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Semantics

Start-up Series Book 1

Violet Russell and her friends met during a semester abroad in Amsterdam ten years ago. They’ve been trying to make their business idea turn into a massive success ever since, but she and her three friends all still work out of the garage and live together to save money. On top of that, Violet has been using her trust fund to keep the company afloat, and the money is about to run out. They have a chance to invest in a tool that could help speed up their progress, but that tool comes at a cost, and it’s not just money.
When Stella Ross sees that Violet Russell, the woman she met in Amsterdam years ago, who made her school life there hell, is interested in her company’s product, she decides that as the SVP of Sales, she’ll take on this possible account herself because if she can get Violet to buy her software, she’d have an in with the rest of the Russell Group companies, which would be a big win for her.
The two women haven’t seen each other since their college rival days, and when sparks fly and confessions are revealed after they reconnect, they decide that the best way to handle the tension between them is to engage in some no-strings fun because that never ends badly or with two women discovering that they have real feelings for one another after all.
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PROLOGUE

Having her whole life planned out for her from the moment of her conception had played all sorts of tricks on Violet’s mind. Being born in Newport, Rhode Island, to a well-off family with a history, had meant that she was destined for greatness and was also expected to fall in line, which was the difficult balance people like Violet had to manage. She both had to build upon the family legacy and set herself apart from it, but do that only in a way that would be approved by said family. She’d done her best to achieve that balance, but it had been difficult.

For starters, Violet was gay, and that alone had been a whole thing. Her not-exactly-conservative-but-in-no-way-liberal parents hadn’t been big fans of her not being their perfectly heterosexual daughter, and Violet had done her best to compensate for that disappointment because that was what it felt like to her: she had disappointed them by being gay, not marrying a man from their social circle, and not having two of his very white, polo-shirt-wearing, tennis-playing, future-Republican children who would, in turn, run the family business, marry someone of the opposite gender, and have their own two children to continue the cycle.

Yes, she could still get married. Yes, she could still have children. Yes, they could still wear polo shirts, play tennis, and even marry someone of the opposite gender if that was what they wanted for themselves, but Violet knew that marrying a woman wasn’t something her parents had planned or wanted for her, which meant she had to work twice as hard to make things up to them, assuming she ever could.

Young Violet hadn’t consciously realized that that had been, at least in part, where her drive came from, but as she’d gotten older, she’d figured that out and planned to budget a lot of money for her much-needed therapy fund.

She’d been valedictorian at her very small and very expensive private school and had then gone on to attend Yale, which was the family school, through her junior year. They even had a building named after the Russell family, and her grandfather had ensured that it wouldn’t be something frivolous, like an auditorium or cafeteria.

Then, for her senior year, wanting a little adventure before heading back home and going into her family-required MBA program, Violet had intentionally researched semester abroad programs. After experiencing very few parties in college and only joining the sorority her mother had been a part of because she was a legacy and they had to let her in as much as she had to join, she’d wanted something different than her usual, excessively boring life. She’d chosen a semester in Amsterdam when she’d found the university that had a unique and challenging business program while also being in one of the biggest party towns in the world – or, at least, that was what she’d heard about it. She’d been nervous about going, but she’d known it was the right thing to do for herself before she recommitted to the plan her family had had for her since that stick had turned blue.

Arriving at Schiphol airport, she was grateful that the school had another student from the university pick up the other students who would be joining her in the program, so she grabbed her bags from the carousel and found the woman holding up the sign scrolling through her phone.

“Hey,” someone greeted her when she joined the small group.

“Hey,” she replied, trying not to use her normal greeting, which would have been a more professional, ‘Hello,’ and going with a more age-appropriate greeting.

“I’m Arlowe. You’re in this computer science program, too?”

“No, I’m in the business program,” Violet replied and looked around frantically, worried that she’d missed where she was supposed to stand. “Is this the wrong group?”

“It’s all the same group. You’re good,” the woman with the sign said. “We’re still missing a couple of people, so we’ll wait for them and then go. You can use the bathroom now if you need to.”

“Oh, cool. Thanks,” Arlowe replied.

“I went on the plane before we landed,” she said.

“I’ve known you for, like, six seconds, and that does not surprise me somehow.” Arlowe chuckled. “Will you watch my bags…”

Violet realized, when Arlowe paused and looked at her expectantly, that she still hadn’t given her her name.

“Oh. Violet. Violet Russell.”

“Nice to meet you. Will you watch my bags, Violet Russell?”

“Sure,” she replied.

“Am I late?” another female student hurried up to them and asked the disinterested woman with the sign.

“Nope. On time. You are?”

“Enya Callaghan.”

“Enya?” the sign woman asked with a curious eyebrow.

“My family is very Irish,” Enya replied.

“Great,” the woman stated and looked back down at her phone.

“Hi. I’m Violet. Business program. You?”

“Oh, hi. Enya. Linguistics.”

“Linguistics?”

“Yeah. I have always loved languages, and, it turns out, I’m pretty good at them, so I’m majoring in linguistics.”

“Not a specific language?”

“Kind of hard to do that when I tested out of all of the ones my university offers and a few more on top of that.”

“Really?” Violet asked.

“Yup.” Enya nodded. “Besides, linguistics is the science of languages, so it’s a good place to start learning.”

“What do you want to do when you graduate?”

“I’ll probably be a translator somewhere.”

“Probably?” Violet asked.

“Yeah. I don’t know for sure yet.”

“Wow,” Violet replied.

She had no clue what that was like. She’d known what she was going to do since she’d had her first cogent thought, or at least, that was what it had felt like to her, anyway.

“Hi. I’m Sarai,” another woman said to the student with a sign. “I’m in the right place, yeah?”

“Sarai Kaplan? Yeah, I’ve got you,” the woman replied. “Okay, that’s all of you, so we’re just waiting on the one who went to the bathroom, and we can head to the shuttle. Anyone still need to get a bag or anything?”

All nine of the students in their group, sans Arlowe, the student whom she’d met first, shook their heads, and Violet tried to imagine what programs the others might be in. Sarai was wearing a pair of black-rimmed glasses and was a snappy dresser, as Violet’s grandmother would say. She had on a business suit with short heels, and it wasn’t at all wrinkled, which told Violet that she’d hung it up on the plane and had probably put it on in one of the bathrooms. Enya was wearing a hooded sweatshirt and sweatpants with what looked like the airplane slippers that they issued in business or maybe first-class, which was an interesting combination, and when Arlowe reappeared, Violet took stock of her clothing choices as well. Arlowe was in a pair of worn jeans with holes in the knees and a zip-up hoodie. Her long, black hair was pulled up into a messy bun, and her eyes were a shade of gray that Violet hadn’t ever seen before.

“All right. So, we’ve got fifty students overall in the semester abroad program. My name is Colby. I’m an American as well and here for my master’s program. I’ve been living in Amsterdam – or, rather, outside of it – for two years now, so if you have any questions, feel free to ask me. You’ll all be living in the dorms, and I’m there, too, so I’ll be around. For now, we’ll get you all checked in there, give you some time to settle in, and tomorrow morning, we’ll meet in the multipurpose room to go over any details you need and answer questions you have for your first week. You’re mostly in different programs, but the programs are more or less run the same way, so most of what we talk about will apply to all of you. Are we ready?”

No one said anything, but they all nodded. Then, they were walked out of the airport and into a waiting shuttle bus that took them more around the city than through it and to their campus, which would be Violet’s home for the next five months. As she watched what she could see of the city pass her by, she couldn’t help but feel the excitement and anticipation. She was in the Netherlands. She was going to school there, yes, but she was going to have a good time, too. She’d left her girlfriend at home, but they could do long-distance for a few months, and she could visit Violet at least once or twice as well. Violet had no plans of doing anything to risk ruining her relationship, but other than that, she wanted to go a little wild, drink in some tourist bars, and maybe even try weed for the first time. She’d be safe, yes, but she’d also have fun.

That had been her plan, anyway. Then, orientation had started, and she had met Stella Ross. All thoughts of fun had been tossed out, and Violet had put on her game face.

◆◆◆

“I cannot believe she’s here… She knows I hang out here,” she said five months later.

“It’s a bar. She’s allowed to go to a bar, Vi,” Arlowe replied. “And we’re not here to talk about Stella fucking Ross. We’re here to help me with my broken heart.”

“You only have a broken heart because you’re refusing to try a long-distance relationship. Eline was into the idea,” Enya suggested.

“For now. But what happens when I’m there, and she’s here, and we can’t visit for, like, a year, and–”

“Arlowe, you would’ve figured it out. You didn’t have to dump the woman,” Sarai interjected.

“Stella knows we come here. Why couldn’t she just go to one of the five hundred other bars in Amsterdam?” Violet persisted.

When they’d first arrived at the dorm months ago, Arlowe must have noticed that Violet had needed a little help with the social stuff, so she’d taken her under her wing, and they’d picked up Enya and Sarai, too, making their foursome complete. Since that moment, they’d been fairly inseparable, but Violet had had to miss out on some nights out in the city in order to study to keep up with Stella Ross. She supposed that was what had been pissing her off the most. She hadn’t expected someone to challenge her for the role of best student in the program, and that challenge had meant that she’d missed nights out with her new friends.

Stella had become her mortal enemy from the moment of that first student meeting the day after they’d all arrived. Every time Violet had raised her hand with a question, Stella had had her hand up first and had asked the same question. Violet had recognized her type then, the type A, always-had-to-be-right kind of asshole, and, it had turned out, she was in Violet’s business program. Sarai was, too, but she was in the marketing concentration, so they only had a couple of classes together. Stella was in the main business program along with her, and they had been battling the entire semester for who would win out as the top student in the program. Violet didn’t know much about Stella other than the fact that the woman was pretty annoying.

Well, Violet also knew that Stella was gorgeous, funny, not at all awkward in groups, unlike her, had tons of friends here as a result, and she was obviously smart. To Violet, Stella seemed to have the whole package, while she had always felt like she had the smarts, but not much else.

That was until Violet had met her new friends, who had somehow managed to make her feel like she fit right in. Arlowe, it had turned out, was a coding genius who had already built several apps for freelance clients as well as one for herself that was making her money. Enya was a polyglot who could understand dozens of languages and speak most of them fluently. It seemed like she was always picking up a new one, and now that she’d lived in the Netherlands for a few months, her Dutch was flawless, according to the actual Dutch people whom Enya checked with, which she did regularly. Sarai was a marketing whiz. She’d helped a friend of hers start her own business, building the brand from the ground up, and it was already turning a profit.

Violet, who had had the biggest head start of them all, felt a little behind after getting to know all of her friends and their accomplishments, but she knew it wasn’t really true. She would have a job the moment she got her MBA and never had to worry about finding one, whereas the rest of them had to figure out their futures. There was a blessing with that, but there was also a curse. She wasn’t sure where she was on that spectrum tonight, thinking it more of a blessing or more of a curse, as she sipped on the beer she didn’t like very much, but Arlowe had bought the drinks for all of them tonight, so she wouldn’t complain.

“Have you ever thought that the reason you hate her so much is actually that you want to fuck her?” Arlowe suggested.

“What? I do not want to fuck Stella Ross. I have a girlfriend,” she argued.

“You can have a girlfriend and still want to fuck someone else,” Arlowe replied.

“Well, I don’t.”

“Did you want to fuck someone else while you were with Eline?” Sarai challenged Arlowe.

“No.”

“Then, maybe you should call her and tell her that you’re in love with her, denying it to yourself, and that you want to be together.”

“Like I said, I’m graduating in May. Five more months, and I’m out looking for a job. She lives here, and I know I won’t be able to afford to fly back and forth. She can’t either. And even if I could afford that, it’s not like I’m going to be able to just get time off from work whenever I want to see her. I’m going to miss her, and yeah, it’ll be hard, but I think it’s for the best. She can find someone here. I can find someone where and when I’m ready, too. I didn’t exactly expect to come here for a few months and meet her, you know?”

They hadn’t known each other all that long yet, but Violet could tell that Arlowe was only putting on a brave face and that she really loved the local woman, whom she’d met not long after they’d all arrived. Still, she felt like she should give this to her and not call her out on it.

“So, can we now pick on Enya for something?” Arlowe asked the group.

“What? Why me?”

“Because you like Briana.”

“Briana is ten years older than me and settled down in Ireland. Oh, and she’s about to marry a man.”

“She’s in Ireland because of him, but she’s an American, at least. So, you can tell her how you feel, suggest she move back home, and marry her instead.”

Enya laughed and said, “As if that would ever happen. It was one week in Ireland. And yeah, I like her, but it’s not like anything happened. She’s engaged and didn’t tell me that she’s into women, too, when I told her I was gay, so there’s also that. It was, like, two months ago, and we haven’t talked since, so I don’t even know that we’re going to be friends.”

“Eline and I haven’t talked since it ended, either. I think that’s probably a good thing. Cut the cord, you know?” Arlowe said before she finished her beer. “Another round?”

“I’m good,” Sarai replied. “I just got a text from Gabi. She wants to know if she can come back to Amsterdam for a weekend and hang out.”

“She’s got a crush on you,” Enya teased.

“She’s eighteen. I’m twenty-two. Seems like not a big deal, but it is. She’s sweet, but I’m not into dating someone who’s just out of high school. Besides, she lives in Paris.”

“Yes, but you and Enya both seem to be forgetting that the women you met while here are both Americans. Gabi is only in Paris because her dad is some kind of big shot diplomat or something. She can move home whenever, and you two can be at least friends and hang out,” Arlowe noted.

“Because the US is such a small country,” Violet joked.

“Yeah, but neither of them would need a visa or have to become citizens or something,” Arlowe replied.

“True,” Sarai said. “But again, she’s eighteen. I showed her around here for the weekend, and it was whatever. I think she just forgot that we’re all leaving this week.”

