and go out there after. Text me if you still want that diversion, but I’d love to kiss you goodbye at the door or your car. So, think about it, okay?”

“Yeah, okay,” Willa replied, wrapping her arms around Jill’s waist. “Not how I thought we would be waking up this morning.”

“Me neither. I was planning on going down on you to wake you up.”

“And now, I’ll have it on my mind all day,” Willa said, closing her eyes and picturing Jill’s head between her legs.

“Good. Keep it there. If my mom is back for real now, I can go home, and we can stay there or at your place.” Jill pecked her lips. “Alone. My walls are thick, Willa. It’s an all-brick building.” Jill kissed her once more and added, “You can make me scream.”

“Oh, my God,” Willa said for at least the third time that morning, causing Jill to laugh.

Figuring she shouldn’t shower in Jill’s mom’s bathroom since the woman was home now, Willa took her stuff to the guest bathroom and hopped in, scrubbing the sex off her skin, hoping Jill’s mom wouldn’t be able to smell Jill all over her after the shower. There wasn’t a hair dryer in this bathroom like the one in Jill’s mom’s bathroom, so Willa pulled her hair back after towel-drying it and tried to make the most of it. Glad she usually didn’t wear makeup, she dressed for work and went back to the guest room, where she found Jill’s sleep clothes on the bed and Jill nowhere to be found. Willa folded all their clothes nice and neat for Jill to find later before she decided to stop stalling and be an adult. She grabbed her bag and headed toward the kitchen.

“Willa is Jill’s girlfriend.”

Willa heard Juni’s voice just before she stepped into the kitchen and stopped instantly.

“Juni!” Jill admonished her with a laugh. “Come on… I told you not to tell anyone.”

“It’s Mom,” Juni replied, sounding like Jill was being ridiculous.

“Juni has a boyfriend,” Jill fired back.

“What?” their mother asked.

“Um…” Willa didn’t know if she should join this reunion breakfast or not, but Jill had requested a goodbye kiss. “Good morning.”

“Hi, Willa!” Juni said excitedly.

“Hi, Juni. I was just going to get to work,” she added, hooking a thumb toward the door.

“You’re not joining us?” Jill and Juni’s mother asked. “I made you a plate.”

“I can make it to-go for you, if you want,” Jill offered Willa an out.

“I should go, or I’ll be late,” she lied. “But thank you very much for the kind offer.”

“Can you take me to school?” Juni asked. “Freddy is going to wait for me.”

“Who is Freddy?”

“Juni, Willa isn’t your ride,” Jill replied to her sister instead, apparently not interested in getting her mother caught up at the moment. “I’ll take you myself when you’re done with breakfast.”

“I am done,” Juni replied.

“I can take her, if it’s okay with you two,” Willa offered. “We’re going to the same place.”

“Please,” Juni said. “It’s fun getting there before everyone else.”

“Are you sure?” Jill’s mother asked Willa.

“Of course,” Willa said.

“Then, it’s fine with me,” the woman replied.

“I’ll walk you out,” Jill said, standing up. As the two of them waited a little awkwardly in the hallway for Juni to get her stuff, Jill asked, “Are you okay?”

“Yeah. It’s just not how I expected to meet your mom,” she said with a smile. “I’d like to try again, maybe over a dinner or something.”

“Okay. I’ll see if she wants to set that up.”

“I didn’t mean right away,” Willa replied.

“Not ready to meet the parent?” Jill laughed. “Got it.”

“It’s not that,” Willa said. “I do. I mean, I am. I’m crazy about you. I’m excited to take those steps with you.”

“Okay. But you don’t want to do dinner?”

“If you want us to have dinner together, I’ll be there.” She cupped Jill’s cheek. “But I don’t want us to do that just because your mom walked in on us this morning.”

Jill nodded and said, “Okay.”

“I’m ready,” Juni announced, bounding into the hall.

“I’ll see you later?” Jill asked.

“Yeah. Good luck today. And call me.”

Willa leaned in and kissed Jill quickly.

“Gross,” Juni commented, making them both laugh.

◆◆◆

When the time for the kids to be picked up approached, Willa didn’t know what to expect. Would Jill be there to pick Juni up today, or would their mother actually show up for the first time since she had left Jill with her kid sister to take care of? Willa stood there, watching Juni and Freddy talk about Steven and when Juni could take him for the night. She pictured Jill trying to take care of a salamander, and it made her laugh. Then, she saw a car pull up, and she recognized it, but it wasn’t Jill’s.

“Hello, Willa,” Jill and Juni’s mom said.

“Hi,” Willa replied, looking around and hoping that this woman wouldn’t out her as Jill’s girlfriend with two teachers and the vice principal all within earshot.

“It’s nice to see you again.”

“You too,” Willa replied. “I’m glad you’re back.”

“Mom, Freddy said I can take Steven tomorrow night.”

“Sorry. What?”

“Steven is Freddy’s pet salamander.”

Willa recognized the voice immediately and turned to see Jill standing about ten feet away, her car parked in the lot behind her.

“What are you doing here?” their mother asked.

“I wasn’t sure if you’d show up, so I came,” Jill replied with a shrug. “And Freddy is Juni’s boyfriend.” She smiled at her little sister.

“Can I take Steven tomorrow after school?” Juni asked.

“Um…” Juni’s mom looked lost for a second. “I don’t know. Maybe. Let’s talk about it at home, okay?”

“Okay,” Juni replied. Then, she looked at her mother’s car and over to Jill’s and asked, “Whose car do I get into?”

“Mine,” her mom replied. “Jill is going home tonight.”

“But I’ll be by for dinner tomorrow,” Jill added quickly and walked closer. “So, I’ll see you then.”

“Oh,” Juni said, sounding disappointed.

Willa looked at her girlfriend then, and Jill also looked disappointed. Willa could see it etched all over her face: she was sad and worried. Maybe the smile she was using to cover it up worked on Juni and her mother, but Willa could see right through it, and she wanted to hug her hard and never let her go.

“Tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow, kiddo,” Jill repeated.

“I’ll have Steven. You can help me feed him,” Juni said before she ran over to Jill and hugged her the way kids hugged adults, with her whole body around Jill’s lower half.

Jill wrapped her arms around her little sister and looked at her mother. Willa could see the tears in her eyes, though, so she glared at Jill’s mother because this woman was hurting her girlfriend. She had no idea what had happened that morning when the two of them had talked. She didn’t even know if they had talked. Willa hoped they had, but she also wished she knew the details of that conversation now so that she knew how to react. Jill’s mother was a parent at the school, so Willa needed to be careful, but Jill was more important to her than pretty much everything right now, so she would risk it if this woman hurt her again.

“Well, we should get home. I still need to unpack,” Jill’s mother stated.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Jill said to Juni once they pulled away. “Don’t forget to charge your tablet before bed tonight. And I made you a snack before I left this morning. It’s in the fridge for you when you get home.”

“Peanut butter and marshmallow?” Juni asked.

“Yeah,” Jill replied, smiling at her sister.

“Freddy, I have peanut butter and marshmallow back at home,” Juni announced, turning around to talk to Freddy, who hadn’t been paying attention to what was going on.

Jill stood off to the side and watched her mom get Juni into the car. Then, she watched them drive off, and the look on Jill’s face was all it took for Willa to pull out of her phone and find the needed contact.

“Gift shop,” her manager answered.

“Hi. It’s Willa.”

“Oh, hey.”

“I know I have a shift in a couple of hours, but I’m not going to be able to make it.”

Jill took a few steps up to meet Willa, looking confused.

“Oh. Um… Okay. Well, it’s last minute,” her manager replied.

“I know. Family emergency,” she said. “I’m sorry, but I need to be with my family tonight.”

“Willa, your hours have already been cut. And you told me you have to–”

“I know. And I do, but I can’t tonight,” Willa replied. “Can you find someone to cover for me?”

“Yeah, I can. But this is an unexcused absence. I have to–”

“Do whatever you need to,” she interrupted. “I’m sorry. I have to go now.”

“You didn’t have to do that,” Jill said once Willa hung up.

“Yes, I did. I’m not going to some part-time job that just cut my hours anyway because they’re not busy when my girlfriend needs me,” Willa said, whispering the girlfriend part. “Want to go to your apartment? I’ve never been there. I just need an hour or so to finish a few things here. I can meet you there.”

“Can I just stay here with you?” Jill asked. “We can go together after.”

“I’ll be grading papers,” she said. “And cleaning up the room. They did art today, which means it’s a mess in there.”

“I’ll clean while you grade. I could use the distraction.”

“Okay. Let’s go,” Willa replied, wishing she could take Jill’s hand.

“Don’t you have to watch the kids?”

“No, I’m not on pickup today. I just wanted to see you.” Willa smiled at her as they walked inside. “Now, tell me what happened.”

“Well, I got promoted today.”

“What?” Willa stopped them in the hallway. “That’s not what I meant, but–”

“Yeah. I’ll tell you about the other thing when we’re not here, okay?”

“Yeah, okay,” Willa replied. “But you got promoted?”