“Maybe she wants to see you one more time before we go,” Violet suggested.

“Maybe.” Sarai shrugged. “Oh, well.”

“So, this is it,” Enya said. “We’re all about to go home, and we won’t be able to hang out like this.”

Then, no one said anything at all because it must have hit them at once that this was the last time their group would get to hang out together before they all went home. Violet was leaving the following afternoon, wanting to get home to have as much of the winter break as possible before she had to go back to school for the spring semester. Enya would leave the day after. Arlowe was heading out then, too, and Sarai would be leaving the day after them. Tonight was it.

“Hey, what are you all going to do after you graduate? I was thinking about maybe taking a short vacation or something; like a week before I start whatever job I can get, if I’m lucky. If not, I’ll keep doing freelance stuff for a while. Maybe we could all get together somewhere and celebrate graduation before we join the workforce officially?” Arlowe suggested.

“I’ll be working already,” Violet replied. “I have a summer internship. Then, I’m back in school.”

“What if we did something before you started your internship?”

“It would have to be a four-day quick thing over a weekend or something because I start right away.”

“Okay. Anyone else?” Arlowe asked.

“Maybe. I don’t know,” Sarai said. “Can we talk when it gets closer?”

“Sure,” Arlowe replied, looking down at her empty beer bottle.

Violet could tell that Arlowe was hoping for something that she could look forward to, given that she’d just ended her relationship, and she decided to help her friend out because she understood and felt similar.

“Hey, I like the idea,” she said. “I’ll make it work, whatever you plan.”

“Yeah?” Arlowe asked, looking back up at her.

“Yeah. We all will. Right, Enya? Sarai?”

“Uh… Yeah,” Enya said, nodding along with Sarai.

“Cool,” Arlowe replied.

◆◆◆

About five months later, they’d all gotten together for a long weekend in New York City, which was a place that they could all get to somewhat easily and where Violet’s family had a house that they could all stay in. That weekend, they’d talked about how they’d been about to start jobs that they’d been grateful for but also not all that excited about. Sarai had had an entry-level marketing analyst job lined up. Enya would be translating legal paperwork for an international law firm. Arlowe had gotten an engineering job at a tech company. Violet had had her family business where she’d been about to start from the bottom as an intern before continuing to go to school, unlike the rest of them, but that night had been when it all had changed.

After that night, they would all tell the story differently each time because they were a little tipsy and no one remembered who had come up with the idea originally, but the last night of that trip, someone had said it, and the next morning, they’d all woken up and talked about it again, completely sober.

“So, we’re really going to do this?” Arlowe asked. “Start our own company, with Violet in school full-time and being our CEO?”

“I think so,” Enya said. “We need the start-up money.”

“I can help with that,” Violet offered before she thought about what she was saying. “And yes, this is what I want.”

“Then, let’s do it,” Sarai said.


CHAPTER 1

It wasn’t where Violet had seen herself. Ten years ago, she’d been sitting in her parents’ brownstone in Manhattan, with the three women she’d met in Amsterdam the previous fall. They had been slightly drunk that night, yes, but the following day, they’d been sober, and before they had all flown their separate ways to go home, they’d discussed their plans. Violet, the one with the business degree and soon to be in her MBA program, would be their CEO. Sarai would be their head of marketing and sales – at least, at first, because she didn’t want to lead sales forever. Arlowe would be the one to code it all. Enya would be the one to tell Arlowe what to code and Sarai what to market and sell.

Violet would be more than just the company’s CEO, of course. She’d be their chief investor since she’d volunteered to use her trust fund – or, at least, most of it – to fund their venture and keep them afloat until their business started making money, and she would be the one in charge of the books, their chief legal counsel, their… well, just about everything else they needed, and she’d have to do that while she was in school full-time.

It had been Enya’s idea to build the best language translation app on the planet, and as a polyglot, she’d had the skills that they’d need to build the thing the right way, as well as the experience of learning languages, and they’d planned to take all of her tips and tricks and add them to the learning functions of the app. Part of their plan had also involved wearable hardware, but that hadn’t happened yet. Well, a lot of what they’d planned so far had yet to come to fruition.

It had been ten years since that New York trip. They’d worked remotely for the first two, while Violet had been in school, but as much as they’d all believed in remote learning, starting a business together with them being in four different places most of the time had been difficult, and it had gotten to a point where flying to get together every so often no longer made fiscal sense, and as the one footing the bill, Violet had known that better than any of them. So, they’d made the decision to move to the same city, and not just any city but the new East Coast version of Silicon Valley, where other start-ups had been trying to start up just like them, and they had opted to rent a four-bedroom house and live together.

That allowed them each to save money on rent and for them to use their garage as their office, which also saved them gas money on top of other things. It did make their electric bill astronomical, but that would’ve been the case no matter where they worked, so Violet wasn’t bothered by it. What did bother her was that they were all about thirty-two years old now, and their app, while in all the app stores, wasn’t doing much for them. They’d yet to make a single dime from their business after putting ten years into it and living eight years in this house. She had her father breathing down her neck to rejoin the family business, telling her that she’d had her fun, but she was in her thirties now, and it was time to stop with this nonsense. She had her mother trying to send her money without her father finding out and Violet telling her that she was fine, even though she really wasn’t. At least, she had her friends. They’d gone from being the three women she’d met one fall afternoon at an airport to the three most important people in her life.

Arlowe, Sarai, and Enya had been with her through everything: all the business stuff, yes, but also the breakups, the family issues, the anxiety of being the CEO of a failing company, and everything else along the way. She’d been returning the favor, of course, but Violet was still so surprised that after living and working together this long, they were all still together, still close, and still trying to make this happen.

“We need the hardware,” Arlowe stated in their daily stand-up meeting before she bit into a Red Vine. “The hardware would set us apart.”

“How, exactly? We’d just be the tiny company no one has heard of, trying to sell them something that they can get from another, much larger company that they already use,” Sarai suggested. “We need to get the learner part of the app to the point where it can compete with the other language apps of the world. If we do that, we will be able to fund the rest of what we want to do.”

“The hardware, if we get it right, will be better than any of the rest of them can build.”

“How, Arlowe? They have thousands of engineers, hardware and software ones, working on wearables,” Sarai protested.

“Ours is only going to be for languages.”

“And how is that better? Their wearables do everything, and ours would only do one thing? Explain it to me like I’m five.”

“Be really good at one thing instead of just mediocre at everything. They’ll use their AI to translate or something, and those suck,” Arlowe said. “Ours will be Enya-made.”

Enya-made was what they called it whenever Enya was the one creating the feature or working on a language, which was all of their languages because Enya was a genius.

“We can’t keep relying on me,” Enya replied. “I want to do it all, but I can’t. We need something to help me out here, as much as it kills me to admit that. I’ll review everything, but it’ll make it go so much faster until we can hire more people like me.”

“There is no one like you,” Arlowe said.

“You know what I mean. Plus, having this software or something like it makes us more marketable. Right, Sarai?” Enya asked.

“She’s right. I know that we can hire translators, but not at the speed we need to get this done by, and even then, some of them are going to get things wrong anyway, and we’ll have to check their work no matter what,” Sarai replied. “We’ve been doing this for ten years, and we have no backup plan for Enya. It’s either her or bust. My thought is that we buy this software, use it at least temporarily to get us where we need to be, and then we either keep it or do something else. We’re struggling here and need to be able to go faster.”

“Agreed. And look, I understand the complexities and the many, many issues, but we have to compete. Hell, we have to be around to compete, and this could help us stay around. We’re burning Enya out, and we’re still only four employees. That’s not going to get any better the bigger we get. Assuming we’re still around to get bigger…” Violet added regretfully. “I reached out to a few companies who might be able to help.”

“You did? Already?” Arlowe asked. “Shouldn’t I be involved in that?”

“You can, but I don’t know if you should be right now. If you’re doing that, it means you’re not doing something else. Let me handle the initial stuff, and I will bring you in when I need you.”

“We’d still have to implement it, and you’ll need me for that,” Arlowe said.

“Then, let me hear back from the possible vendors, and we’ll see.”

“How much is that going to cost us?” Sarai asked.

“A lot,” she answered honestly. “Over a hundred grand at first if we went all-in based on the pricing models I’ve seen. Annually, it’ll be less since a lot of the one hundred thousand is the setup and implementation fees.”

“Jesus!” Sarai exclaimed. “And we really need this now? I thought we were going to find a real head of sales first so that I could focus on just brand building. Sales is not my area. I want to make content, Violet.”

“I know. And I want that for you, too, but we need to get the app in front of the right people, and you’re the best one we’ve got for that. Enya is busy translating and coming up with the learner portion. Arlowe has to code whatever is in Enya’s brain. I’m busy doing everything else, so that leaves you.”

“And we can’t get a salesperson, even if it’s not a head but someone entry-level, just to help out a little?”

“Not right now, Sarai. I’m sorry,” she replied. “And we need the hardware, too. I think if we market it right, it’s the best call to make it, but that’s a whole other thing that we’re not only not ready for, but we can’t afford it, either. I’m doing the best I can with my initial investment, what I’ve added on, and what I’ve gotten a few other, smaller investors – namely, my contacts – to contribute to this, but it’s getting harder the longer we go without making a profit. We might have to reconsider–”

“No way. Come on. Please don’t say it…” Arlowe interjected.

“Ads. We might have to consider adding ads,” she said, not thrilled with that idea, either. “It won’t make much, but it would be something to help offset costs.”

“We can’t. No ads, Violet. Our app shouldn’t have ads for stupid games.”

“And I completely agree with you, but it’s an easy way to make a few bucks, Arlowe.”

“Says you. I’d have to code where they go. You really want me to spend my time doing that?”

“No, but it could help in the long run,” Violet replied.

“Maybe we should talk about that when Arlowe isn’t two Red Bulls and a large coffee into her day,” Enya suggested.

“You really do drink way too much caffeine, Arlowe,” Sarai added.

“I’ve had two Red Bulls in, like, twelve hours. It’s fine. I was up until four.”

“That is also not healthy,” Sarai noted.

“I’m an engineer. It’s just how we are,” Arlowe argued. “You should be used to it by now. We’ve lived together for how long?”

“Too long,” Sarai stated.

“You’re right. You really should move out,” Arlowe replied.

“If anyone’s moving out, it’s you – your car is always leaking oil and is somehow in the way of mine whenever I want to leave.”

“It’s old because I’m not spending my money buying a new one, and I’m putting what I have from my other apps into this business.”

“Well, our daily Sarai-Arlowe fight has now commenced, which means our stand-up is over,” Violet noted with a little laugh.

“We spend too much time together,” Sarai said, closing her laptop.

“We all just need to get laid sometime this year,” Arlowe suggested. “I mean, seriously, we’re always here. How are we going to meet women if we’re always here?”

“No one is stopping you from driving that clunker you own down to the nearest gay bar,” Sarai said. “Go now. We’re fine without you for the rest of the day.”

“It’s ten in the morning, you asshole.”

Arlowe laughed and tossed her yellow smiley-face stress ball in Sarai’s direction, which flew by Sarai’s head and hit the garage wall, bouncing a few times before it rolled under one of the desks.

“What about me made you think I would catch that?” Sarai said with a laugh.

Violet stared around the hot garage and wondered how much longer they would be able to sustain this. All the pressure was on her shoulders, and if their business didn’t make it, her friends would have to go work somewhere else, which meant that they’d all move out and possibly away, losing all of this. Violet wasn’t ready to admit defeat just yet.

When her phone dinged, she looked down at the screen and saw that it was a text from her father.

“Oh, God… Not again,” she said.

“What?” Enya asked.

“My father has a new woman he wants me to meet. He thinks she’d be perfect for me.” She clicked into the message. “Guys, he sent me her LinkedIn profile.”

“Want to pretend like we’re dating so that he leaves you alone?” Arlowe asked. “I can dress up nicely for the Russell family picnic or whatever you rich people do in the summer.”

“No, but I reserve the right to change my mind later.”

“Just let me know so that I can buy some boat shoes.”


CHAPTER 2

Stella stared at the customer relationship management system, or CRM, on her screen, looking over all the opportunities that her sales team had yet to close. As the SVP of this software company, she had big goals that she needed to hit and an otherwise all-male executive leadership team that was not necessarily waiting for her to fail but not exactly expecting her to succeed, either, which drove her to do just that. She’d been working for Cerebral for the past three years, coming in as a director of sales after working her way up at her previous company before making the move here. The former VP of sales had left, and that had given her a chance to interview for his role, which she’d gotten. Later, when she and her team had outperformed all their key metrics, she’d been promoted to SVP. The company didn’t yet have a Chief Revenue Officer, but Stella could see herself getting there one day, and maybe even soon, with how fast they were growing.

She’d never seen herself working for any particular kind of tech company. It was more that she had wanted to work in tech and lead a sales team, and she’d always believed that if she were a good salesperson, she could sell anything. Now, here she was, looking over her charts and graphs and checking in on the old opportunities to see why those accounts had not been marked as a closed-won yet, paying extra attention to the ones that had been marked as closed-lost, which meant that they hadn’t gotten the account. After that review, Stella filtered by inbound leads and noticed one with a very interesting name. She clicked into it, wondering if it was the same Violet Russell.

Russell was a common-enough name, but Violet was a name that wasn’t as common anymore. Of course, that could also mean that it was making a comeback, since all old things eventually did, but she clicked on the name of the company that this Violet Russell had provided on their intake form, and after scrolling to the About page of the website to see if she could locate a photo of their leadership team, which was standard company practice, she leaned back in her chair.

“Well, hello there,” she said to herself because the Violet Russell, whom she’d known for a few months about ten years ago, stared back at her from a professional headshot.

Violet was wearing a pinstripe gray business suit with a nice-looking blouse under the jacket that, Stella guessed, was designer, given who Violet’s family was and how the woman had grown up with that silver spoon safely implanted in her mouth.

“Hey. Lunch?” Jen, her friend, whom she had brought on at the company a year prior, asked when she walked into Stella’s office.

“Sure. I have an hour. Want to go down the street?”

“Yes. I don’t have a meeting until two, and I could really go for their BLT.”

“It’s just a sandwich.” Stella laughed. “Why do you love it so much?”

“It’s how they cook the bacon. Diners always have the best bacon. It’s just crispy enough without being burnt, and it still has the chewy fat component.”

“You’re weird about bacon,” Stella replied, chuckling.

“Anyway… Can we go? I’m starving.”

“Hey, do you remember me mentioning someone named Violet Russell?”

“No. Should I?” Jen asked as she walked over to Stella’s desk and grabbed a piece of candy from the bowl that Stella kept there for anyone who came in and wanted a piece. “You need better candy. Why not have those fun-size candy bars?”

“I’m sorry; whose office is this?”

Jen popped the candy into her mouth and said, “What about this Violet Roberts?”

“Russell.”

“Whatever. Why should I remember her?”

“I thought I’d mentioned her to you before.”

“Is she a customer?”

“She might be.” Stella scrolled up on the website. “She runs a language translation company or something and might be interested in buying our software. Probably to help with that whole translating thing. Anyway, when I was doing that semester abroad in Amsterdam my senior year, she was there. Total bitch.”

“Oh, wait.” Jen pointed at Stella, who stood up. “That one? The rich one you were always competing with or something?”

“Yeah, that’s her.”

“Why was I thinking her name was Vicky?”

“I have no idea. I don’t think I know anyone who goes by Vicky.”

“You do know someone who goes by Amber, though. Do not be late tonight, Stella. I like Amber for you. She’s nice and successful, ambitious, how you like, and funny.”

“Why don’t you date her, then?”

“I did, remember? Well, one date. No chemistry. I think she’d be good for you, though. She just got out of a relationship, but it was only a few months long, so not a big deal, and she said she was ready to finally agree to go out with you after I’ve been telling her that I think you two would hit it off for the past six months. Do not be late and make me look bad.”

“I won’t be late. My last meeting will be done at six, and she’s meeting me at eight, so I’ll be fine. But back to Violet.”

“Are you going out with her tonight at seven or something?”

“No, obviously. But I haven’t seen or heard from her in ten years, and now, she’s requesting a demo of our software. What do I do with that?”

“Nothing. Have one of the reps take it and pretend like you had no idea you even noticed. Why would you do anything about it? Also, Stella… bacon.”

“Jesus, Jen…” Stella closed her laptop. “Have you not eaten in a week or something?”

“I skipped breakfast,” Jen told her as she shrugged her shoulder. “And why are you obsessed with this Vicky?”

“Violet,” she corrected and grabbed her jacket.

“I’ve decided to call her Vicky,” Jen stated.

“And I am not obsessed with Violet,” Stella added. “I haven’t thought about her in years prior to seeing her picture. I looked her up a few times when I first graduated, but nothing since then.”

They walked out of her office, and Stella closed the door behind them.

“Oh, please. You know that’s a lie,” Jen countered.

“What?”

“She was your arch-nemesis for that award thing you wanted. You know you think about her all the time and wonder if you’re more successful or if she is.”

“That’s not true,” Stella argued. “And it wasn’t really an award. It was the best GPA in a tough program. I mean, there was–”

“I was a C student, so forgive me for thinking of the highest GPA as an award. Anyway, what are you wearing tonight?”

Realizing that she wasn’t going to get much out of her friend beyond anything that related to this blind date that Jen had set up for her the previous week, Stella decided to answer her questions about clothing possibilities and the restaurant she’d made a reservation at while she thought about that picture of Violet Russell on her computer screen.

Violet still looked the same. A little older now, yes, but the long, brown hair was the same, and so were her hazel eyes. Stella remembered staring at them from her seat in one of their classes. Sitting behind Violet by one row and to the right, Stella had gotten a pretty good view, and that had included a view of Violet’s long legs because, even in winter, Violet had worn skirts to at least half of their classes. Stella had been a baby gay back then, but even so, she hadn’t been interested in a relationship with anyone, especially not the very stuck-up woman with that silver spoon. She’d felt the tension forming between them from moment one, though, and it had only grown the more time they’d been forced to spend together in and out of the classroom.

Stella had had to work twice as hard just to get into the program that Violet had been admitted into because she had known someone who’d known someone, or because her parents had. Stella, on the other hand, had had zero connections and had worked her ass off in school just to get an entry-level job in sales when she’d graduated. Violet had probably been given money from her parents to start the company she was now the CEO of, and while that wasn’t fair, it was often how life worked, unfortunately. Violet had even had the perfect girlfriend waiting for her back home when they’d been in school, whom Stella had overheard her bragging to her friends about in the dorm cafeteria once.

“She’s just so smart and so pretty,” Violet had shared loudly as if she’d wanted everyone in the place to know that she’d had a girlfriend for some annoying reason.

Stella hadn’t had a girlfriend, but not everyone wanted one, either. During her time in Amsterdam, she had been so focused on school that she’d only allowed herself to have a little fun. She’d gone to the pubs, had a few drinks, and she’d even kissed a couple of women, but it hadn’t gone anywhere beyond that as she hadn’t been interested in starting something lasting when she’d known that she would be leaving the country at the end of the semester. She’d been tempted to go further once, though. Her last night in Amsterdam, she had been grabbing a drink at the bar, and she’d seen Violet there with Arlowe, Enya, and Sarai. That night, a woman from the art program had walked up to Stella, introduced herself, and they’d shared a couple of drinks. An hour later, that woman had invited her back to her dorm room, where they’d kissed, but when the woman had suggested that they do more than that, something inside Stella had stopped her. She had never really understood the reason why she’d stopped where the night had clearly been headed, but she’d turned the woman down and had left.

The next morning, she had finished packing everything she’d brought with her and had left for the airport, and when she’d gotten there, she’d been surprised to see Violet on the very same flight. Not even acknowledging her existence at the gate, Violet had boarded first because, of course, she had, and Stella had kept her head down as she’d gone by Violet’s first-class seat to her own, way, way back with the plebs in economy.

“Hi. Stella, right?” Amber asked.

Stella smiled warmly at the knockout of a woman standing in front of her in the lobby of the restaurant.

“Hi. Yeah. It’s nice to meet you,” she said and held out her hand.

Amber and Jen had gone on exactly one date about six months prior, and after that, they’d stayed friends, but Stella had only seen one photo of her in that time, and while flattering, it didn’t do the woman justice. Amber had beautiful blue eyes, jet-black hair, and tanned skin, and she looked like she put the hours in at the gym, which wasn’t a requirement for Stella, but it didn’t hurt, either.

“It’s nice to meet you as well,” Amber said, giving her a soft smile back.

“Shall we?” Stella asked.

She told the host that they were there for their reservation, and they were walked back to their table, where they exchanged a few pleasantries and decided on a wine for their meal.

“So,” Amber began once their wine had been brought over and poured. “Jen tells me you’re the SVP of sales at the company you both work at.”

“Yeah, for about six months now.”

“And you enjoy working in sales?”

“I do. It wasn’t my original plan, but once I found my footing, I really liked it.”

“What was your plan, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“Oh, which one? I wanted to be an astronaut, a nurse, a teacher, a lawyer, and a botanist at some point.”

“A botanist?” Amber asked.

“My mom had a garden,” Stella explained. “She told me that there were people who studied plants, and I thought that was the coolest thing until I realized how bad I was in science, so I gave up on being an astronaut and nurse then, too.”

Amber laughed a little and replied, “Well, as a scientist, I can say that it’s not for everyone. Sometimes, it’s not even for me.”

“What do you not like about it?” Stella asked and lifted her wineglass.

“Part of me wishes that I’d gotten a job in a lab somewhere instead of going into teaching. College students are the worst sometimes.”

Stella chuckled and said, “As a former college student myself, I am deeply offended.”

She winked to let Amber know that she was kidding.

“Hey, I was, too. Kind of had to be to get my doctorate. I’m sure my former professors thought that I was the worst at times, but it’s exhausting, teaching at a small college when all I want to do is work on the actual science.”

“Why do you keep doing it, then? You could find a job elsewhere, right?”

“Because, as much as I complain about my job, I also really enjoy it. I get great students every semester, too, and I love inspiring them to go into sciences, especially the female students, showing them that it’s possible to work in a male-dominated profession and thrive.”

“That’s amazing,” Stella replied. “And I get it – I’m in a similar boat in sales. I’m also the only woman on the leadership team at my company, which, unfortunately, is still pretty common in tech.”

“Hopefully, not forever, right?”

“Hopefully not,” Stella agreed.

They talked throughout their meal, getting to know one another a bit, and Stella liked this woman. She really did. Amber was smart and funny, just like Jen had said, but there was something in the back of Stella’s mind that kept shifting her focus from the beautiful and accomplished woman sitting in front of her back to the annoying woman she’d known for a few months about a decade ago.

“So, I’m going to go out on a limb here and ask if you’d like to do this again sometime,” Amber said when they arrived at Stella’s car in the restaurant’s parking lot later that night.

“Yeah, I’d love to,” she replied and meant it.

“Great. I’ll call you?”

“Please do,” she said and felt Amber lean in.

Her date didn’t go for a kiss on the lips, though, which Stella appreciated. Amber’s lips landed on her cheek instead, and Stella smiled at the gesture.

“Drive safe,” Amber told her before she headed to her own car.

When Stella got home about twenty minutes later, she ignored the three pings from her phone, knowing that it was only Jen checking in on her date, which could wait, and she grabbed her laptop. Then, she found the account for Violet’s company, reviewed the details once more, added herself in the CRM as the account owner, and used the templated email that her reps sent once they first got an account. She checked it over thoroughly to be sure that it was good and hit send.


CHAPTER 3

“So, I’m starting to think that Arlowe might be right. I must be high or drunk, right?” Sarai asked in the kitchen the following morning as she sat down next to Violet at the round kitchen table that fit just the four of them comfortably.

She placed the open box of cereal that she’d carried over with her on the table, leaned back in her chair, and sipped the coffee she’d just made before she set the cup down, picked the box back up, and shoved her hand down into it, pulling out a handful of dry cereal that she then ate.

“You know we have bowls, right?” Violet said.

“Overrated.”

“Also, that’s communal cereal, Sarai. You can’t at least pour it somewhere instead of eating out of the box?”

“Only Arlowe likes this one, and this brand still comes with a toy inside for kids that she collects, so…” Sarai stuck her hand back into the box to pull out a small object wrapped in plastic. “I’m holding this for ransom.”

“What is that?” Violet asked and laughed a little.

“Hell, if I know. But if she wants it, it must be mine.”

“I still can’t believe you two never dated. Don’t get me wrong, I’m grateful that you didn’t, but sometimes I wonder.”

“Oh, gross.” Sarai made a face that told Violet that she did not agree with her assessment. “She’s like my sister. All of you are.”

“It’s amazing that none of us ever got together initially, when you think about it,” Arlowe noted as she walked into the room. She then proceeded straight over to Sarai, yanked the small toy from her hands, and said, “Thanks for fishing this out for me. I knew I could count on you.” She shoved the toy into her front pocket. “Now, if you want it back, you’d have to get to at least third base.”

“Gross,” Sarai repeated. “I don’t even want to get to first base with you.”

“Feeling’s mutual, little sister,” Arlowe said and rubbed Sarai’s head.

“You’re four days older than me!” Sarai exclaimed and tried to fix her hair once Arlowe removed her hand and stole the box of cereal from her.

“We have some weird conversations in this house,” Violet said to no one. “And why do you agree with Arlowe now?” she asked Sarai and looked back down at her computer.

“Wait… You agree with me about something?” Arlowe joked as she chomped on a handful of cereal and handed the box back to Sarai.

“About the hardware. I’ve been doing some research, and I think we should try to make it work.”

“What?” Violet asked, looking up. “I just put out feelers for the software we decided on yesterday.”

“We need to do that, too,” Enya said as she walked in. “I need help. I can’t do it all on my own; not on our timeline, anyway.”

Enya sat down in her usual seat and took the box from Sarai.

“Hi. That was my cereal,” Sarai stated. “And what are you doing stealing it? You don’t even like it.”

“I’m out of mine,” Enya replied.

She then stuck her hand into the box, took a handful, and handed the box to Arlowe, who did the same.

“And this is how the next pandemic will start… I just know it,” Violet suggested.

“We all showered this morning. We’re fine,” Sarai said.

“I know we all showered because Enya hogged the hot water,” Arlowe noted.

“I did not. I was only in there for, like, ten minutes.”

“The hot water here sucks,” Sarai proclaimed.

“So does the water pressure,” Enya added.

“And yet, we persist,” Violet said, trying to divert them from the path they were on.

“All right, all right, RBG,” Arlowe replied and held up her hands in mock supplication. “Want to start the meeting?”

“We’re still eating breakfast,” Sarai protested before she stole the box back and took another handful of cereal. “Have you even had your six Red Bulls, four Monsters, and two cups of coffee yet, Arlowe?”

“Yes, which is how I’m able to do this.”

Arlowe quickly stole the cereal box back from Sarai.

“Well, this has been a fun morning,” Violet said. “I’m good to start the meeting now if you three can stop making me dizzy by passing that damn box around.”

“It’s one of those mornings, huh?” Sarai asked.

“What do you mean?” Violet asked back.

“Mom’s mad about something…” Arlowe suggested.

“How am I your mother, exactly? You’re two months older than me.”