“Finally,” Jill said, letting out a sigh. “I showed up late, but Enid covered for me, and I told Mel what had happened. Well, I told her that my mom was back, not the whole story, and she said she was ready for there to be a manager in this office. She’ll be working on the other one, which she wants more, I guess, so the timing was right with my mom coming back to take care of Juni again. So, I’m a manager now.”

“Babe, that’s amazing,” Willa replied a little louder than she’d planned, but she didn’t care.

She pulled Jill into her arms and held her as closely as she could.

“We’re at school, Will,” Jill reminded as she hugged her back.

“I know. I don’t care. I’m so proud of you.”

“Why? It’s not a big deal. It was going to happen at some point. Mel just chose today of all days to give me the news.”

“The good news,” Willa pointed out, pulling out of the hug. “And we’re going to celebrate tonight.”

“Can we not?” Jill requested. “Can we maybe not make a big deal out of it?”

“Why not?” Willa asked.

“I think it just hit me that I’m going to miss being there with her, and…” Jill’s eyes filled with tears. “I think I’d rather wallow than celebrate.”

“Oh, babe,” Willa said and pulled Jill back in again.


CHAPTER 31

“Mom, you just showed up. You told us four days,” Jill had said earlier that morning.

“First, you want me back ASAP, and now, you’re complaining that I’m here? I’m confused,” her mother had said and walked to the sink, carrying breakfast plates. “Shouldn’t we really be talking about the fact that you had a woman here last night, and with the door unlocked, Juni could’ve walked in on you like I did?”

“I forgot to lock the door after I went to the bathroom in the middle of the night,” Jill had lied. “But that’s not the point. You left her. You left us. And now, you just walk back in here like nothing’s ever happened and make us all breakfast, pretending like you’re the world’s most perfect mother?”

“I made a mistake,” her mother had said as she started running water over the plates to rinse them. “And I’m here to make up for it.”

“You left your ten-year-old daughter with me after telling me you’d pick her up at school and leave me money for the week that you’d be gone.” Jill had stood then. “You did none of those things. Juni was at school for hours, waiting on you, and you never showed. Do you have any idea what that could do to her or what could’ve happened had the teacher not stayed with her?”

“They always stay,” her mother had argued.

“Again, not the point. Mom, I had to miss work. I had to lose money. And I had no money from you to pay for Juni’s food and other things. She got sick for a night, and I thought I might have to take her to the doctor, but I don’t even know who her doctor is or how to handle it with insurance. I have rent on my own apartment, and you left me with the mortgage for this place, too, and–”

“I paid that,” her mother had said loudly, stopping the water. “And I came back.”

“When Grandma hunted you down and forced you to. But I have no clue if you’ll just leave again. Are you really here to get more of your stuff or sell the house out from under your daughters so that you can make a little money and hit the road again?”

“No,” her mother had said. “I’m back for good.”

“Okay. But how can I ever trust that? How can I just go back to my apartment knowing you’re supposed to pick Juni up from school today, and you might not do that.”

“I will pick up my daughter. I still have a couple of days off work from my original vacation request. Then, it’s back to normal, Jill.”

“Mom, what is normal anymore? And I know it had to be hard, losing your husband and seeing Juni, who looks a little like him.”

“She looks just like him,” her mother had retorted.

“No, she doesn’t,” Jill had replied, taking a deep breath. “She looks like me. Juni looks just like me. She looks like she could be my kid that I asked you to raise for me because I was too young when I had her, like we’re on some one-hour ABC drama. She looks just like me. She has my hair and my eyes. She just has your nose. She doesn’t look like him at all, really. She’s quiet like him, I guess, more introverted than I was at that age and that you are now, but she doesn’t look like him. And I don’t think it changes anything because she looks like him to you. You’re a parent. You don’t just get to up and leave. In eight years, when she’s an adult and out of the house, sure, go on the whole Eat, Pray, Love trip, if you want. Meet a nice guy or a few guys, find yourself, decide to move to Italy or India, and call to check in once a month. But you can’t do that now.” Jill had paused. “You can’t just leave now, Mom. You need a vacation? Fine. Tell me that months in advance. You ask Grandma and Grandpa to watch her if I can’t. But you don’t just leave your daughter at school and hope I show up to take her home.”

“I had to,” her mom had said. “You don’t get it. Have you ever even been in love, Jill?”

“Shouldn’t that be something you know, Mom?” she’d replied.

“What?”

“You don’t even know if your oldest daughter has ever been in love.”

“How would I know that? You’re hardly ever here,” her mother had retorted, moving back toward the table.

“I’ve told you about dates and girlfriends before.”

“Barely,” her mom had said, taking glasses to the sink.

“So, it’s my fault that you haven’t cared about me since the moment you met him?”

Her mother had stopped just shy of putting the glasses in the sink, probably to deal with later.

“That’s not true.”

“Yes, it is,” Jill had said. “Once I could drive a car, that was pretty much it. You used me as a babysitter and went on dates, when I, a teenager, was the one who was supposed to be going on dates, not taking care of a baby that wasn’t mine. Why do you think I don’t come over that often? When I saw Juni, I saw the baby that took my mom away. I saw the kid that you loved more than me because my dad wasn’t the love of your life like hers was. That’s hard, Mom. I had most of your attention for about fifteen years, but then it was just gone, and I was left holding Juni when she cried, while you two went to dinner and stayed out way too late. I had to put her to sleep. I had to get her up in the morning. Why do you think I moved away and never came home the moment I could get out of here?”

“It wasn’t like that. You’re–”

“Telling the complete truth,” Jill had finished for her. “You just don’t want to hear it. Imagine what it was like for me to have to do this all over again for you. You dropped this tiny human on me for the second time in her life. None of this is her fault, but I’m not her parent, Mom. This is not my job or responsibility. I have my own life. I have a job and a girlfriend now. I have my own place that I worked hard for, and I had to think about giving all of that up over the past couple of weeks because you kept telling me you were never coming back. I almost went to the cops to tell them that you’d abandoned your daughter so that I could get custody to take care of her. I don’t want custody of your daughter.”

“I’m back now.” That was all her mother had to say to that. “I’m back now,” she’d repeated.

“Are you, though?” Jill had asked.

“Don’t you have to get to work?” her mother had asked back. “I’ll pick Juni up today. Feel free to take your stuff and go home. I’d like tonight to just be Juni and me.”

Jill had only nodded because she had no idea what else to say. Then, she had gone to get her suitcase, hastily packed it up, with the dirty strap-on in the top zipper compartment, and left the house. When she’d gotten to work, Melinda had pulled her in for a celebratory hug. Then, Jill had cried on her shoulder, and they’d talked about what had happened that morning.

“I wish you would’ve told me all this stuff years ago,” Melinda had said.

“I know. I’m sorry. My mom is just…”

“Messed up?” Melinda had replied.

“Yeah.” Jill had chuckled, wiping her tears.

“Well, Ky and I know a lot about that. Her mother has been struggling for her entire life. We could’ve been there for you,” Melinda had said. “Wait. I’m sorry. I’ve just made that about me, and I shouldn’t have done that. I just wish I would have known.”

“I know. I’m sorry,” Jill had replied.

“You don’t have to be sorry,” Melinda had said, taking her hand then. “You just need to be you, okay? Be all of you, Jill. We all love you. You don’t have to compartmentalize or try to be something you’re not with your friends.”

Jill had hugged Melinda again because she was right: Jill had been keeping a big part of herself away from her friends for years, choosing to focus on being the fun friend looking for love and sex and not always together instead of showing them that she was serious about life and had a little sister and a mother who sometimes pretended Jill didn’t exist, and other times, needed her to do her job as a parent whenever it was convenient for her.

Work had started in earnest for her then, and Jill had worked in the office for most of the day. Enid had shown up for a meeting between her, Jill, and Melinda to begin the talks about the new office and Jill’s promotion being official, and by the time Jill had checked the time next, she noticed that it had been getting close to pickup. She hadn’t planned on going since her mother had promised that she would be there, but she’d already had that worked into the existing NOLA Guides schedule, so she’d been off work anyway.

Showing up and seeing her mother there had been both a bad and a good thing for her because Jill had realized then that she was going to miss being in the house with Juni. She was going to miss having fun making terrible chicken for dinner or ordering pizza for the tenth time. She would miss going grocery shopping with Juni as Juni pushed the cart and told her about her day. Jill wasn’t sure she’d miss the last-minute bake sales, but she’d miss the look of pride on her kid sister’s face that Jill’s cupcakes were the best.

◆◆◆

“Let’s just stay at your place tonight. You’ve been stuck staying with me,” Jill said.

“I’d hardly call being with you every night being stuck,” Willa replied. “And we’re already here, babe. I have stuff for the night. I’m good.”

Jill let go of Willa’s hand to unlock the door to her apartment and pushed it open, letting Willa walk in first while she dragged her roller bag behind her. Then, she closed the door, locked it, and set her suitcase aside, turning back to see Willa taking a long look around.

“It’s really nice. I can see why you wanted to get back here,” Willa noted.