“It’s not decided by age. You take care of all of us. For example, you’re the one who did the grocery shopping last week and bought Sarai and I this cereal that we argue about for fun.”

“Anyway,” she began. “Back to the meeting.”

“Yes, Mom,” Enya said.

“Not you, too…”

Violet shook her head and noticed that a new email had come in. It was spam, so she went to delete it, but then, she noticed another email that she hadn’t yet gotten to because Sarai had interrupted her.

“Oh, no,” she said. “It can’t be…”

“Can’t be what?” Arlowe asked.

Violet didn’t answer. She clicked on the email from Cerebral, and her eyes went to the sender’s email address before they moved down her screen to the sender’s email signature.

“Stella Ross, SVP of Sales, Cerebral.”

“Huh?” Enya asked.

“Did you just say Stella Ross?” Sarai asked.

“Stella Ross, as in–”

“Stella Boss is what I used to call her in my head,” Sarai interrupted Arlowe. “Every time she’d piss Vi off, I’d be like, ‘Stella Boss strikes again,’ because I thought that would make a cool super villain name.”

“You’ve never even read a comic book in your life. How would you know a cool super villain name?” Arlowe asked.

“I’ve seen the Marvel movies. Well, some. Mostly just the Captain Marvel ones and the Black Widow one.”

“Lesbian,” Enya said before she took another handful of the cereal from the box.

“You watched them with me, like, four times, Enya.”

“Also a lesbian.”

“Guys, shut up!” she interjected. “It’s Stella Ross. As in, yes, that Stella Ross.”

Violet turned her computer toward the group because she’d just done an internet search to see if the Stella Ross who had emailed her from Cerebral was actually the same Stella Ross who had been a pain in her ass back in school, and she’d found Stella’s picture on their website.

“She’s still hot,” Arlowe noted.

“Not the point,” Violet replied.

“But you agree with Arlowe?” Enya asked.

“She’s pretty, I guess.”

Violet turned the computer back around and stared at the clearly professional picture of Stella Ross, who had short blonde hair now. Back then, it had been longer, and she’d had it pulled back a lot. Now, it was sort of swept to the side a bit and a little over her forehead, but Violet could still see the big brown eyes that she remembered staring her down in classes whenever her hand had gone up just seconds before Stella’s. Their competition had been juvenile and immature at times, yes, but Violet had intended on having fun and not having to study that hard to still get top-of-the-class marks for her semester abroad. Stella Ross had made that impossible for her, so she’d gone a little hard, but Violet didn’t regret it because Stella had deserved it.

“So, she works for some vendor that we’re using?” Sarai asked.

“Not yet. I reached out to a few companies that looked like possibilities for us, and she’s the SVP of sales for one of them. She just emailed me back.”

“The SVP of sales does the emailing to prospects over there? How big is that company even? If it’s that small, their product can’t be all that good for what we need,” Arlowe suggested. “Did you leave me any coffee?”

“No,” Sarai replied.

“I hate you.”

“Love you, too,” Sarai joked back.

“What do you want to do?” Enya asked Violet. “What does she say in the email?”

“It just looks like one of those template emails asking me to set up a demo, and there’s a calendar link I can click to make an appointment.”

“Blast from the past, huh?” Arlowe said. “Amsterdam strikes again.”

Violet looked up then. Arlowe was staring out the window behind Enya and into their backyard. Violet had probably been the closest to her back in school. Then, in recent years, Arlowe and Sarai had been the frenemies who loved and would do anything for each other, while Violet and Enya had been more focused on growing their business and had grown closer as friends. She supposed, every so often, their friendships shifted a bit. There had been times when she’d be extra close with Sarai, then close with Arlowe again, and back to Enya, and it had been like that since the beginning, but when they’d all met, she and Arlowe had been the first to really start hanging out, and she remembered Arlowe meeting Eline and how it had seemed like they’d been in love and would make a real go of it.

Violet also remembered how heartbroken Arlowe had been after they’d gotten back and tried their best to keep in touch. Arlowe would tell her all about the women she’d go out with and sometimes sleep with, trying to pretend like she had been fine, when Violet had known that she hadn’t been. Not much had changed for her friend since, and Violet knew that while Arlowe stared out the window, she was thinking about the one who the three of them had always thought had gotten away from her.

“It didn’t strike a first time,” Violet replied, trying to refocus. “She was another student in my program. That’s all.”

“A hot one,” Sarai added. “She’s gay, right? I know we were all guessing back then, but did anyone ever confirm?”

“I did not,” Violet announced. “I was busy with–”

“Your girlfriend, Renée,” all three of them said at once.

“Yeah, we know. You never shut up about her,” Arlowe added.

“What? That’s not true.”

“Sorry, Vi, but it is,” Enya said with a sympathetic expression. “You talked about her all the time. Whenever we’d go out and someone would merely walk up to you, you’d tell them that you were taken.”

“You’d say that you had a girlfriend and give them her name on top of it. I think it would’ve been enough to tell them that you had someone, but you were oddly specific instead,” Sarai noted.

“Yeah. What was that about?” Arlowe laughed.

“I’d never had a girlfriend before. Sue me,” she replied and closed her computer. “Not all of us were super popular, out lesbians who’d had multiple girlfriends or, at least, several sexual partners.”

“Why are you looking at me when you say that?” Arlowe asked.

“Because you fit that definition,” Sarai said for Violet. “You had, like, five girlfriends before Amsterdam. Then, you met Eline.” Sarai chuckled but stopped at her mention of the E word, which the group tried not to say often or ever, if they could help it. “Sorry.”

“You can say her name. We’ve been over this. Besides, it’s been ten years. I am over Eline Claasen, okay? I’ve dated tons of girls since then.”

“Women,” Sarai and Enya said at the same time.

“Sure. Whatever. I’ve dated multiple women since we graduated. I’m sure she’s married to some Dutch guy named Lars, who works on fixing windmills or making cheese, and they have, like, two kids named Elsa and Hans, and–”

“Aren’t those more German names?” Violet asked.

“Yes,” Enya replied. “But they are popular–”

“Not the point, Vi,” Arlowe interrupted Enya. “Their kids are probably, like, five and three now, have perfect blonde hair with little freckles, and they have a dog that they walk, and they all have bicycles, and they pick tulips, and–”

“And you haven’t thought about this at all in the past ten years, huh?” Enya said gently.

“My point is that I’m over it, and she is, too.”

“Because of Elsa, Hans, and the dog?” Violet asked.

“Yeah. Obviously.”

Arlowe looked back out the window.

“You closed your computer?” Sarai asked, changing the topic.

“Huh?” Violet asked back.

“Are you not going to book the demo?”

“You were just talking about how you now agree with Arlowe on the hardware thing. We can’t do both. We’d have to hire someone to figure out the hardware thing, so it’s one or the other.”

“I still think it’s worth seeing the full demo. Maybe this is the right call,” Sarai replied.

“It is,” Enya offered.

“Well, I have requested demos from other companies, too, so I’ll just wait for those responses, and we’ll see.”

“You don’t want to talk to Stella, do you?” Sarai asked.

“Have I ever?”

“Vi, Cerebral is local. Well, not exactly. Their HQ is in New York. But they’ve got a small office here, like a satellite thing, since there are so many companies popping up around here lately that might use them. I read about them before I recommended you reach out to them.”

“So what?”

“So, they’re the only ones with their people close to us. It could be a big benefit for us. Implementing new software is already a pain in the ass and requires people from whatever company you go with to help support it. I’m just saying… I think we should talk to them. If you don’t want to hear from her, for whatever reason, just ask for a rep to do the demo instead of the SVP,” Sarai continued.

“It’s early. I would still like to hear back from the other companies before I do anything. Cerebral was the most expensive, too, which is part of the reason.”

“So, it has nothing to do with the fact that Stella works there?” Enya asked.

“An SVP at our age? As a woman in sales, that’s…”

“You’re the CEO of a company, Vi,” Arlowe reminded.

“Our company is four people, and you all elected me to be CEO a decade ago because I was the business major. It’s not the same.”

“Maybe she knows the head of her company. Everyone starts somewhere. Do you think you would’ve been the SVP of anything at your family’s company already?”

“A multi-national company where my entire family but me is currently employed at? No. I’d be a director at best.”

“Then, you would’ve been worse off had you gone that route.”

“I’d have better benefits, at least,” she argued. “And an assistant to help me organize everything.”

“Where’s the fun in that?” Arlowe replied and stole the box that Sarai had just picked back up. “A little chaos is good for the soul.”

“Isn’t yours just, like, fifty percent Red Bull and twenty percent coffee by now?” Sarai retorted, glaring at her.

“Yes. How did you know?” Arlowe stood. “I’m going to make more coffee for me, Vi, and Enya. Sarai, you’re on your own.”

Violet went to open her computer back and found herself staring at the picture of Stella Ross again, who really was beautiful, damn it.


CHAPTER 4

“She still hasn’t responded,” Stella shared as she pulled a piece of sweet-and-sour chicken out of the red-and-white take-out box.

“Amber? I thought you two were on for tonight,” Jen replied and took a drink from her massive water bottle that she carried around the office from meeting to meeting, telling everyone that she was trying to stay hydrated.

She’d been doing that for the past two months, and it made her have to run to the bathroom after every single one of those meetings, but Stella admired her dedication to drinking enough water throughout the day. Stella was convinced that her own veins were filled with coffee since birth because she’d grown up drinking it even as a kid and still drank three to four cups of the stuff a day. She had water every so often, but despite the fact that Jen had bought her a massive water bottle just like hers but in a different color, she’d yet to even wash the thing to use it.

“We are. I meant Violet.”

Stella leaned forward and tapped her mouse to refresh her inbox for the fiftieth time that day.

“Violet? Oh, Vicky.”

“You have got to stop doing that,” she said and shook her head at her friend before she went back to her Chinese food lunch.

“Why? Not like it matters. I’ll never have to talk to her, so she never needs to know that I thought her name was Vicky Roberts forever before you told me that it was Violet Russell.”

“Russell, as in Russell Textiles, Russell Investment Corp, Russel Pharma-Tech, Russell, Maxwell, Locke, and Associates, Russell–”

“Yeah, I got it. Her family collects businesses like I used to collect Pokémon,” Jen interjected.

“Please, you still do that.”

“Only when I’m bored and my phone is charged,” Jen argued.

“They have everything under one umbrella. I looked it up last night. I think they own, like, fifty-plus subsidiaries or something. They’re in just about every industry.”

“Good for them. Why are we still talking about this not Vicky Roberts?”

“Because it could be a way for Cerebral to get a foot in the door at Russell. If I can get this language company that she owns, that isn’t under that umbrella for some reason, she can get me some introductions everywhere that is under that umbrella.”

“Now, I have Rihanna stuck in my head. Can we stop talking about umbrellas?”

“It could be a big deal, Jen.”

“Yeah, that’s great. Your date tonight could be a big deal, too. Amber said she really liked you.”

“It’s weird that you’re friends with the woman I’m going out with. Did she text you after our first date was over, or did you text her after me?”

“Neither. I texted her first because I knew you would make me wait and she’d answer me right away when it was over. She said you were hot. Personally, I don’t see it. I mean, you’re all right, I guess, but I’m too close to you to gauge that properly.”

“Gee, thanks,” Stella replied with a little laugh. “She said she wants to cook for me tonight. Isn’t it a little too soon for the cook-for-someone-else date? It’s only our second.”

“Is there a rule for that?”

“I don’t know. It feels like we should still be in that go-to-the-restaurant stage and maybe add a movie this time or something else, but going to her house and having her cook for me is like a whole step, I thought.”

“You said yes. Why did you do that if it’s too soon?”

“She offered, and I didn’t want to be rude. She sent me a long text with, like, a whole menu, asking if there was anything I don’t eat on it.”

“That’s thoughtful, Stella.”

“I know. It’s very sweet. It just feels a little soon. Like, I’m going to her house. Do I bring a bag or, at least, my own toothbrush? Is that too forward for a second date? What is a second date to her, exactly? Is that the sex date? We haven’t even kissed yet, and I’ve never had sex on a second date.”

“These all sound like excellent questions for the woman you’re actually dating,” Jen replied.

“We’re not dating. We’re just going on a date. That’s an important distinction.”

“Fine. Whatever works for you. Just don’t be an asshole because I don’t want to have to choose between you and her if this all goes south.”

“You’d actually choose Amber over me?” Stella asked. “Your best friend?”

“No, but it sounded more dramatic, saying it like that. I’ve got to go. Text me later and let me know how it went?”

“You’ve got to pee again, don’t you?”

“Yup.”

When Jen stood up and carried the food that she was still eating, as well as her giant water bottle, out of her office, Stella refreshed her inbox again, and seeing nothing from Violet but ten other new emails, she decided to get back to work while she finished her lunch.

◆◆◆

“How is it? And please be honest. If you like it, I want to make it again for you in the future, but if you hate it, I want to cross it off the list of meals to cook.”

Stella had only just taken the first bite of the chicken pasta dish that Amber had made for them, and while it wasn’t the best pasta in the world, it definitely wasn’t the worst. It just had a little too much red pepper in it for her taste, and she could see and feel the flakes in the sauce hit her tongue, which wiped out the creamy flavor from the sauce. She didn’t know how to approach this, though, because the meal was fine. She would want Amber to lay off the red pepper and maybe dial back on whatever that other seasoning was that she had added, but she could eat it again.

“It’s great,” she lied before she let out a little cough and reached for the wineglass, wishing there was also a water glass next to it, but Amber had only put out wine for them.

“You coughed. Is everything okay? Too much pepper?”

“Uh… Yeah.”

Stella coughed again and took another long gulp of her wine.

“Sorry, I like things with a little kick to them,” Amber shared. “I should’ve adjusted it for company, and then you could’ve added more.”

“It’s okay,” she replied and cleared her throat. “I’m just not a big fan of spice. I can handle it sometimes, but I don’t even have red pepper flakes at my place.”

“Really? Oh, I love them. I add them to my pizza. Red pepper and parmesan cheese all over the place.” Amber took a bite of the pasta, and once she was done chewing, she asked, “Can I make you something else?”

“Oh, no. It’s good. It’s just a little spicy for me, but I’m okay.”

“Need to pop a heartburn pill?” Amber asked with a little laugh. “We’re at that age now, aren’t we?”

“Sorry?” she asked.

“When the spicy food starts to get to us. I took one before you got here.”

“Oh, no. I should be fine.”

“I guess I am a little older than you, huh?” Amber said.

“I don’t think I asked because it didn’t matter, and some women consider it rude.”

“I’m forty-three,” Amber offered. “Forty-three and starting over yet again.”

“Yet again?”

“I was in a long relationship that started in college and ended when I was about twenty-eight. We were engaged when she broke up with me, so that was fun. We’d picked out the wedding invitations already.”

“Oh, wow. Sorry, Amber.”

Stella finished her glass of wine and decided that since she didn’t have anything else to drink, she’d have to pour herself another glass, so she did and topped Amber’s off as well while she was at it.

“It sucked, but right after that happened, maybe a few months later, I met the woman I would then marry about two years later. We were actually both out with some friends, trying to wallow and get over a heartbreak, if you can believe it.”

“Yeah?” Stella asked as her phone buzzed in her jacket pocket.

She ignored it so as not to be rude, but in her mind, she wondered if it was Jen checking in, which was unlikely since she’d know the date would still be ongoing, or if it might be Violet Russell replying to her email, which had her more interested in checking the notification.

“My wife and I divorced about two years ago. We separated before that, but it became official two years ago, and I decided to take some time to get to know myself a little first and not date this time since I didn’t do that the previous time. I met Jen when I’d decided to put myself back out there, and that didn’t work, obviously, but she’s a good friend. Then, I met my ex-girlfriend, if I can even call her that. It didn’t last long, and now, I’m here with you, learning that you don’t like spicy food.”

“It really is good, Amber. I’d tell you if it wasn’t. Maybe just no red pepper for me next time, and I’ll be all good.”

“Next time?”

“Yeah, maybe,” Stella said, trying to be non-committal because she really didn’t know if there would be a next time.

Part of her was interested, but she was pretty sure that the part of her that was thinking about going out with Amber again was actually her libido, which was overriding everything else. It didn’t help that she hadn’t finished her lunch earlier, was also only taking small bites of her spicy dinner, and had had already downed one whole glass of wine before starting in on another. She’d always been a lightweight, so she’d have to be careful.

“You can get that, you know?” Amber said when Stella’s phone buzzed again. “I won’t be offended.”

“Shit. Sorry, I should’ve put it on silent. We’re working on getting a big account right now, and I’m never really off work, you know?”

“What’s the big account?”

“It’s a website hosting service. They’re interested in integrating with our tool, and they have a massive market share, so if we get this right, we can meet our quarterly sales goal with this one account.”

“And you’re always on call? Is that how it works in tech? Academia is a little different.”

“Sort of, yes. It depends on the position and the company, but I have a director working on this one, and he knows to reach out to get approval for things, so… Do you mind? I’m so sorry.”

“No, go ahead.”

Stella pulled out her phone and checked her email. Nothing from her director or from Violet, whom, she realized, she was still thinking about. Stella shook her head at herself.

“Nothing yet, I take it?” Amber asked.

“No. I’m also expecting an email from someone about a possible lead, so I was hoping it was one or the other. It’s just automated emails, though.” She slipped her phone back into her pocket. “It’s kind of funny, actually. There’s a story there if you want to hear it.”

“Sure,” Amber replied.

Stella took another sip of her wine because of thirst and proceeded, “When I was in college, I did a semester abroad in Amsterdam.”

“I’ve never been,” Amber shared.

“Great city. I really liked it. But there was this bitch of a girl named Violet in my program. She was one of those superrich kids who didn’t need to take a spot, but she did.”

“What do you mean?”

“I found out when I got there who the scholarship kids were, meaning the ones who couldn’t afford the program on their own, and she was one of them. She did not need a scholarship. We all formed this little scholarship group, and someone in it told me she’d gotten one, but Violet did not join the group because, of course, she didn’t.”

“Scholarships aren’t only given out to students in need of financial support,” Amber told her.

“Sorry?”

Stella hadn’t heard her because she was too busy letting the wine go to her head before she took another drink of the stuff.

“Scholarships can be awarded for a variety of reasons. Some are because a student is of a certain ethnicity and they applied. Some are because they wrote the best essay. Others are because of overall academic performance. It’s not always because of the money.”

“Yeah, but either way, Violet shouldn’t have taken the scholarship from someone who could have used that money and that spot.”

“Maybe not, but it can also be tricky. What if she won the spot because of her academic performance? Should she be penalized because she has money?”

Stella thought about that as she took another small bite from her pasta and replied, “She could’ve taken the spot but given the money to someone else.”

“Do you know that she didn’t do that?” Amber asked.

“No. She didn’t join our group or even talk to me, really, unless she was being a pain in the ass in one of the classes we shared.”

Stella finished her second glass of wine, and before she could tell Amber not to, Amber had refilled her glass.

“Well, I don’t know the situation, obviously…” Amber replied and then added, “So, I made dessert, and I promise, there’s no red pepper in that.” She chuckled. “Would you like to maybe not finish your pasta and just eat that instead?”

An hour later, Stella had nearly finished a bottle of wine on her own, and that was very much not like her. She’d have to unpack why she had felt the need to get tipsy on her second date with Amber later, but in the meantime, she’d decided to blame Violet and take an Uber home.

“Sorry. I promise, I don’t usually drink this much.”

“It’s my fault,” Amber said. “I meant to put water out on the table, but I got distracted when you arrived early.”

“Jen has been on my ass about not being late.”

Amber laughed a little and asked, “Are you sure you’re okay taking a car home? You can stay the night. I have a guest room.”

“No, I’m fine,” Stella replied. “I didn’t drive here anyway, so I don’t have to leave my car.”

“You didn’t drive?”

“No, not a big fan. I drive when I have to, obviously, but I take public transportation when I can. I took an Uber here because there’s no train or bus stop nearby.”

“I think the HOA would lobby against one of those popping up in their neighborhood. They’re the worst.”

“I should go. It’s pulling up now,” Stella said when she checked the app and noticed that her car was one minute away.

“Okay. Well, text me when you get home so that I know you’re all right.”

“I will. Thank you for dinner and a great evening. Sorry, I drank too much and rambled on about some girl who annoyed the shit out of me in college.”

“No problem,” Amber said and pulled open the front door. “Get home safe, Stella.”

“I will. Have a good night, Amber.”

Stella walked outside just as the car pulled up, and it had not dawned on her until she got home that they still hadn’t even kissed, which wasn’t a requirement by the second date, but it felt a little weird. Shouldn’t she want to kiss Amber? Well, her libido certainly did, but Stella wasn’t sure yet if the rest of her did. She also felt bad because their night had felt stilted, and that hadn’t been Amber’s fault. It had been hers. After sending Amber that text she had promised her, Stella flopped down on her sofa, really feeling that bottle of wine now, and knew she needed to get up and grab a giant glass of water to help prevent a hangover. Instead of doing the smart thing, though, she pulled out her phone and did a ridiculous thing. She typed and then hit send on an email.


CHAPTER 5

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Sarai noted. “And we promised that if we ever saw a ghost, we’d tell each other about it so that we could go full Ghostbusters on their ass.”

“Huh?” Violet said without looking up from her computer screen.

“What are you looking at?” Sarai asked, pulling Arlowe’s desk chair over next to Violet.

“You know she hates when you do that. It’s a very particular chair.”

“It’s a chair. She can calm down.” Sarai looked at Violet’s screen. “Is that from Stella the boss Ross?”

“I opened my email for the first time this morning because you guys always make fun of me for being glued to it, and I was met with this. It came in around nine last night.”

“Dearest Violet Russell? What the fuck?” Sarai laughed. “Nice way to open an email. Old-school. I respect it.”

“It’s really weird. She says that even though I was a bitch back in school, she’ll still do a demo with me, but I haven’t replied to her email to set one up.”

“Oh, my God. She really called you a bitch?” Sarai set the computer in her own lap, leaned back in Arlowe’s ergonomic chair that she’d custom-made for herself, and began reading the email out loud. “Dearest Violet Russell, you still haven’t responded to my email, even though you sent me one first. Well, you sent the company an email, but I replied, and now, you won’t reply. Even though you were a bitch to me in school, I’ll still do a demo for you, but you have to click the little blue icon with the words ‘book a demo’ on it and then choose a date and time so that we can do that. If you don’t want to do that anymore, fine. I’ll take you off the list. I just wanted to check because it’s been a few days and, in your form, you said that this was urgent.” Sarai looked up at her and asked, “What form?”

“The contact form. It asked if this was an urgent need for my business. I said yes because I thought that would grab their attention.”

“Please reply at your earliest convenience with either a no, so that I don’t have to email you again, or click the demo button, so that I can show you what we do. Okay. Bye.” Sarai laughed wildly. “Oh, my God. She said, ‘Okay, bye.’ What is this?”

“I have no idea. And I didn’t think I was exactly a bitch to her. We didn’t get along, yes, but I definitely didn’t expect to get an email like that from an SVP of anything.”

“That’s hilarious. And a little disturbing, too. Like, what made her think she should send that?”

“I don’t know. I also don’t know what to do now. Do I tell her that I’m not interested anymore? Cerebral was the best fit for us from what I gathered with my initial research.”

“Maybe reply and ask for someone else there to do the demo, but do it like you’re perfectly cool with her weird-ass email. Wait.” Sarai turned Violet’s computer around in her lap, showing Violet the screen. “She just emailed you again. Came in, like, three seconds ago.”

“She did?”

Violet took her computer back.

“Out of my chair,” Arlowe said when she walked back into the garage office, carrying a cup of coffee.

“It’s closest to Violet’s,” Sarai explained as she stood.

“Your chair has wheels. This floor is concrete. You do the math, Sarai. And what are you all looking at? Did she see a ghost? We said we’d talk about that.”

Arlowe pulled her chair closer to herself and sat down.

“I know. I reminded her as much. But no, she just got an email from Stella, and it’s weird as hell. Then, Stella sent another one. Vi’s reading it now.”

Sarai took Arlowe’s coffee cup and stole a sip.

“I’m sitting right here and can hear you,” Violet stated.

“We know.” Arlowe took her cup back and asked Sarai, “Why was her email weird?”

“She’s apologizing,” Violet said.

“For what?” Arlowe asked.

“The first email.”

“The weird one?”

“Arlowe, shut up for a sec,” Sarai said. “What does this email say?”

“Violet, I am so sorry,” Violet began reading the email out loud. “I cannot believe I sent that email, let alone typed it. I know once you put something out there, you can’t take it back, but in case you didn’t know by now, this is Stella Ross from our semester abroad program. I noticed that it was you on the intake form, so I thought I’d be your sales rep since we already knew each other. Then, last night, I, very unfortunately, had a little too much wine at dinner, and some old, very immature feelings from back then rose to the surface. I let some of them out via email, which was entirely inappropriate and unprofessional. I remembered this morning when I woke up that I’d actually sent it instead of keeping it in my drafts to delete later, and I am mortified. I know there’s no excuse, and I apologize. I’d understand if you don’t want to go with Cerebral because of my unprofessional behavior, but if you are still interested in a demo, you don’t have to have it with me. I’ll happily have my best rep work with you. Again, I am very sorry. Feel free to ghost me because you’d have every right, but if you do want a demo, just let me know. I’ll move anything around to make that happen for you. Stella Ross, SVP of–”

“We know the rest,” Arlowe cut her off. “So, she’s saving big-time face, huh?”

“I guess so,” Violet replied. “Was I really a bitch to her back then?” she asked them both.

“I don’t know. I was in a different program. I know you talked about her a lot, but I don’t know how you were with her,” Arlowe said.

“Not nice but, like, competitive, I thought,” Sarai answered. “Maybe a little too competitive, but she was that way with you, too, so it went both ways, from what I saw.”

“What do I do?” Violet asked. “I don’t think we can get hardware going right now, even if we hire someone tomorrow. We would still need to work out the whole plan of attack there, and we need to start making real money. None of us has made an actual paycheck yet. We’re being funded by–”

“The bank of Vi?” Arlowe asked.

“I was going to say investors. A good tool could help us move a lot faster.”

“You’re right,” Arlowe stated.

“Well, is Cerebral really the best option you’ve seen, like you said?” Sarai asked.

“I think so, but I’ll know more after a demo or two. I have one set up with a different company tomorrow, and the other one I looked into is set up for next week.”

“I think you should at least do the demo with them,” Arlowe suggested. “Might be uncomfortable for the two of you, yeah, but she’s the one who messed up, so at least there’s that. Now, can I get to work, or are we going to keep talking about this?”

Then, not waiting for a reply, Arlowe turned her chair toward her computer and put on her noise-canceling headphones.

“She went to manners school with Stella, I guess,” Sarai said.

“I think I have to reply.”

“Do you want to be a bitch to her first? I can help with that. I’m a great copywriter. Tell me what you want to say, and I’ll type it out for you,” Sarai offered as she sat down in her own chair in front of her computer.

“No. I was already a bitch to her back then, apparently. I’d like to have the upper hand now, if possible. Might get us a sizeable discount later if I hold on to her email and don’t use it against her just yet.”

“Dirty.” Sarai pointed at her and winked. “I like it.”