“Yeah,” Jill replied. “Can we order dinner tonight? I’m not really in the mood to cook.”

“Whatever you want,” Willa said and turned around to face Jill, who was standing by the door with her arms crossed over her chest. “Does this place have a bathtub?”

“Yes. Why?”

“Because you’re getting in it,” Willa stated, walking up to her. “And I’m going to order us food while you’re taking a nice, hot bath. I doubt you’ve had once since you started taking care of Juni.”

“No,” Jill admitted. “But I’m okay.”

“No, you’re not,” Willa replied. “And that’s okay. Will you let me take care of you, please?”

“Maybe I should just be alone tonight. I’m not exactly good company.”

Willa wrapped her arms around Jill’s waist and asked, “Can you see us together for a long time?”

“What?”

“Can you?” Willa insisted.

“Yeah, of course.”

“And living together one day?”

“Yes.”

“Well, if we’re living together and one of us has a bad day, we’ll have no other apartment to run to when we aren’t good company.”

“But that’s in the future, when we’ve been together for a long time and you’ve probably seen me going to the bathroom or I’ve farted in front of you or something.”

Will laughed and said, “You’ve already farted in front of me.”

“No, I haven’t,” Jill argued, dropping her arms to her sides.

“In your sleep. It was so loud; it woke me up. I’m not sure how you didn’t wake up from it.”

“You’re joking, right? Messing with me?”

“Nope.”

“Oh, my God.” Jill dropped her head to Willa’s shoulder. “How will you ever have sex with me again?”

“I’ll have sex with you right now, if you want,” Willa replied. “But I’m guessing that a hot bath and some food is a better option.”

Jill nodded her head against Willa’s shoulder and said, “Yes, please.”

“Let’s go, babe. Show me the bedroom.”

“Not at all in the context I wanted you to say those words for the first time,” she pointed out and followed Willa, who took her by the hand.

Within a few minutes, the water was ready, piping hot and steaming. Jill thought she should wait to get in, but she realized how cold she had been all day and decided to risk it. She didn’t have bubbles or anything, but she did have jasmine-scented body wash that she hoped would help calm her down a little.

“Why aren’t you in here with me?” she asked Willa after settling in.

Willa appeared in the open doorway and raked her eyes over Jill’s naked body.

“Trust me, I want to be. But I’d just end up touching you because I have no self-control where you’re concerned.”

Then, Jill heard a phone ring.

“Oh, that’s mine,” Willa added. “I left it in the kitchen earlier after ordering food. Maybe they have a question about the order or something. Be right back.”

Jill didn’t move for a minute, just trying to let the hot water help her relax, but she could kind of make out Willa’s conversation, and it didn’t sound like it was a call from the restaurant. Maybe it was one of Willa’s siblings. Jill thought about meeting them one day and smiled. She wanted that with Willa. She also thought about how, not all that long ago, she had asked Enid to be her wingwoman and help her get laid and find the love of her life. She knew she would talk to Enid the next time she saw her and tell her that neither of those outings would be required anymore.

When Willa finally reappeared in the open doorway of the bathroom, Jill smiled up at her. Initially, she’d been upset that she had met this amazing woman at such a complicated time in her life, but now, she knew that Willa was everything she had ever needed, and she was grateful.

“Was that your sister?” Jill asked.

“No. It was the school.”

“Juni?” Jill sat up, water sloshing around her.

“No, babe,” Willa said and moved to kneel by the tub. “The other school.”

“Oh. The job?”

Willa nodded and said, “I got it.”


CHAPTER 32

Willa nodded and said, “I got it.”

She stared into Jill’s eyes, hoping to be able to read her face before Jill said something.

“You did? Already?”

“I told you, they needed to move fast. They need me to start in two weeks to get prepared for the semester and up to speed on the curriculum.”

“Two weeks…” Jill let out. “Right. Um… I should get dressed.”

“You’re taking a bath, Jill,” she said. “Stay in the tub.”

“We can’t talk about what happens now if I’m in the bathtub, naked,” Jill replied. “We have things to figure out.”

“Stay in the tub,” she repeated as she stood. “The food is going to take an hour, at least, according to the app.”

She reached for and pulled off her shirt.

“You’re getting in?” Jill asked.

“Yes. So, sit up because I’m going to lie behind you.”

“Will, we–”

“Just hold on, okay?”

She stripped completely, and Jill moved forward, allowing her to slide in behind her.

“We’ve never done this,” Jill said as Willa wrapped her up in her arms.

“No, we haven’t. Do you like it?”

“Yes,” Jill replied with a little laugh. “What’s not to like? My sexy girlfriend is naked and holding me.”

When Jill leaned back into Willa more, Willa kissed her shoulder and said, “You’re worried about me moving?”

“Yes,” Jill admitted. “And in two weeks? If my mom is really here for good, it’s like I just got my life back, but we only have two weeks to be a real, normal couple before you move.”

“We’ve been a real couple since the moment we met,” Willa replied, moving Jill’s partially wet hair away from her neck. “At least, that’s how it felt for me.”

“Me too,” Jill replied. “From the moment I saw you in the Square on the field trip.”

“What?” Willa laughed.

“Yeah. I just couldn’t stop staring at you. All my friends were there, and they were talking, and I wasn’t really paying attention because I couldn’t stop looking at you. You weren’t all that close, either, but there was something that told me I needed to keep staring. And then, some maybe psychic came up to me and told me to pay attention, too. So, there’s that.”

“What?” Willa asked again. “A maybe psychic?”

“I guess she works the Square, and my friends have seen her around. Among my friend group, at least, she seems to have a one-hundred-percent success rate.”

“At what?”

“Relationships. She told Kyle and Mel. Then, Bridgette and Monica were predicted. I guess it went on and on from there. Even Enid said the woman told her I wasn’t the one for her, and Caroline was.”

“Oh. In that case, I’ll buy this maybe psychic woman a beer.”

Jill chuckled and replied, “Not sure she’s much of a beer woman, but she’s been right so far.”

“And she told you something about me?”

“To pay attention.” Jill nodded as she ran her fingertips over Willa’s arm that was over her stomach. “To you, yeah. I didn’t take her seriously until I saw you at the school. Then, I thought it was just a coincidence, but now, I’m not so sure. I think she might have a real gift or something.”

“Maybe,” Willa said. “We’re together, so she’s still got that one-hundred-percent success rate.”

“And you promise me we’ll still be together when you move? I know it’s not that far away, but it’s just far enough away that it’s hard to get there every day, depending on our work schedules. As a manager, I’ll be working different hours now, and I’ll have to see how that goes for a while because Mel has pretty much always just been the manager, and now, she’s going to be the owner, and I’m the manager, so it’s an adjustment.”

“Babe?”

“Yeah? I mean, I know you said we’d figure it out, but we’re here now, and it’s two weeks away. How are you going to find an apartment in two weeks? Are you going to commute for a while until you do?”

“I’m not moving,” Willa told her.

Jill turned sideways in Willa’s arms as water went over the side of the tub.

“Babe!”

“You just said you’re not moving,” Jill said.

“Yes, I did.”

“You’re taking this job, Willa. If you want it, of course, you’re taking it. We’ll do the commuting thing. It’s not a long drive. I have a weird job that doesn’t have standard hours, but I just need to work out my schedule so that I’m not doing night tours or weekends or something, and I’ll get to you. I’ll make Baton Rouge my bitch. I’m not getting between you and this job. You want it, right?”

“Definitely.” Willa smiled at her. “It’s twenty thousand more a year to start. That’s huge, but the benefits are better, too, and the facilities are a whole lot nicer than the ones I have now. I’ll probably still have to buy some supplies because every teacher ever does that, but not how I do now. I’ll be able to afford to maybe save some money and take my hot girlfriend out to nice dinners to show her off to people.”

Jill smiled back at her and shifted again until she was facing Willa in the tub, lying back on the opposite side.

“Well, I like all of that, but you can’t commute forever. Traffic isn’t always bad, but if you leave late or early to avoid it, that’ll add up. It’ll get to be too much.”

“I’m not commuting, either.”

Jill looked at her in confusion.

“I got the job, but not at their main campus.”

“Huh?”

“They have a new campus that’s opening up. It’s a satellite school. It’s brand new this year. I didn’t get the job at their main campus because they hired someone with more experience, but they were impressed enough with me to decide to hire me on there instead. They didn’t post those roles as available, so I didn’t even know there was an opening. They were interviewing for their main campus, but if they found someone they liked who might be a better fit for the new one, they were offering that instead. They said that I could always work there for a while, and if it goes well and I want to transfer to the Baton Rouge school one day, I’d be able to.”

“Where is this new school?” Jill asked.

“Metairie,” she said with a smile. “About fifteen minutes from where we are right now.”

Jill smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes.

“Really? This is what you want?”

Willa nodded and said, “Big raise, better facilities for the kids, and more time with you? Yes, definitely.”

“Suddenly, I feel very much like celebrating,” Jill said, her smile widening.

“Yeah?”

“Yes,” Jill said, moving forward and spreading Willa’s legs.

“Babe! The water.” Willa laughed.