Violet then typed her response to the second email, deliberately not addressing the first one, and read it to Sarai, who nodded but told Violet that she wished she’d be at least a little bitchy. Violet held strong, though, and a few minutes later, she hit send and got back to work just as Enya walked in with her headphones on, saying words in some language over and over again, which was a normal occurrence for their genius friend, roommate, and co-worker.

Fifteen minutes later, Violet had Stella’s response. She looked around and noticed that Arlowe was deep into whatever she was coding, Enya was typing something, too, and Sarai was up at the dry-erase board she used as a blank canvas to work out marketing strategies before typing them up, so she decided to read the email to herself and share it with them later.

Violet,

Thank you for giving Cerebral, and me, another chance. I really cannot believe I sent that email. I apologize again, and if you’re free sometime today, I’d be happy to show you how Cerebral works or introduce you to my top rep, as I mentioned. Her name is Monique, and she used to be a sales engineer before moving into direct sales. She’s a genius with our tool, and I think she can explain it better than I can, if I’m being honest, but I can at least do the initial demo for you anytime today or this week. Just let me know.

Thanks again,

Stella

Violet decided to take a chance. She was more curious about Stella Ross than she was about Cerebral, and given the fact that Stella was trying to make things up to her after that initial email, she also thought it would be interesting to watch the woman grovel over a Zoom meeting. If that made her a bitch, so be it. She clicked the blue icon that Stella had directed her to so passive-aggressively earlier, booked a slot for later that day, and chose not to reply to Stella’s actual email and just get back to work, letting Stella stew for a while.

When two o’clock rolled around, Violet found herself nervous and went for a walk around the block, which wasn’t something she did all that often. By two-thirty, she was back at her computer, but she’d moved it to her bedroom, where she had a small desk in the corner that she used whenever she wanted to work on her own and not in the communal spaces. She didn’t want Stella to know that they were working from their house, though, so she used the blur effect on Zoom to block her room from view and waited for Stella to join the meeting. She couldn’t believe that she would be seeing Stella Ross for the first time in a decade and that, for the first time, she felt like she really had the upper hand.

“Hi,” Stella said when her face appeared on the screen.

“Hi,” Violet greeted, but her brain had short-circuited for a second initially because Stella was still just as beautiful, if not more so, than she had been back then, and that picture she’d had online hadn’t done her justice at all.

“Yeah, hi,” Stella repeated. “Um… Good to see you… again.”

“Is it?” Violet asked.

Stella laughed, and Violet wasn’t sure she had ever heard her laugh before. It was deeper than she would’ve expected, and it sounded really nice. Violet almost smiled, but she held it in so as not to give Stella the satisfaction.

“Right… Big old elephant in the virtual meeting room. Should we get that out of the way first?”

“The fact that I was a bitch to you in college?”

“The fact that I sent the email. I was referring to that. I know I said that before in my email, but I really am sorry. I’m embarrassed more than anything, and I still can’t believe I did that. Do you ever start email drafts that you have no intention of sending but you just have to type them out?”

“Yes, but I don’t hit reply first, or I leave the recipient blank so that I don’t accidentally send it.”

“Right.” Stella nodded. “I should’ve done one of those things. Again, I’m really sorry, Violet. I am a lightweight, and I had a date last night where I had too much wine, and… I’d just checked my email, noticed that you still hadn’t requested a demo, and I went off, which I shouldn’t have done.”

“It’s fine. We can just, I don’t know, move past it. I’ve got a few demos booked, and I just need to know if I should cross Cerebral off my list or give it another meeting, so we can move into the demo if you want and keep things focused on business.”

“If that’s what you want. Can you tell me a little about what you do over there? I read that it’s a language translation software.”

“Yes,” Violet said, feeling right in her element now because talking about business was what she did best. “Our goal is to provide accurate, real-time translations.”

“Audio or text?”

“Both. Better than anything you could get with a free service by a wide margin, and it takes into account cultural norms, differences in how people greet each other, et cetera. There are other components that we’re working on now, but that’s the basic part that we would want Cerebral’s help with. We have one translator on staff, and she can only do so much herself.”

“Do you use freelancers?” Stella asked, making a note.

“Not regularly.”

“How many languages do you have right now?”

“Twenty-four.”

“You have one translator working on twenty-four–”

“She’s a polyglot. A very, very smart one. She can learn a language pretty much in its entirety in weeks, really, and speak it fluently not long after that. We have her work checked and verified by native speakers, but she’s very good.”

“Damn. Here I thought I was smart because I can ask where the bathroom is in Spanish.”

Violet laughed for a moment but then caught herself because she didn’t want to laugh at Stella’s jokes.

“Okay,” Stella said, clearly noticing. “You’re looking for a tool that will help her translate into other languages, and she would verify, I assume?”

“That’s the gist of it, yes,” she replied. “Yours is one of the few that seems to have a multi-language option.”

“We do, yes.”

“Can you show me how that would work?”

“Let me share my screen.”

A moment later, Stella’s screen appeared in the meeting window, and she toggled over to a new tab.

“I used your existing business info to help set up a short demo. Are you really located over on Pike Ave?”

“Yes, we are,” Violet confirmed, hoping Stella didn’t know that Pike Avenue was in a residential area. “Why?”

“I’m on Monroe Street. Well, the company’s satellite office is, but I probably live, like, thirty minutes from your office. Small world, huh?”

“Yeah, small world,” she replied.

“Have you been to Buddy’s over on Fifth and Cross?” Stella asked.

“The bar?”

“Yeah.”

“A few times, I guess. Why?”

“Really small world,” Stella noted. “I go there a couple of times a month.”

“You do?”

“Maybe we can meet up in person, and I can buy you a drink? I know it won’t make it up to you, but I could at least try to atone for my massive email mistake.”

“A drink?”

“Why not? We can reminisce,” Stella said. “You can tell me about how much smarter you are than me and remind me for the millionth time that you have a girlfriend back home, and I can listen and pay the bill to try to get karma back on my side.”

Violet wanted to laugh at that, too, but she held it in and replied, “You’d have to buy me several drinks to make up for calling me a bitch.”

“Okay. Whatever. Wait. You don’t drink the fancy booze with the gold leaf floating in it, do you?”

“I might at Buddy’s when you’re buying.”

Stella laughed and replied, “I’ll do the demo, and if you want the gold-leaf alcohol, I’ll buy.”

Violet nodded before she could stop herself. She didn’t know what had come over her. It wasn’t like she wanted to get a drink, even a free one, with Stella Ross, but it was highly likely that they’d both grown and changed a lot in ten years, so maybe they could share a drink, put the past behind them, and Violet could get her company a nice discount on Stella’s software.


CHAPTER 6

Stella had no idea what had possessed her. She’d suggested that she and Violet meet up in person for no real reason. Their conversation had been fine, but it hadn’t exactly been about anything that mattered, and after they’d arranged their meet-up, they had focused exclusively on the Cerebral demo. Violet had asked several great questions, which should not have surprised Stella because while they’d both probably grown up a lot, Violet was still always going to be Violet: she’d been the smartest woman in the entire program back then, and in Stella’s opinion, asking great questions was a sign of intelligence.

After they’d finished the initial demo, Violet had asked for their technical documentation on things like their API, webhooks, and just about everything else that Stella had. Violet had also requested a meeting with Monique because of her former sales engineer status, which basically meant that Monique was a salesperson on steroids and that she could answer the more technical questions that Stella couldn’t. Violet had told Stella that she’d have her head of engineering on that call, and they’d set it up for the following morning.

“Hey, Monique, did you meet with Violet?” she asked in the kitchen around lunchtime.

“Yeah, her and her engineer. Crazy smart.”

Monique shook her head in disbelief.

“Who?”

“The engineer. I hooked her up with Tim’s team to dive a little deeper because she was way over my head. She’s got experience, so that helps. I guess they’ve been thinking about building their own tool or going with a vendor, so she’s up to speed on how it all works. Tim had an opening, so they met right after, I think.”

“How did it go?” Stella asked.

“Fine, I think. I had answers to most of their questions, and it seems like we’d be a good fit for them. If Tim can impress, I think they’ll sign.”

“Really? That quickly?”

“It depends,” Monique replied. “I know they’re a small company, so they might not like the price for what they want, but if you can negotiate with them a little, they might be into it. I think Cerebral is the right tool for them.”

“How small? On LinkedIn and the form, it says under fifty, but I didn’t get an accurate number during my call with the CEO.”

“I think it’s just four people. The engineer said it’s four of them and some freelancers every so often, but no permanent contractors or other employees. That’s what I got from her, anyway. And I have to run. I’ve got another demo in five. Need anything else from me on this one?”

“Not right now. I’ll see how it went with Tim, and if he thinks that they’re ready to talk contract, I can get moving on that and save you some time,” Stella said.

“Cool. Thank you,” Monique replied and walked off, holding a can of lemon sparkling water.

Stella was glad that they’d been able to have Violet meet with both Monique and Tim on the same day because it might mean she was very close to getting her foot in the Russell umbrella. She hadn’t asked why Violet’s company wasn’t under it, at least not in anything she’d read online, but she might ask when they saw one another later that night. They were going to grab a drink at Buddy’s, but she still had no idea what had even had her bringing up her regular bar during a sales demo with her former enemy, if Violet could be called that.

“Hey, Tim, got a sec?” she asked when she landed at Tim’s open office door.

“Yeah. What’s up?” Tim said as he looked up from his computer.

“How’d that meeting go this morning? The one you took for Monique.”

“Oh, good. Their head of engineering is great. She understood everything and even gave me a recommendation for a product feature that could be badass if we do it. Their CEO played things close to the vest, but that makes sense. She’s the one paying for it. Us engineers are big nerds about this stuff.”

“Think she’ll sign?” Stella asked.

“Maybe. You might need to go down on the price. She brought that up about ten times, but they all usually do, so I don’t know.”

“Okay. Thanks. Are your notes in the system?”

“Yeah. And I sent over all the technical docs, too. She said she wanted to review everything and would get back to us about next steps or more questions. I gave her my email for those.”

“Great. Thanks.”

Stella walked back to her own office, feeling like maybe she’d managed to get her way out of the mess she had made with an email that could’ve cost her this job. Likely, it seemed like it wouldn’t now, but had Violet sent that to Stella’s boss and complained loudly enough, it might have, or they could’ve demoted her or, at least, not promoted her later due to her lack of professionalism.

When she got back to her office, she pulled up Violet’s account and looked at Monique and Tim’s notes. She saw that in the likely-to-sign section, Monique had put in that she thought they were about eighty percent likely, which was a great number to see after just a few demos. Stella decided that since she’d see Violet later that night, she wouldn’t send an email just yet. They could talk in person about what Violet wanted to do and go from there.

◆◆◆

When she walked through the bar’s door, she had a feeling that Violet would’ve arrived first, so she looked around the small space that was more neighborhood pub than happening hotspot for the newer types of customers moving into the city. That was why Stella liked it. She knew if she went to most of the other bars around, they would be catering to the younger people just out of college, at their first jobs in tech, and Stella usually only wanted a beer and a place where she could watch a game or hang out with a few friends.

She found Violet sitting at a booth by herself, with a martini glass in front of her and her hand around its stem, just resting there as if she was frozen in time and not actually going to take a drink. Stella had seen her on video only yesterday, but the woman was even more beautiful in person. Her brown hair was down and over her shoulders, and she was staring at the old jukebox where a few women were gathered. She looked contemplative, and it had Stella wondering what exactly Violet was thinking about.

“Hey,” she said when she walked over. “I thought I was supposed to buy you a drink.”

“You are. I asked the bartender if he knew you, and he said yes. I told him you were coming in and that he could put it on your tab.”

Stella laughed and replied, “Nice.”

“You’re late,” Violet stated.

“By two minutes. I couldn’t find parking, and I had a late meeting that ran long. Sorry.” She sat down across from Violet. “So, what did you get?”

“Just a martini.”

“Top-shelf booze?”

Violet laughed lightly and said, “No, I went with the well stuff. I’m not that much of a snob.”

“I’m going to grab a beer. Want anything else while I’m at the bar?”

“I’m all right. Thank you.”

“Be right back.”

Stella stood back up and headed to the bar, where she saw Buddy, the owner, and asked for her usual and told him to add the martini to her tab. Then, she glanced back at Violet, who was still looking over at the jukebox, and thought that she’d made a mistake. This was already pretty awkward, and she wasn’t sure if it would get any better, but even if she and Violet couldn’t put the past behind them, Stella wanted the account for Cerebral, so she’d hang in there until she got it. She turned around after taking her beer bottle off the bar and noticed three women in the booth with Violet now. It was only a four-person booth, so Stella had no place to sit anymore. She looked around and noticed an empty table with four chairs, so she went to it and pulled one over.

“Um… Hi,” she said, and as she looked around at the new additions to the booth, it hit her. “I know you.”

“You sort of know all of us,” the one on the left spoke. “Arlowe Romano.” She held out her hand for Stella to shake. “Amsterdam.”

“Right. You and Violet used to hang out.”

Stella shook Arlowe’s hand.

“Still do.”

Arlowe pointed at Violet as if that were obvious because they were currently sitting in the same booth. That drew Stella’s eyes over to Violet and then to the woman next to her.

“You’re…”

“Enya, yeah.”

“And I’m Sarai. I was in a couple of classes with you.”

“Right,” she replied. “You all met then, didn’t you? You weren’t friends first, I mean.”

She sat down in her chair and set her beer on the table.

“No, we weren’t. We met in the program,” Arlowe answered.

“And you all still hang out? That’s pretty cool.”

“We all work together,” Violet explained. “That’s why I invited them. Arlowe is the head of engineering. Enya is the genius with languages. And Sarai is our head of marketing and sales.”

“Ah,” she said.

Part of Stella was glad because that meant that she had the whole leadership team of the company sitting right there, which meant that this could be a business meeting that might end with her signing a new account. It would be a small account to Cerebral, but it came with the potential for one of their largest ever. The other part of her was disappointed because she hadn’t asked the entire group to go for a drink. She’d hoped that she and Violet might be able to talk about what had happened in school and get some closure on that time in her life before they could move on. With three other women sitting there, that wasn’t likely to happen, and Violet had to know that, which meant she hadn’t accepted the offer for a drink with the same intent as Stella.

“So, I met with Tim today,” Arlowe said.

“I heard. How did it go?” she asked and took a sip of her beer.

“Good. I have a few more questions. I sent them over before we came here, but so far, so good.”

“That’s great,” she replied. “I spoke to him earlier, and he spoke very highly of you. So did Monique. They were impressed with your knowledge.”

“Violet won’t let me build our own stuff.”

“Why not?” Stella asked, looking over at a very quiet Violet.

“Because it would take too much time, and she has other things to focus on that are more important, considering the fact that we can buy a tool to do this.”

“Makes sense,” Stella agreed.

“So, what have you been up to since Amsterdam?” Sarai asked.

“When Arlowe’s questions get answered, I’d like to talk price,” Violet said before Stella could even open her mouth to answer. “You’re a little higher than I think what we’d be paying for, and Arlowe would be doing a ton of heavy lifting for the implementation, it sounds like.”

“Uh… Yeah, we can do that,” she said. “Do you want to see a sample agreement with the discount I can offer?”

“Yes, that would be great. I still have more demos to do, though.”

“I get it,” she replied with a polite smile and watched Violet take a drink.

“So, this is… awkward,” Enya pointed out, making her laugh a little.

“We didn’t really hang out back then, so yeah, I guess so,” Stella agreed. “I don’t know you all that well, but maybe we can start with tonight. None of you have drinks yet. On me. What can I get you?”

“I’m good,” Arlowe said. “I actually want to get home to get some work done.”

“Honestly, me too. I’m stuck on the new brand colors. I want to go with something in the orange family, but I’m not sold,” Sarai added.

“Want help?” Enya offered. “I could use a break from what I was working on before we left.”

“Sure.”

Stella liked where this was going. The three women all seemed to be heading out the door, which would leave her alone with Violet for some actual conversation, but then, she watched Violet down the rest of her martini.

“I just remembered.” Violet cleared her throat. “I need to get back to the office myself. There’s that contract that came in, and I need to review it. They wanted it first thing.”

“What new–” Arlowe started, but Violet glared at her, and she wasn’t hiding that glare from Stella, either. “Oh, right. That new contract.”

“God, be more obvious, Arlowe,” Sarai whispered.

“I thought we were having a drink,” Stella said to Violet.

“I know. Sorry. It just came in, and I should’ve canceled tonight, but I didn’t want to be rude.”

“Leaving right now isn’t rude?” she asked as Violet motioned for Enya to slide out of the booth to let her out.

“Sorry, Stella. You can send that agreement over, and I’ll take a look at it tomorrow.”

“Right,” she muttered and took a long pull from her beer.

“It was nice to see you again,” Enya said.

“You too.”

“Night, Stella,” Sarai added, patting her on the shoulder as she got out of the booth.

Then, Stella watched the four women walk around her and out the door of the bar. She stood, put the chair back, and sat down in the booth. Deciding that she didn’t want to drink alone, she called Amber to see if she was interested in joining her at Buddy’s.

“Hey, Stella.”

“Hey. I’m out right now, and I thought I’d call to see if you wanted to join me.”

“Oh,” Amber said.

“You can say no. I was supposed to meet some people here, but they canceled, so it’s just me and my beer.”

“I was going to text you, actually.”

“Yeah?”

“To ask that we meet to talk. But I guess I can just talk to you now, huh?”

“Sure. About what?”

“Stella, I don’t think we should see each other anymore. It’s why I haven’t called to set up another date. You haven’t, either, so maybe you’re on the same page.”

“Oh,” Stella spoke, taken aback. “You don’t want to go out again?”

“No. I’m sorry,” Amber replied.

“Okay. Well, can I ask why? You don’t have to tell me, but–”

“You got pretty drunk on our second date and just kept bringing up a woman named Violet. At first, you being tipsy was kind of cute, but I don’t know… It felt odd that on our second date, when I cooked for you and thought you might stay over at least to sleep, even if it was in my guest room, if you weren’t ready for anything else, you only talked about work and about this woman you knew in college.”

“I talked too much about Violet?”

“Yeah… It was like there was something there. I don’t know. Maybe it’s me thinking too much about it, but it bothered me a little, so I’ve been trying to figure out how to talk to you, and I think it’s better to just stop now instead of going any further.”

“Well, I wasn’t expecting that, but I get it, I guess.”

“I’m sorry.”

“No, it’s fine. I understand. And it was only two dates, so now is a good time to call it.”

“I guess I’ll say goodbye, then.”

“Goodbye, Amber.”

Stella hung up and set the phone on the table.

“Well, fuck,” she said to herself.


CHAPTER 7

“It’s too much.”

“What is?” Sarai asked.

“The price in this agreement. She’s saying she gave me a ten-percent discount and included some additional things during implementation, but it’s still way too much. At least twenty thousand more than we can afford.”

“We can’t stretch the budget a little?”

“Sarai, our budget is limited to begin with. I’m thinking about going with the other one. I liked them, too, and Arlowe said it was fine, just not as good as Cerebral.”

“Well, if they’re better, doesn’t it make sense to see if Stella can help us out a little bit? Maybe we can offer to do a testimonial for Cerebral or some interviews once we’re using the software. That sometimes gets them to knock down the price.”

“We’re an unknown company. What would us doing that actually do for them?”

“I don’t know, but it’s worth a try. Want anything from the kitchen? I’m grabbing a snack.”

“No, thanks,” she replied.

Sarai stood up and walked out of the garage, and Violet decided that since Enya was in the living room and Arlowe was sleeping in after another all-nighter, she might as well go work in her bedroom, so she carried her computer back to her room and set it up at her desk. Deciding to email Stella back, she opened her notes app and started typing a draft that she wanted to read and reread before actually sending.

The other night had been awkward, and she knew that it had been her fault. First, she’d said yes, which had been a mistake. Second, she’d invited her friends because she hadn’t wanted to go alone, but she hadn’t informed Stella that they would be there. Then, she’d gotten up and left when they’d all tried to leave her there alone with Stella Ross. Violet hadn’t exactly liked Stella in school, but she’d always been nervous around the woman. Stella was smart, and she had kept Violet on her toes, but she was still just as pretty, if not more, and she’d always exuded confidence, whereas Violet had talked about her girlfriend back home constantly just to try to seem cool.

When now-older Stella had tried to strike up a conversation at the bar, Violet had felt those nerves returning, and when her friends had decided to flee all at once because they hadn’t wanted to go in the first place, she’d reacted poorly. She’d turned back to see Stella putting the chair she’d brought over back in place and had felt awful, but she’d hoped that Stella would make good on her word to help her out with the pricing. What she’d sent over wasn’t much better than what they had listed, though.

Stella,

I’ve been reviewing the agreement with my team, and we’re still a little concerned about the price. There’s an upfront fee that seems to relate to the implementation, but the work that we’d need to do on our end feels pretty heavy there, so I’m not sure why a fee is necessary, even with the additional tasks you’ve mentioned your team would do for us. Can you please send me a few pricing options? Maybe a one-year, two-year, and a three-year option that I can review and take a look at the fees and the overall cost for us?

Violet

She hit send after reading it for the third time and went back to work, but only a few minutes later, she had a response, so she opened the email.

Violet,

I already came down by ten percent on a software that costs more than a hundred grand, so that’s a pretty substantial discount. On top of that, I waived two fees entirely. I’ll also be lending you Monique for more than thirty hours of implementation when normally, we only include fifteen hours in this kind of agreement. I can’t waive the rest of that fee, but if you want to go down on her hours, back to the usual fifteen, I can take something off it. Please let me know, and I’ll work up the options you want.

Stella

“She’s the SVP of Sales. She can’t take twenty percent off and still give me those thirty hours?” Violet said to herself and typed.

Stella,

I am certain that, as the SVP of Sales at a major software company, you have the ability to discount your services far below the ten percent you’ve given me. I’d like to keep the thirty hours of Monique’s services since I don’t think we’d be able to implement your not-so-user-friendly software without her as quickly as we need it, and I’m hoping that if I offer you some sort of testimonial or interviews or something to help your marketing team, that maybe you can reconsider and grant me even just a slightly larger discount. If not, I might have to go to one of your competitors. Given our shared past, I wanted to give you and Cerebral our business, but at these rates, I’m not sure I’ll be able to do so.

Violet

She hit send, felt good about herself, and didn’t have to wait long for Stella’s reply.

Violet,

I’m sure that you know, given that you’re a CEO, that sometimes, even leaders of departments cannot make all the decisions, especially when it comes to the bottom line, and the reality is, I’m sorry to say, your account wouldn’t pay for itself, so to speak, for a while. If I went to my CEO and told him that I wanted to go down more, he’d ask me why, because your company is small and not the size of an account we’d normally even offer the initial discount to. I suppose an interview or testimonial might help me make that case, but the real thing that’s going to let me go even lower on costs is having you introduce Cerebral to the other companies that Russell operates. If you can get me three intros to companies that are doing substantial business revenue-wise, or even employee-size-wise, I can probably drop your price and offer them a discount as well, should they sign.

Stella

“Ah…” Violet said to herself. “That’s what she wants.”

It hadn’t dawned on her that Stella was only taking on her account personally because she wanted access to Russell brands. Violet wasn’t part of the Russell Group, to her father’s great disappointment, but Stella must have assumed that her company was and that she could get connections through Violet to the others, which Violet wouldn’t do, but especially not now, with how Stella was acting.

Stella,

I’m afraid I’m unable to do that. Our company is not part of the Russell Group. My connections there are only familial, and I haven’t worked there since my internship out of college. I didn’t realize you’d taken my company on in order to have an in at Russell, but if that’s the reason, I’ll tell you now that I won’t be introducing you to anyone there. Since I don’t think you’ll lower the price for me given that, it looks like I might have to go elsewhere.

Violet

“Hey, why are you in here?” Arlowe asked.

Violet turned around and saw Arlowe standing there in her sweats, rubbing her eyes.

“Did you just wake up?”

“I had a bug that I had to work on all night. Why aren’t you in the garage?”

“I needed some alone time.” She sighed. “Stella won’t lower the price any more than she already has, and she’s very annoying. I think she’s trying to get connections to my family’s business, and that’s the only reason she took the demo meeting with me.”

Arlowe shrugged a shoulder and said, “So? Makes sense to me.”

“Her using us makes sense to you?”

“She’s in sales, Vi. It’s all about networking. It makes sense that she’d want their business.”

“Then, she should’ve offered me a better discount.”

“She didn’t? Did you tell her that you can introduce her around?”

“No, I told her I wouldn’t. She suggested it first; gave me a number even: three intros.” Violet held up three fingers. “Only then would she help me get a better discount.”

“What’s wrong with that?” Arlowe asked, sitting on the end of Violet’s bed. “Seems like it’s not a big deal. You get her three intros. I get the software I want, and we’re able to grow the business faster.”

“You said the other one was fine.”

“It is. It’s fine, but it’s not what we need. If we can’t go with Cerebral, I’d rather just build the thing myself.”

“Arlowe… You know I don’t talk to my parents about business. Any of my family.”

“I know. But it’s just asking for them to take a call or something. They don’t have to buy their software. What will she give us if you do it?”

“I don’t know. She didn’t give me an exact number, but my guess is at least twenty percent. Maybe more.”

“Vi, the thing is a hundred and twenty thousand dollars. That’s, like, twenty-four thousand dollars off, and she’s giving us more hours with their sales engineers to help me out. I think that’s a pretty big deal.”

“Yeah, I know. I budgeted a hundred thousand, so ten percent doesn’t do enough. Twenty would, of course, and it would give us a little extra cash in the kitty, so to speak, but it would involve me talking to my father about this, and I don’t want to do that.”

“It’s literally just asking him to take a meeting. He’s all business. He’ll get it.”

Violet turned around when she heard her phone ringing.

“Who’s calling you? I haven’t gotten an actual phone call in, like, six years,” Arlowe said.

“Yes, you have. You just don’t answer. And it’s an unknown number, so I don’t know. It’s probably business. I’ll be out in the garage in a minute. Hello?” she answered the call.

“Hi. It’s Stella.”

“Stella?” Violet said, feeling completely unprepared to actually talk to her.

Arlowe took the hint and left her room without another word.

“Yeah. I thought it would be better just to talk this out since email is getting us nowhere. Got a minute?”

“Um…” Violet looked at her calendar as if she had to be honest with Stella and couldn’t just tell her that she didn’t have a minute. “I have… a meeting in five.”

“We can keep it short. Violet, I’m trying here, okay? I’m aware our product isn’t cheap. It’s not built that way, either. It’s got all the bells and whistles that the competition doesn’t, which is why it’s expensive. I gave you ten percent off, when I didn’t have to do that, and I can lend you Monique for forty hours instead of thirty if that would help get you to sign, but that’s all I can do unless you can do something for me.”

“Something for you?”

“Yeah, introduce me to the other Russell companies.”

“I told you, I’m not part of the group, Stella. I started this company on my own with my friends. I don’t have connections there.”

“Your father is literally the CEO.”

“Yeah, and I see him twice a year, at Thanksgiving and Christmas. That’s it. We don’t talk about business. He’s not exactly happy that the daughter he spent all that money on sending to the best schools decided to turn against him and start her own company instead of running his one day.”