“I don’t care,” Jill replied as she leaned down and kissed Willa. “You’re staying.”

“Yes.”

“And I’m back at home.”

“Yes.”

“And we’ve never had sex in my bed before.”

“No, we haven’t,” Willa said. “Jill?”

“Yeah?”

“Do you think your mom would consider letting Juni change schools?”

“What?” Jill sat back on her heels. “We were just talking about sex.”

“Yes. And we’ll get back to that. But do you think your mom would let Juni change schools?”

“I have no idea. But that school is private, right? My mom couldn’t afford that.”

“There are scholarships,” Willa replied. “And… well, I know she’s not technically my family, but I think I could get her in either for free or on a scholarship.”

Jill stood up and got out of the tub then.

“Shit. Did I say something wrong? Overstep?”

“No, you didn’t,” Jill replied and reached for a towel.

“You got out of the tub, Jill,” Willa noted and stood.

Realizing that there was no second towel, though, she wrapped her arms around her body.

Jill opened the closet door and pulled out an extra towel for her after wrapping her own around her body. She held it out for Willa and wrapped her up in it.

“Please talk to me,” Willa said.

Jill held her from behind and said, “I don’t know that I can explain it. I know it wasn’t all that long, but I got used to making decisions for her, you know? I was already thinking about how to deal with the new school year starting up along with my promotion. I was thinking about lunches and dinners for next week. I know I’m not ready to be a parent, and I’m glad I’m not, but I haven’t spent that much time with my sister since she was a baby. As annoying as it was because I was totally unprepared and caught off guard by it, it was also fun at times, and I liked spending time with her. She’s a good kid.”

“She is,” Willa said and turned into Jill’s arms. “And you are an amazing older sister.”

“I haven’t been.”

Willa kissed her on the forehead and replied, “You are now, though.”

“You could get her in? The school thing, I mean.”

“I asked about the scholarship program as part of my interview and did some research on my own, too. Juni is a really smart kid. She’s only in summer school because she lost her father, and her grades suffered as a result. The curriculum there would be harder, but I think she’d do great there, and it would be a better environment for her, too.”

“I don’t know. She’d have to change schools.”

“It’s just something to think about,” Willa replied and cupped Jill’s cheek. “Babe, if you and I ever… have kids of our own – like, in a million years – they’d get to go there for free.”

“Oh, yeah?” Jill smiled and kissed the inside of Willa’s palm.

Willa nodded and said, “If we got married, Juni would be my sister-in-law, and while not our kid exactly, she could go for a substantial discount because she’d be family.”

“This better not be a proposal,” Jill told her with a smile. “We’ve been together for weeks.”

Willa laughed and said, “Not a proposal. You’ll know if I’m proposing to you. I’m only saying that the school has some benefits that both Juni and I can take advantage of.”

“I still don’t know if my mom would want that. Metairie is in the opposite direction of her work. She probably won’t want to make that drive every day.”

“Well, maybe we can help with that.”

“How?”

“The house will be on my way into work. I can take Juni. And at the end of some days, I could bring her here, and we could have dinner together so you can see your sister more. Maybe other days, you could pick her up if I have to stay late or something, or your mom could get her, but it wouldn’t be five days a week. It wouldn’t work for every day because I’ll need to go in early at times or stay late, but it could help.”

“I love the idea. But, Will, you and I just started dating. I hope this lasts, but if you ever get tired of me or something and we break up, Juni would be going to that school, and you wouldn’t be picking her up anymore.”

“First of all, the psychic said you should pay attention, so I think this is going to last,” Willa teased. “And we’d figure that out. I can be an adult and still pick Juni up if you get tired of me or something.”

“I can’t see myself ever getting tired of you.” Jill pulled her in for a hug. “You’re the only person I’ve ever felt this way about.”

Willa hugged her back and replied, “Me too, babe. Me too.”

“I love you for thinking about Juni when you get a new job.”

Willa heard those three words but decided that Jill didn’t mean them in the way that she loved her yet. She just loved that Willa was thinking about her sister. Still, Willa couldn’t help but smile against Jill’s neck because she knew those three words would come eventually, and maybe not all that far into the future, the way things were going between them.

“She might be my sister-in-law one day, remember?” she teased.

“God, that’s weird. She’s ten.”

“Well, if we get married, it probably wouldn’t be for a couple of years, right? She’d be twelve then. Would that be better?”

“Twelve tops,” Jill said as she pulled out of the hug.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that I don’t want her to be any older than that.” Jill yanked at Willa’s towel, letting it fall to the floor. “So, now you know my timetable on the whole proposal and marriage thing.”

“Oh, I see,” Willa replied, yanking at Jill’s towel as well until it joined hers on the floor, and backed Jill up against the counter. “So, you want to be married by twenty-eight?”

Jill nodded and replied, “If it’s to you, yes. I want to be married for at least a few years before kids enter the picture, if we decide to have them, and I’m not getting any younger. You’re already older than me, so yeah, twenty-eight sounds about right. Then, thirty or thirty-one, at least, before the kids thing. I plan to travel places with you, and it would be hard to have sex on every surface of the hotel room if there were babies around.”

“Every surface?” Willa asked as she reached between Jill’s legs, indicating that she would like her to spread them.

“Every surface,” Jill confirmed.

“Even bathroom sinks?”

“Especially bathroom sinks,” Jill replied.

“Then, sit down,” Willa ordered.

Jill pushed herself up onto the counter, legs spread for her, and Willa knelt in front of her and looked at Jill’s sex, sliding her tongue across her lips because she was about to taste her.

“I like it when you’re bossy. It’s such a turn-on,” Jill said.

“Yeah?”

“Yes,” Jill let out as she ran her hands through Willa’s hair. “Big time.”

“Then, slide your finger up and down over your clit for me.”

“Babe, I’m sitting on the sink. I thought you were going to–”

“Touch yourself while I watch,” Willa interrupted. “It’s a big-time turn-on for me.”

“Well, I do love turning you on,” Jill said. But right as her fingers were about to touch her clit, the doorbell rang. “What the fuck?” she asked.

“The food,” Willa replied, standing up.

“You said an hour.”

“I might have lied because I was just going to talk to you in the tub and give you my job news.”

“Well, damn,” Jill said. “Now, I’m all–”

Jill couldn’t finish that sentence, though, because Willa quickly knelt back, moved her mouth to Jill’s center, and engulfed her clit, sucking it.

“Fuck,” Jill said as she placed her hand on the back of Willa’s head. “What about the food?”

“They’ll leave it,” she stated. “Or they won’t.”

She licked Jill’s clit hard.

“Yes, that’s–”

“Now, touch yourself,” Willa ordered.

Jill opened her eyes and looked down at her in disbelief.

“You’re doing this on purpose, aren’t you?” she asked with a lifted eyebrow.

Willa stood up again, walked the few feet to the opposite wall, and leaned back against it, spreading her legs a little.

“Do it,” she said softly.

Jill stared at her for a second and began stroking her clit. Willa licked her lips and moved her hand to her sex, stroking her own clit while she watched Jill touch herself.

“Oh, God,” Jill let out and stroked harder. “I’ll come if you keep doing that.”

“Good, baby. Come for me.”


CHAPTER 33

“Hey,” Jill said as she walked into the kitchen.

“Hi,” her mother replied as she stood at the stove, stirring something in a pot. “You’re really early. Juni is with one of her friends at the park.”

“Oh,” Jill let out, standing by the table, not sitting down yet. “I came over after work. I thought we could talk.”

“What about?” her mother asked and sighed. “Didn’t you say all you needed to say yesterday?”

Jill laughed because she couldn’t not.

“No, I definitely did not say all I needed to say yesterday. I’ve got about a decade or so of things I need to say.”

Her mother turned, placed the spoon on a paper towel on the counter, and asked, “What is that supposed to mean?”

“Can we sit down, Mom?”

“I’m cooking dinner.”

“That’s tomato sauce, and you just stirred it,” Jill noted. “It’ll be fine while we talk.”

Her mother wiped her hands on a rag and sat down, so Jill pulled out a chair and did the same.

“I know I put you in a tight spot for a couple of weeks, Jill, but I’m back now. Can’t we just forget about it?”

“No,” she replied, shaking her head. “We can’t. What if you didn’t have an older daughter to take care of her?”

“I would’ve taken her to my parents.”

“So, you had a backup plan to take care of her?”

“Every parent does. If something happened to me after her dad died, my parents would take her. That was always the plan.”

“But you left her with me.”

“I needed to leave, and I couldn’t take the time to drive all the way to their house and then head to Arkansas.”

“So, you couldn’t spare one extra day?”

“Jill, it was around the anniversary of his death. I needed to leave. I couldn’t stand to look at her. It was getting worse and worse. One day, I was late dropping her off at school because I just couldn’t get out of bed and make sure she brushed her teeth and had matching socks. It’s been that way since he died, but instead of it getting better with time, it was getting worse.”

“I told you to get help,” Jill replied. “I suggested a grief counselor for both of you.”

“And I didn’t want one,” her mother argued. “I needed to wallow, and a counselor would’ve just told me to get over it. I can’t get over it. I lost the love of my life.”

“They don’t just tell you to get over it. That’s not how it works, Mom.”

“Well, it would have been about working through it, at least, and I didn’t want to work through it. I wanted him back, and I couldn’t have that.”

“Mom, you left her here.”

“I know. And I promise that I won’t do that again, but it was what I needed. I got away, and I got perspective.”

“That’s what vacations are for, where you arrange for a babysitter. You don’t just leave. You know that I have very little money saved up, right? I have credit cards, but I try not to use them. You made it so I had to think about getting out of my apartment, selling a house I didn’t own, learning how to be a parent, possibly finding a different job because mine wouldn’t pay enough to take care of both of us, and–”

“Jill, I get it,” her mother interrupted. “I made an awful mistake, and I get it.”

“Then, apologize,” Jill told her a little louder than was necessary. “Fucking apologize for once. God, you have given me half-assed excuses and told me all about what you needed, but you’ve never actually really apologized or thought at all about what you have done and how it has impacted Juni or, God forbid, me.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means you haven’t cared about your actions impacting me since you met him,” Jill replied.

“That’s not true.”

“Yes, it is. It is. I don’t know how you didn’t see it. You met him, and everything else took a back seat, including your only daughter.”

“Jill, I didn’t leave you. I just fell in love. I met someone who–”

“Took over your entire life,” Jill interrupted. “I needed you, Mom. I was at that age when I needed my mom again. I was just a teenager, coming to grips with my sexuality and dealing with feeling lonely at school and not knowing how to handle that. I needed to think about life after high school, what college to go to, and how to pay for it. I had part-time jobs and bad bosses that I wanted to talk to my mom about, but I had to quit those because the moment Juni was born, you were basically gone. You went on dates and dinners and had fun almost every night of the week. How many family dinners did we have back then? None. I think it was none. I became your live-in babysitter, and our conversations consisted of Juni updates and concerns on your way out the door or when you got home. Hell, when she was seven months old and got a fever, you were out at dinner. I called you, and you just said she’d be fine. She was, thank God, but I gave her the medicine and slept on the floor by her crib to make sure. I don’t even remember you checking on her when you both got home. And I’m your daughter, too.” Jill felt the tears welling up in her eyes. “I’m your daughter too, Mom. Me, the one you forgot about.”

“You’re being dramatic, Jill. I didn’t forget about you.”

“Yes, you did,” Jill argued. “Or you stopped thinking about me as your first kid and started thinking about me as the babysitter for your second. Right when I got to school, you called me at least ten times, asking me to come home for the night to watch Juni or come home for the weekend because you two wanted to get away, or he wanted to hunt, and you wanted to go with him.” Jill wiped at a tear that had rolled down her cheek. “I don’t remember you asking me anything about my classes or my life at college, and I don’t even know if you actually invited me home for Thanksgiving.”

“You came here for Thanksgiving,” her mom retorted.

“But you didn’t invite me. I stayed for dinner and left. It was the same at Christmas. I came for Christmas dinner, where you gave me cash instead of a real gift, and I watched you fawn over Juni and the gifts she’d gotten to unwrap that morning. Then, I left. I never even stayed the night.”

“You were in college. All kids need money in college.”

“Maybe. But it was pulled from your purse and handed to me in a wad, Mom. Would have been nice to at least open a gift.”

“So, now you’re mad that we didn’t get you the Christmas gift you wanted?”

“No,” Jill said and sighed. “God, you’re not getting this, are you?”

“I suppose not, Jill. My daughter just showed up and started complaining that I was a horrible mother to her all these years.”

“You weren’t a mother!” Jill yelled then. “You weren’t a mother,” she said a little more softly. “You stopped being my mom the moment you met him, and the stick turned blue. It was your life with him that mattered to you, and I was just the daughter you had with a guy you used to know.”

Her mom leaned back in the chair that creaked.

“I didn’t know.”

“I tried to tell you, but you didn’t want to listen,” Jill said as she wiped another tear. “Do you know that my friends weren’t even aware that Juni existed? I have lied to some of them for years because I was too embarrassed that I didn’t matter to my own mother; that there was this little girl who had taken all of your attention away. I’ve been petty enough to let that get to me, but now, I don’t think it was me being petty. I wasn’t actually jealous of Juni. None of this was her fault. I was mad at you. I was mad at him because he never wanted me here, to begin with, and you couldn’t see that. You couldn’t see that he only really loved you and her, never me, and it was hard for me to be in the house knowing that. I was a kid, Mom.” She sniffled. “I was a kid. I needed my mom. I needed someone to love me.”

Her mother leaned forward again, looking a little shell-shocked now, and said, “Baby, I didn’t know that. Of course, I loved you. I do love you. You’re my daughter.”

Jill broke down then, her tears turning into full-on sobs. The last time her mother had told her that she loved her had been on the phone when she’d been fleeing the state, leaving Jill with Juni to take care of, and Jill had believed it had only been because her mother had needed something from her, not because she had genuinely meant that. This was the first time in years that she actually believed her mother when she said those words, and she hadn’t realized how much she had needed them.

“Oh, baby…” her mom said and knelt in front of her, pulling Jill down into her arms.

Then, she was standing, and Jill’s face was buried in her chest, letting everything out that she’d been holding in for years now. Her mom’s hand pressed her close. Her other arm was around Jill’s shoulders, holding her tightly.

“I’ve made mistakes, and I don’t know what I can say or do to make up for them. I wasn’t equipped to handle all of this, I don’t think. I don’t mean that to sound like another excuse. I just don’t know what else to say to make this better.”

“Just please get some help,” Jill said as her sobs began to die down. “Get some help, Mom.”

“A therapist?”

“Someone. Anyone. You left me long before you left Juni. You put him ahead of both of us, and you lost me because of it. You almost lost Juni because of it, and you still might if you don’t put her first over your grief. You need to talk to someone about this. Juni probably does, too. She only needed summer school because she had no one to help her get over the loss of her father.” Jill wiped at her now-swollen eyes. “Be our mom now.”

“Okay, baby. Okay,” her mom replied. “I’m here. I’m sorry. I’ll figure it out, okay?”

Jill didn’t say anything then. She just held on to her mom tightly because she couldn’t remember the last time she had hugged her like this or that her mom had hugged her back like she actually meant it, and she needed it. When she heard the front door open a few moments later, though, she pulled away and hastily wiped at her face.

“I need to clean up before Juni sees me,” she said as she stood and hurried to the guest bathroom.

Jill did need to clean up her face because she didn’t want her kid sister to see her in tears, but she also needed a moment to herself without her mom staring at her or holding her.

“Jill is here!” Juni said loudly. “I saw her car.”

She sounded excited, which made Jill smile as she stared into the bathroom mirror.

“She’s in the bathroom,” their mother replied. “We’re having spaghetti and meatballs in just a few minutes. Can you go get changed and wash up in my bathroom since Jill’s in yours?”

“Okay,” Juni said, and Jill heard her footsteps as she ran down the hall and into her bedroom.

Jill turned the faucet on, splashed her face a few times with cold water, and blew her nose into toilet paper since she didn’t see any Kleenex around. Then, she sat down on the toilet with its closed seat and tried to catch her breath before she reached for her phone in her pocket, pressed the contact she wanted, and put it to her ear.

“Hey, babe,” Willa said.

“Hi,” Jill replied with a sniffle.

“What happened?”

“Nothing.”

“And you’re lying,” Willa noted. “I can hear you sniffling. Did your mom do something?”

“Not exactly,” Jill said. “Can you come to dinner?”

“Tonight?”

“Like now, basically,” Jill replied. “I’m sorry. I’d understand if you can’t.”

“No, I can. But are you sure? It’s a family dinner,” Willa replied.

“Like it or not, you’re kind of family now. I mean, my mom has seen us naked in bed together and may or may not know that you fucked me with a strap-on, so…”

Willa chuckled, which made Jill smile.

“And your mom won’t mind the last-minute addition to the guest list?”

“I get the impression that my mom might give me whatever I want right now.”

“Babe, what happened?”

“I’m sitting on the toilet in the guest bathroom. Can we talk about it when you get here?”

“Yeah, of course,” Willa replied, sounding concerned. “I can be there in about twenty minutes, okay?”

“Okay. Thank you,” she said.

“You don’t have to thank me. Should I bring anything?”

“Just you. Please just bring you.”

“Okay,” Willa said. “I’ll see you soon.”

Jill hung up the phone, washed her face once more for good measure, dried herself off with a hand towel, and then left the bathroom to face the music.

“Jill!”

She turned around, seeing Juni running toward her from her mother’s room. Juni wrapped her arms around Jill’s waist, and Jill hugged her back.

“Hey, kiddo. How was school?”

“So cool! We got to show our projects today. Freddy sat next to me and told me mine was good.”

Jill knelt down and asked, “Did Miss Mailor tell you it was good, too?”

“Yes, I got an A.”

“Congrats, kid,” Jill said and held up her hand for Juni to give her a high-five. “Just remember, when you accomplish something, it’s about what you’ve accomplished, okay? Not about what Freddy thinks.”

“Okay,” Juni replied, probably not getting Jill’s message about not letting a boy define her, but she would get it later. “Mom made spaghetti and meatballs.”

“I heard. Want to go in now?”

“Yes,” Juni said and ran into the kitchen.

When Jill got up and turned, she saw her mom standing in the doorway.

“She’s different now.”

“Who?” Jill asked.

“Juni,” her mom replied, smiling softly. “She was in her shell before, but she’s not anymore.”

“She’s excited about a boy,” Jill deflected.

“I don’t think that’s it,” her mom said. “I think it’s you.” She smiled wider.

“Well, I hope it’s a good thing, then.”

“It’s a very good thing,” her mom replied.

“Mom?”

“Yeah?”

“Willa is on her way. I hope that’s okay.”

“I made plenty of food. I hope she likes spaghetti and meatballs.”

“Who doesn’t like spaghetti and meatballs?” Juni said loudly from the kitchen.


CHAPTER 34

“So, you’re Juni’s teacher and dating Jill?”

“I am, yeah,” she said. “It just kind of happened.” Willa smiled over at Jill. “I couldn’t resist her.”

Jill smiled back at her before taking a drink of her iced water, and when she set the glass down, she said, “I’m irresistible, apparently.”

Willa just laughed a little at her.

“What does that mean?” Juni asked.

“Chew with your mouth closed,” Jill and Jill’s mother said at the same time.

“Sorry,” Juni replied before closing her mouth to finish chewing her meatball.

“Juni said you’re her favorite teacher so far,” Jill’s mom noted.

“She’s my favorite student.” Willa smiled over at Juni. “She reminds me of someone else I know.”

Willa looked over at Jill.

“They do look a lot alike, don’t they?” Jill’s mom said.

“Yes, they do. Both beautiful,” Willa replied.

“Don’t make me blush at the dinner table,” Jill said.

“Too late. Your cheeks are already bright pink, babe.” Willa pointed at her.

Jill chuckled and pushed her plate away.

“You hardly touched your food,” Jill’s mom noted.

“I’m not very hungry,” Jill replied. “Mel got us all lunch today to celebrate my promotion, and I ate way too much.”

Willa checked Jill’s expression to see if she was telling the truth or if she wasn’t feeling much like eating right now but was actually starving.

“You finally got it? It’s official?” Jill’s mom asked.

“Yeah, officially official. The next pay period, I will be paid as a manager and not as a guide.”

“That’s great, honey. You’ll still make good money?”

“Well, good enough. I told Mel that I still wanted to do a couple tours a week, and I’d fill in if someone called in sick or something. We have things to figure out, but this gives Mel the chance to focus on the other office she wants. Enid will probably run it when she’s done with school. I don’t know if she’ll do it forever, but she seems really interested.”

“Who is Enid?” Jill’s mom asked.

“Oh, a new friend,” Jill replied. “She works at NOLA Guides, too, now.”

Willa noticed that Jill didn’t say that Enid was kind of more than a new friend. They’d dated, however briefly, but they had dated.

“She’s getting her MBA,” Jill added. “So, she’ll probably have all sorts of ideas to expand the company further.”

“What about you?” Jill’s mom asked. “You have ideas.”

“Some, yeah, but not all that many,” Jill replied.

“You have that marketing degree.”

“I do, yes. And I hate marketing.”

“But I’m sure you have ideas to make the place better. You’re not just a tour guide.”

Willa saw Jill’s face fall at that remark, and she wanted to step in and tell this poor excuse of a mother to go to hell. When she’d first arrived, Juni had opened the door, and the girl had been so excited at Willa being there that she’d pulled her straight to the table, leaving Willa and Jill no time to talk alone before dinner.

“No, I’m not,” Jill said. “But there’s nothing wrong with being just a tour guide, Mom. I love my job. It’s the reason I still do it. I could’ve found something else after a while when I wasn’t a huge fan of it, but now, I get to work with my friends every day. I get to show people around a city I love, meet new people all the time, eat great food pretty much for free, and I make decent tips on top of it. I don’t have to go and sit in a cubicle, staring at a computer screen all day, which isn’t what I want, and I have just enough responsibility without it being boring or too much to worry about. Mel is a great boss, and I love going to work most days. I know I’m not some CEO or anything, but I don’t want that for myself, either. I like where I am now.”

Willa smiled widely over at her girlfriend, whom she was so proud of. She loved watching Jill stand up for herself but also reveal part of herself to her mother, who clearly had no idea who Jill really was.

“I guess so,” the woman replied, and Willa wasn’t sure what that meant.

“Mom, can Steven come over tomorrow? Freddy said I can take him for two whole nights.”

“I don’t know, honey. How do you take care of a lizard?”

“Salamander,” Jill clarified. “And I looked it up. I’ll send you the article I found.”

Jill’s mother nodded at her.

“So, can I?” Juni asked.

“I guess so.”

“Can I go call Freddy to tell him?”

“I’m sure he’s eating dinner with his family. You can tell him at school tomorrow.”

“But he has to bring Steven with him for me to take him here.”

“Oh, go ahead,” Jill’s mother relented.

Excitedly, Juni ran off, leaving her half-finished plate on the table.

“She’ll be back in a few minutes,” Jill’s mother added. “So, tell me more about you, Willa.”

“Not much to tell. I have an older brother and sister. I–”

“She just got a kick-ass job at some private school in Metairie,” Jill interrupted.

“You did?” Jill’s mother asked.

“I just accepted it officially today, actually. I start in a couple of weeks. Luckily for me, I can finish the summer session before that, and they’re pretty flexible.”

“That’s great. Congratulations. I’m sure Juni is going to miss you. She told me you were going to be her fifth-grade teacher.”

“Actually, Mom, can we talk to you about that?” Jill said.

Willa turned her head toward her, surprised to see that Jill was going there at all, especially right now.

“About what?”

“Willa thinks she might be able to get Juni into the new school,” Jill said.

“It’s a private school.”

“Yes, but there are scholarships.” Jill leaned forward, pushing her plate away. “And Willa might be able to get her one for this year.”

“It’s a brand-new school. They’ve opened up twenty-five scholarships to deserving students. I think Juni could be one of them. I could put her application together and submit it by the end of the week, if you want. That way, if she gets it, she has time to get ready for her new school, and if she doesn’t, you’d know she’s staying where she is and can make plans.”

“Girls, this is a lot to take in… I don’t know about her changing schools right before the year starts.”

“Mom, this is a good opportunity for her. It’s a better school, and Willa would be there.”

“I already have a hard time working, dropping her off, and picking her up with my schedule now that her dad isn’t here to help. I can’t make the trip that way and then get to work on time.”

“We’ll help,” Jill said.

“You say that now, but you were upset that you had to take care of her when I–”

“I know you know those are two different things,” Jill interjected. “Willa has offered to pick her up on the way to the school herself some days. She’s going there anyway, and I can help with pickups sometimes.”

“Willa is your girlfriend, Jill. No offense, but this is still a new relationship for you both, so I don’t think we should count on this working out. And I don’t say that to discourage your relationship. I just mean it in this context.”

“I get it,” Jill replied. “I thought the same thing initially. But, Mom, it might be new, but it’s real.”

Willa smiled over at her.

“It’s very real,” Jill added, smiling back at her. “I don’t see Willa going away anytime soon. And I want a bigger role in Juni’s life now. She’s a great kid, and I want to watch her grow up. I can help. I’ll make things work with my schedule. We can figure it out if she gets in. And if something happens between Willa and me, I won’t be going anywhere, okay?”

Jill’s mom turned to Willa then and asked, “You think she can get in?”

“I do. I don’t want to guarantee anything, but I think I can get her in this year through the scholarship program.”

“What happens if they take that money away?”

“Well, Jill’s planning on marrying me within the next two years, so Juni would be a relative, and I could get her in at a discount.”

“Willa!” Jill laughed.

“What? It’s what you said,” she teased.

“Marriage?” Jill’s mom asked.

“Not tomorrow,” Jill said. “We were just talking about the stuff one needs to discuss when the relationship is getting serious: where we’d want to live, jobs, marriage, kids; that kind of thing. No actual plans were made.”

“She’s freaking out,” Willa teased. “I’m not asking for her hand or anything, though.”

“I am not freaking out.” Jill laughed.

Willa winked at her and said, “Good. We’re on a two-year deadline.”

Jill rolled her eyes at her and said, “Can I go check on my sister before we go and trust you two to behave?”

“I’ll behave,” Willa replied.

Jill stood up and asked, “Mom?”

“I’m only going to ask about grandchildren.”

“Mom!” Jill laughed.

Then, she leaned down and kissed Willa quickly before she left for Juni’s room. Willa turned to look at Jill’s mom, waiting for her to say something.

“You’ll take care of my daughter?” she asked.

“She’ll love the school. It’s got brand-new everything, and–”

“I wasn’t referring to Juni,” Jill’s mother interrupted, pushing her plate toward the middle of the table. “I meant my other daughter.”

Willa nodded and replied, “I’m in love with her.” She shrugged a shoulder. “Jill doesn’t know that yet, so I’d appreciate you letting me be the one to tell her when we get to that point.”

“You’re not already there?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never had anything happen so quickly before where I just felt like… I’ve found her.” She sighed. “And she found me. The timing wasn’t exactly the best, with her being here and everything, but I love how she stepped up for Juni and put her first. I don’t say that to– I mean, no offense.”

“Not taken. Jill and I have some more talking to do, I think, but she told me how she felt when she first got here, and, well, I know I’ve messed up. I’m going to work on it.”

“And you’re not going anywhere again?” Willa checked. “You hurt her, too, you know? Not just your younger kid.”

“I know. She told me. And I should’ve thought about that, but I didn’t.” Jill’s mom took a deep breath. “I was only thinking about myself. My own mother showed up in Arkansas and slapped me in the face.” She chuckled. “She’s never hit me in my life, but the anger and disappointment I saw in her face after told me that I’d been an idiot. We talked, and it took me some time to admit it, but I… Well, I fucked up.”

“Yes, you did,” Willa said. “So, I think I need to ask you the same question. Will you take care of my girlfriend? Will you be her mother? She still needs you, even though she’s an adult. She needs you to take care of yourself, too. And Juni. You can’t skip town again and leave her with everything you don’t want to take care of. It’s not fair to her or Juni.”

“I know,” Jill’s mother replied. “I don’t plan on leaving again. I’m going to see if I can get some help.”

“That’s good,” Willa said.

“I hope so.”

“I said goodbye,” Jill spoke when she walked back into the room. “Did you two already decide how many kids we’re having and our wedding date, or do I get to be involved in that conversation one day?”

Willa chuckled a little and said, “I’ll consider letting you be involved.”

“Oh, that’s so nice of you,” Jill joked. “Juni said Steven will be here tomorrow night, and Freddy is giving her some food.”

“What am I getting myself into?” Jill’s mom asked.

“Nothing. It has a cage thing. I checked. Just don’t let her let it out, or you’ll never find it.”

“If she kills or loses the thing, how much do salamanders cost so I can buy a replacement without Freddy noticing?”

Jill laughed and said to Willa, “Are you ready?”

“Shouldn’t we help clean up?” Willa asked.

“I’ve got it,” Jill’s mother replied, waving her off. “You two get out of here. Jill, will you come for dinner another time this week?”

Jill nodded.

“And, Willa, I’d like to know more about the scholarship thing. Would you mind sending me any information you have?”

“I’ll do it when we get home,” she replied and stood up.

“You’re living together already?” Jill’s mother teased.

“We’re going to spend the night at Willa’s place,” Jill replied. “She hasn’t really been home in a few days.”

“No, I like your place better than mine. And I packed a bag,” Willa said, taking Jill’s hand.

“You’re sure?” Jill asked.

“Yes.”

“Okay. Well, my place it is.”

“I’ll send you the information packet for the scholarship in an hour or so. I can fill it out for you, if you want. You’d just have to fill in a few sections. I have Juni’s school records already, so I can add that tomorrow.”

“That would be very helpful. Thank you.”

“No problem,” Willa replied and turned to Jill. “Can I say bye to Juni real quick, too?”

“Go for it,” Jill said.

“Be right back.”

Willa walked toward Juni’s room and found her sitting on her bed with her math workbook in her lap.

“Hey. I just wanted to let you know that your sister and I are leaving. I’ll see you at school tomorrow?”

“You’re leaving?” Juni looked up. “I thought you were staying after dinner.”

“Not tonight. But maybe another time,” Willa replied, walking into the room. “Your mom wants to spend time with you, and Jill and I have some things to do tonight.”

“But… I liked it when you were here. You and Jill.”

“We liked it, too,” she replied as she ran a hand through Juni’s blonde hair that so resembled Jill’s.

“Now that Mom’s back, I won’t see Jill much, will I?”

“Of course, you will,” Jill said, walking into the room, too, now. She sat down next to Willa on the bed and added, “I just won’t stay here all the time now that Mom’s home, but I’ll see you later this week. I’ll come for dinner.”

“Will you bring Willa?” Juni asked.

“Do you want me to bring Willa?” Jill asked back.

“Yes,” Juni replied.

“Do you really just want Willa here, and you’re asking me to come so that I bring her with me?” Jill teased.

“No, I want you both here,” Juni replied.

“Then, we’ll be here,” Willa said and rubbed Jill’s back over her uniform shirt.


CHAPTER 35

“So, I’ll take care of that if you can watch the front,” Melinda said.

“No problem,” Jill replied. “But after lunch, right?”

“Yes. Why?”

“Because it’s Saturday. My girl is coming by for lunch,” Jill said with a smile. “She’s getting off a shift at the gift shop. Her last one, in fact. We’re celebrating over lunch and then again tonight.” Jill winked.

“Does this mean I don’t have to take you out to meet someone?” Enid asked as she walked into the back office. “To get laid and meet the–”

“Yeah, I’m good,” Jill interrupted. “You can just hang out with me voluntarily now.”

“I’ll think about it,” Enid teased. “Care and I were going to hang out tonight. She’s displaying some art on the Square and is going to be there for an hour to test the waters. Then, we were going to get a drink. Want to come?”

“I have plans with my lady,” Jill replied. “So, one drink, and then I get to take her home.”

“One drink is about all Care and I can afford anyway,” Enid said.

“Why don’t you go to Candace’s?” Melinda suggested. “She always gives you discounts. I’m not sure how she plans to stay in business, though, giving us all free drinks or discounts on food all the time.”

“Well, she’s got the regular after-work crowd now, so that probably helps,” Jill replied. “And I’m down if you are,” she added to Enid.

“Sure. I don’t think Care cares where we go.”

“Did you just say, ‘Care cares?’” Melinda teased.

“Yeah. Yeah.”

“Melinda?”

“Oh, Myra! Come on back,” Melinda said. “We’re talking about the office remodel today. Ky has no idea.”

“She’ll love it,” Jill added.

“Well, I’m off,” Enid said just as Myra walked into the back office to join them. “I’m going to pick up my girl from her place, where she has a roommate with a girlfriend of her own, and take her to my place, where we can be alone.”

“Sure you still want that drink tonight? Sounds like you might be busy,” Jill teased.

“We’ll take a break. Mel, do you and Kyle want to come with us?” Enid asked.

“I’ll see if she’s up for it and text you.” Melinda turned to Myra. “Ready? We can go upstairs.”

“Yeah, I’m ready. I think I’ve got a good plan of attack here, and it’ll come in under budget because I’ve got a supplier willing to discount me on the wood you want.”

“Really? That’s awesome,” Melinda said as they walked up the back stairs to the apartment.

“Should we just text everyone?” Jill asked Enid. “Seems like we might as well just see who wants to go.”

“Go where?” Rory asked, walking into the back office. “I clocked in, so I’ll check in the group outside now.”

“Cool. Thanks,” Jill said. “And we’re going to Candace’s tonight. Want to come?”

“Logan’s working, so I was going to go anyway.”

“So that you can stare at the hot bartender?”

“Yes,” Rory replied with a laugh. “I’m going to ask her to move in with me.”

“What? You two have–”

“I know it’s only been a couple of months, but she hates her apartment, and it’s not in a good part of town. She keeps having to fix stuff around it because the super won’t do it, and she– Well, she used to sleep with her neighbor, and I kind of want her out of there as soon as possible,” Rory said.

“Also, you love her,” Enid offered.

“That too,” Rory replied. “But seriously, I do love her, and she stays at my place practically every night anyway.”

“That’s true for Caroline and me, too, though, and we didn’t get together all that long after you and Logan,” Enid said.

“So?” Jill asked.

“So, is Care going to think that we should move in together?”

“No, you’re an idiot,” Jill said. “You know she doesn’t want that yet. You two just signed separate leases, and she’s living with her two best friends.”

“I know. But sometimes, when people hear that other couples are taking steps, they think they should take them, too.”

“I don’t think that’s Caroline,” Jill replied.

“What’s not Caroline?” Caroline asked, waking in.

“This office is not that big.” Jill laughed.

“I thought I was picking you up,” Enid said before she leaned in to kiss her girlfriend.

“I decided to meet you here instead. It’s easier. I’ve got my car at your place then. Now, what were you talking about?”

“Do you want to move in with Enid?” Rory asked.

“What?” Caroline asked, looking at Enid in confusion.

“Rory, what the fuck?” Enid said. “She didn’t mean that I was going to ask–”

“I’m asking Logan to move in with me, so we were just talking about that,” Rory explained.

“Oh. Good.” Caroline smacked Enid playfully on the shoulder. “You scared me.”

“Me? Rory said it.”

“Will you two get out of here? And, Rory, will you get out there and get to work, please?” Jill said as she laughed.

“We’re gone.” Enid waved her off and took Caroline by the hand to pull her out of the office.

“And you,” Jill said to Rory. “Congrats!” She winked at her.

“She hasn’t said yes yet.”

“She will. That woman is crazy about you. When she’s working, you visit, and she visits you here sometimes, too. You can’t even spend eight hours apart. I think you’ll be just fine.”

“It’s too soon, isn’t it?”

Jill heard the bell at the front door, so she peered out to see if they had a walk-in. Seeing Willa walking in instead, she smiled wide.

“Nope. Not too soon. I think it’s different for everyone. For some people, they wait for years to take those steps. For others, it’s much sooner.” Jill stood up. “I’m thinking I might just marry that woman out there.” She pointed at Willa.

“What? Talk about soon.” Rory laughed.

“I know. But I trust how I feel, and Willa knows all of me in no way anyone else ever had, and she’s still here.”

“Jill?”

“One second, babe,” she said, catching Willa’s eye and smiling at her. “I’m going to lunch. I’ll be back in about an hour, okay?”

“Have fun,” Rory replied as they both walked out of the back office.

While Jill continued to walk toward Willa, Rory stayed behind the counter.

“Hey, Rory,” Willa greeted, wrapping her arms around Jill’s waist. “Hey, beautiful,” she added to Jill.

“Does that mean I’m not beautiful?” Rory joked.

“I think it means your own girlfriend should be calling you beautiful,” Jill tossed back and kissed Willa. “Hey. Are you ready?”

“Ready.”

“How was your last shift?”

“Well, I’m really going to miss that discount I got on the magnets I don’t need,” Willa joked.

◆◆◆

Jill was tired but happy. She had just finished a longer shift than she had planned because they’d had a crowded tour of the French Quarter, so she’d had to divide it into two and take the second group. The good news was that she’d picked up a hundred and fifty bucks in tips for leading fifteen people around a place she loved and telling them about its history. She planned to use that money to spoil her girlfriend a little when they went out that night. Having unlocked her door, she dropped her stuff by the entryway and smiled immediately. Willa was sitting on her sofa, her computer in her lap, and she’d just turned around to smile back at Jill.

“Hey, babe,” Willa greeted.

“I love that you’re here right now,” Jill said and walked over to her.

“Yeah? Well, staying here while you finished work just made sense, so…”

“Not what I meant,” Jill replied.

She then pulled off her polo shirt and tossed it onto the floor.

“I know. You meant that you like the idea of coming home to me.”

Willa looked up at Jill, who was standing there in her bra and work khakis.

“What are you working on?” Jill asked.

“Emails. The school sent me a bunch of stuff, so I’m downloading everything, and then I’ll review it.”

“But later, right?” Jill asked. “You can review it later. Maybe tomorrow?” She lifted an eyebrow.

“I can review it tomorrow, yes,” Willa replied, closing the computer. “And we don’t have to get ready for drinks for another hour, at least.”

“I know,” she said. “I could use a shower, though.”

“Can the shower also be later?” Willa asked, sitting up and reaching for Jill’s button and zipper.

“I’m sweaty,” she argued. “I had to do a tour.”

“I don’t care,” Willa said. “I like you sweaty. I can make you even sweatier right now.”

Willa tugged at her pants, so Jill kicked them off and dropped her underwear after them. Her shoes and socks followed suit, and then she removed her bra and stared down at Willa, who was fully clothed.

“Shouldn’t you be naked, too?” she asked.

“You should do something about that,” Willa replied, sitting back on the sofa.

Jill leaned over her, and Willa took Jill’s nipple into her mouth.

“Hey, I’m trying to get you naked here.”

Willa chuckled in response and dropped Jill’s nipple, letting her pull off her shirt. Jill had done so and was happy to see that Willa hadn’t put on a bra after her own shower earlier. They’d had lunch together, and Jill had suggested that Willa just go to her place and wait for her there since they’d be going out later. She had given Willa her extra key and was prepared to tell her to keep it because she wanted Willa to be here all the time.

Kneeling down, she pulled at Willa’s sweats, which were Jill’s sweats, really, and then tugged on them until they were at Willa’s ankles. Willa lifted herself to allow Jill to pull off her panties, too, leaving her blissfully naked. Jill spread Willa’s legs and just stared at her.

“Beautiful,” she muttered.

“Are you talking to my pussy?” Willa asked.

“I don’t think I’ve ever heard you say that word,” she noted. “And yes.”

“I get used to not saying words like that because I teach kids for a living, but I can still say them.” Willa ran her hand through Jill’s hair.

“Say it again, then,” Jill suggested.

“Pussy,” Willa repeated.

Jill sighed and said, “Yeah, that’s sexy. No idea why, but it’s totally sexy.”

Willa smiled at her and asked, “Are you planning on staring at it or doing something with it?”

“Fuck, babe,” Jill replied, and her head went to Willa’s thigh. “Keep talking like that, and I’ll do whatever you want.”

Willa laughed a little but said nothing else. Jill lifted her head, spread Willa’s folds, and moved her tongue into them. Minutes later, Willa was coming into her mouth, driving Jill crazy. Not long after that, Willa had Jill up against the shower wall, moving inside her, bringing Jill to a second orgasm. Jill now regretted telling Enid that they would go out for a drink because she really wanted a third one. She also wanted to give Willa another several and wrap herself up in her so that they could go to sleep.

“Hey, are you sure about staying here again tonight?” she asked as she towel-dried her hair.

“Are you sick of me? I can stay at my place if you want to be alone,” Willa offered.

“What? No, I absolutely want you to stay. I just didn’t want you to think that we always have to stay at mine when you have a place that has all your stuff in it.”

“I was just going to slowly move all my crap here so that you wouldn’t notice it until I basically moved in. You know, the lesbian way.”

Jill laughed and said, “I think I might notice if there are suddenly two beds in my room.”

“I’ll leave the bed there, then. Good tip,” Willa joked back and slipped on a pair of jeans. “But, really, are you sure? We’ve kind of spent every night together since your mom got back and a couple of nights before that, so I’d understand if you wanted a night alone.”

“Will, I don’t need a night alone from you. I just want to make sure you don’t want to, like, go back and forth or something.”

“No way. This place is so much better than mine.”

“Okay. Then, keep the key I gave you earlier and use it whenever.”

Willa sat on the end of the bed and looked up at Jill.

“Just whenever?”

“Yeah, whenever.” Jill shrugged a shoulder.

“So, I don’t need to worry about walking in on you and other girls you meet who get crushes on you on those tours you give?” Willa pulled on Jill’s hips.

“You saw one girl looking at me today, and now they all get crushes on me?” Jill teased.

“She wasn’t just looking at you. Her eyes were moving over your body how mine do.”

“No one’s eyes look at me how yours do,” Jill replied, placing her hands on Willa’s shoulders. “And she’s a tourist who’s probably looking for a one-night stand. I’m not interested in that in the slightest. I have a sexy girlfriend who just fucked my brains out in the shower.”

“I’ll do it again when we get home, too.”

“Another shower? I’m not that sweaty.”

“I was thinking about in bed,” Willa replied, kissing Jill’s naked stomach.

“That sounds good to me,” she said.

“Get dressed, then,” Willa told her. “The faster we get there and have that drink, the faster we can get back here.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” Jill replied.

Willa threw on a shirt and headed into the living room, leaving Jill to get dressed.

“Hey, babe?” Willa yelled a few minutes later.

“Yeah?”

“Can you come out here, please?”

“I’m almost ready. What’s up?” she asked, walking out of the bedroom to find Willa sitting on the couch, staring at her computer.”

“She got in,” Willa told her.

“Huh?” Jill asked and sat down next to her.

“Juni got the scholarship.”

“She did?”

“Yeah. I just got the email telling me that they accepted her application. Her tuition will be paid by the scholarship fund this year.”

“You’re serious?” Jill asked, covering her mouth with her hand in disbelief.

“I am. She’s in, and I get to be her teacher.”

“Really? She’s going to love that,” Jill replied.

“You think she’ll be okay changing schools? She’ll have to say goodbye to Freddy.”

“Oh, they broke up,” Jill said.

“What? When?”

“Yesterday. I forgot to tell you. My mom texted me last night asking me to call her because she’s a little heartbroken.”

“What did he do? I’ll kill him,” Willa said.

Jill laughed and replied, “He told her that he was too young to be tied down.”

“He did not,” Willa said, laughing. “He’s been spending a lot of time this week with Georgia.”

“Who the fuck is Georgia?” Jill joked. “Home-wrecker? Do I need to glare at her, too?”

Willa rested her head on Jill’s shoulder and said, “I love how much you love your sister.” She wrapped an arm over Jill’s stomach.

“And I love you,” Jill replied, taking in a deep breath and hoping for the best.

Willa lifted her head and looked into Jill’s eyes.

“You do?”

“Yeah.” She nodded. “It’s soon, and it’s scary, but it’s the truth, and I only do the truth with you, Will.”

“I only do the truth with you, too,” Willa replied.

Jill nodded again, waiting for Willa to tell her that she wasn’t ready to say those words yet.

“So, I should tell you that I love you, too.”

Jill tilted her head, unsure she’d heard that right.

“You do?”

Willa nodded this time, leaned in, and kissed her.
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