“Turn against him? You wanted to do your own thing. How is that turn–”

“I don’t really need therapy from you, Stella,” she interrupted. “I need twenty percent off. That’s all we can afford, okay? I’ve got a budget, and I need that plus whatever extra time with Monique you can offer.”

“I can’t, Violet. I’ve got power, but that kind of deal is going to cross the CEO’s desk. He’s very involved, and he’s going to wonder why the hell I agreed to that without something in return. Can you get me one meeting, at least? Throw me a bone.”

“No, I can’t,” Violet stated and nodded to herself.

“Then, I’m sorry, but I don’t think I can agree to twenty percent and everything else we’ve talked about.”

“Well… Fine,” she said.

“Fine,” Stella echoed. “I guess you have a meeting.”

“I do, yes,” she lied.

“Then, bye forever, Violet Russell. Good luck with your business, I guess. And it’s nice to know that you’re still pretty much exactly how I remembered you.”

Stella hung up then, and Violet grunted and wondered why she was always like this around this woman.

“Hey, I’m getting out of here,” she said a few minutes later after grabbing her bag, shoving her computer inside it, and walking into the kitchen, where she saw Arlowe and Enya at the table.

“Where are you going?” Enya asked.

“Coffee. Need anything? I’m going to work there for a bit, so it’ll be a while. I need to clear my head.”

“The call with Stella went well, then?” Arlowe joked.

“Not now, Arlowe. We’ll talk about it when I get back.”

“Can I get a drink?” Sarai asked, emerging from the garage.

“Text me what you want. I’ll bring it back,” Violet said and walked out, heading to where her car was parked in the driveway.


CHAPTER 8

After a lengthy conversation with Jen about how she’d messed things up with Amber, Stella had decided to let herself off the hook a little. Amber wasn’t ever going to be the woman she’d end up with. They could chat, yes, and Amber was gorgeous, so maybe they could’ve had a good time in bed, but she couldn’t see it going much further than that. Jen had eventually agreed with her after expressing her disappointment that it hadn’t worked out for the two of them, and Stella had then done some thinking on her own. With no alcohol involved, she’d taken a deep dive into her feelings about Amber versus the ones that she still seemed to have surrounding Violet.

Violet had been one of the most annoying people she’d ever met, but she had also been one of the hottest, and Stella had definitely noticed back then. Of course, Violet had made it clear to nearly the entire city that she was taken by that girlfriend back home, whom she’d mentioned all the damn time, and Stella hadn’t felt the need to come out to her, considering how they had felt about one another. Now, though, she found herself thinking more about Violet, the woman she used to hate and thought was incredibly rude, more than the woman she’d been on two dates with.

She was thinking about her right now, too, because Violet Russell was standing only about fifteen feet away from her, which couldn’t be the case. Stella had only just gotten off the phone with her about twenty minutes ago. Yet, it was the case. She was not hallucinating. Violet had just walked into the coffee shop where Stella had decided to work for a few hours that day to get out of the office.

“What are the fucking odds?” she muttered to herself.

She had started her day behind her desk, but not being able to stop thinking about one incredibly annoying woman and the agreement she hadn’t yet signed, along with the failed hangout over drinks, had had Stella distracted, so she’d thought she’d work from home, but after driving by this place, she’d decided to turn around and work from here until the end of the day. She’d responded to all Violet’s emails and had even had their very brief phone call from this spot, and now, Violet was joining the short line of people, preparing to order.

Stella turned away, trying to hide her face by looking out the window, hoping that Violet would just grab a coffee and maybe a pastry to-go, but when she glanced back at her, too curious for her own good, she noticed that the woman had her bag with her and knew that her computer was probably inside that bag.

“Maybe she’s just not the type to leave it in the car when she’s running errands,” she mumbled, thinking that yeah, that sounded just like the uptight Violet.

She returned her glance to the window, silently praying that Violet would leave the café without noticing her there, and when the barista called Violet’s name, Stella caught her coffee order. Apparently, Violet’s drink of choice was a large mocha with extra chocolate syrup and extra whipped cream. That didn’t seem like her at all, but Stella only had an idea of Violet and didn’t know her well enough to guess her coffee order.

What followed next was a sound of something metallic falling to the ground behind the counter, drawing Stella’s attention away from the window, and that was when Violet’s eyes met her own and Stella knew that she’d been caught.

Violet actually sighed. Like her entire body lifted a little and then fell back down as if the weight of the world was now on her shoulders because Stella happened to be sharing the same coffee shop with her at the moment. Stella wondered what she would do. The other night, Violet had fled the bar. Would she do the same now? Not even say hello and simply run out of the coffee shop with a hot cup of coffee in her hand? Would she exchange pleasantries and then run? Stella thought about standing up or, at least, waving to encourage her to come over, but she decided against it. The ball was in Violet’s court.

Violet took another moment, and Stella just stared and waited to see what she’d do. Then, Violet walked over toward Stella’s table, holding her cup of coffee and with her laptop bag on her shoulder. Stella expected the greeting and polite conversation, but what she got was something else. Violet sat down at the table next to hers, set her coffee cup down, and proceeded to pull out her computer, open it, and pretend like Stella wasn’t even there.

“You’re kidding, right? I’m not invisible, am I?”

“No, you are not invisible. But I came here to get some work done away from the office, and I did not expect to see you here. You also looked like you were working, so I didn’t want to interrupt you,” Violet said.

“I’m working, but we can take a second to say hello to one another, Violet.”

Violet turned her head toward her and replied, “Hello, Stella.”

“Hello, Violet.”

“What are you doing here?” Violet asked her.

“You just pointed out that I was working.”

“Yes, but you work at an office building where, I’d assume, you have an office of your own.”

“I do, yes. And sometimes, I work from there. Sometimes, I work from home. Today, I decided to stop here for coffee and get some work done.”

“Well, I’ll let you get back to that, then. I won’t be long. I… I’ll just send a few emails and get out of your hair.”

“You don’t have to get out of my hair, Violet. It’s a café. You can stay here as long as you want. Or, at least, until they close and kick you out. I’m honestly surprised that you even stayed. I assumed you’d run like you did the other night at the bar.”

“I didn’t run,” Violet objected quickly and turned to face her completely. “I told you that something came up.”

“And that was a lie, wasn’t it?” Stella turned to face her, too. “You can just tell me.”

“It… wasn’t a lie,” Violet told her, clearly lying again. “I might have embellished the urgency.”

“So, a lie.” Stella laughed. “Why did you do that? You agreed to a drink. Then, you showed up with practically everyone you met in Amsterdam, like, ten years ago, crammed them into the booth with you, and ran right after I sat back down in a chair that I had to bring over myself for the drinks that we agreed to have together.”

“I didn’t run,” Violet argued again. “I left. There’s a difference.”

“Fine. Why did you chug your martini and leave the bar when you could’ve stayed and talked to me for five minutes after agreeing to meet me in the first place?”

“It was awkward. I don’t do well with awkward.”

“Who does?”

“I don’t know, but not me. You seem to be fine with it, I guess. You asked someone you hated a decade ago to have drinks. Of course, I didn’t think about the reason why you did that until today.”

“Reason why I invited you for a drink?”

“The fact that you were only interested in my company and drinks with me because you wanted me to do something for you.”

“I wanted a connection to Russell, yeah. I won’t apologize for that. My job is sales, and I work for a tech company that might be able to sell to them. I didn’t lie to you or pretend otherwise, Violet.”

“But you weren’t exactly upfront with your intentions, either.”

“Would you have even met with me if I started the conversation with, ‘Sure, you can buy my software, but you’ll be small potatoes. I really need an intro to someone bigger. Can you call your daddy for me?’”

“No, obviously.”

“And you’re telling me that as a CEO, you’ve never held something back when trying to do something for your business?”

“That’s different.”

“How?”

“Because I don’t have a history with anyone I’d do that with. Not like you,” Violet answered.

“And what is our history, exactly? In your words.”

“You were a pompous asshole. I had one thing that my parents actually thought I was good at and supported me in, and that was school; the fact that I studied hard and brought home great grades. If I went home with anything less than the highest GPA in a very competitive business program and the plaque that went along with it, my life would have–”

“Wait. There was a plaque?” Stella asked.

“Yes, there was a plaque. You didn’t know?”

“I guess I thought we were competing for top of the class because it came with recommendations and networking opportunities that we both needed. I didn’t know there was a plaque.”

“Well, there was. And you were a pain in my ass, always making every class way more complicated than it needed to be, getting great grades without even trying, and–”

“You think I didn’t try?” She slammed her laptop shut. “Um… One of us was the poor girl who could barely afford the program. Of course, I tried. I had no choice. I had busted my ass just to get in. I wasn’t going to waste my opportunity. But you just had to keep answering the questions I knew the answers to, meeting with the professors in their office hours, taking up all of their time, so they couldn’t meet with anyone else, and taking a scholarship from someone else like me who could’ve really used that money in the first place.”

“What?” Violet asked, looking very much offended. “I met with the professors because I was trying to keep up with you. But what about the scholarship?”

“You were one of the scholarship–”

“I won a scholarship, yes. It was a contest, and I won the spot and the money that came with it, but I didn’t take the money. I just took the spot.”

“What do you mean?”

“I earned my spot fair and square, Stella. And I did win a scholarship, but I only took the spot in the program that I’d earned. I told them to keep the money and give it to another student because I didn’t need it.”

“I didn’t know that,” she admitted softly.

“Why would you? I didn’t tell anyone.”

“It doesn’t matter. We just didn’t get along, and it makes more sense to me now than I think it did then, why you bothered me so much.”

“It makes sense to you now?”

“I’ve recently come to the conclusion that the reason I disliked you so much was actually that I wanted to sleep with you.”

Violet’s eyes went wide at that.

“I know. Surprised me, too. I mean, it did, and it didn’t. You’re an attractive woman. I had just come out then – or recently enough, at least – and while I was in another country, away from everyone I knew, there was this pain-in-the-ass woman in my program who kept rambling on about her girlfriend back home. So, even though you weren’t available, I knew you were into women. Don’t worry; it was just lust. I didn’t actually want to date you. It was more like I wanted to fuck you up against a wall or something to shut you up for just one single minute.”

Violet didn’t say anything for a long moment. Then, she closed her own computer and looked over at Stella.

“Well, that is new information.”

Stella laughed loudly and said, “I imagine so, yeah. You never thought about it? You and me just going at it, releasing all that built-up tension we had?”

“I didn’t… know for sure that you were… into women. And I had a–”

“If you say, ‘girlfriend back home,’ one more time, I’m throwing used napkins at you,” she joked.

“It’s true.”

“Well, I don’t see a ring on your finger, so I guess you two didn’t work out. Or, at least, you’re not married.”

“Oh, no,” Violet said with a little laugh. “We broke up right when I got home. She was sleeping with someone else the entire time I was away.”

“Whoa. Seriously?”

“Yup… The whole time I was bragging about having a girlfriend to, apparently, everyone who was within earshot, because she was my first-ever girlfriend and I felt like I could finally brag about having one, she was sleeping with her statistics tutor. I didn’t know it at the time, but not only the said tutor was in the room for some of our phone conversations, but, in some cases, she was in the bed with my girlfriend.”

“Jesus. How did you find that out?”

“She told me when she confessed to the cheating. She lied to me for months and then got incredibly honest all at once. It was not fun for me.”

“Shit. Sorry,” Stella offered.

“Maybe I should have let you fuck me against a wall or something after all. She wasn’t exactly faithful.”

Stella’s eyes got big then.

“I don’t know why I just said that. I don’t… I mean, I didn’t–” Violet scrambled. “I should go.”

“Why?”

“Because we shouldn’t be talking about this. I might be your customer.”

“You said no to the price earlier.”

“I don’t know what would happen with that just yet, but I do know that this is a very weird conversation that I’d like to get out of, so I think I’ll take my coffee to-go now.” Violet shoved her computer into her bag. “I’ll have to order three more drinks before I leave, though, so if you could return to your work and pretend like you didn’t see me here, I’d appreciate it.”

“No way.” Stella laughed. “Why are you getting three more drinks? And how are you, of all people, a mocha drinker with extra everything? I had you pegged as a black coffee or a double shot. Something plain.”

“I like chocolate. And I have to go. Goodbye, Stella.”

Stella laughed and told her, “Hey, I’m going to Buddy’s tonight.”

“Okay. Well, that’s…”

“I’m telling you so that you know that I’ll be there. I’m meeting someone for drinks. Since you go there sometimes, I thought you might want to know so that you could… stay away,” she teased. “Since you clearly can’t stand the sight of me.”

“It’s not–” Violet stood up. “You know what? They can drink coffee at home. I’ve got to go.”

Then, Stella watched a very flustered Violet hurry out of the coffee shop.


CHAPTER 9

She stared at the clock on the garage wall. It was one of those digital ones, with bright, red numbers. Arlowe had been the one to suggest it, telling them years ago that it would help her stay on task and on time. Violet rarely looked at the thing, leaving it for Arlowe to worry about and change a couple of times a year with daylight saving time, but after her strange and intriguing encounter with Stella at the café, she couldn’t get what Stella had confessed to her out of her mind. Stella Ross had wanted to sleep with her when they’d been back in school. Violet would be lying if she said she’d never thought about that herself, but it had only been once or twice, and it had been one of those normal, ‘she was away from her girlfriend, and there was a pretty girl around,’ kind of fantasies where it hadn’t mattered who it was. It was just that she had needed some inspiration, and Stella had been there.

She’d returned home and back into the garage without the drinks that she had promised her friends, and while they hadn’t asked her why she’d gotten home so quickly, she had offered an excuse anyway.

“The place was packed, so I didn’t even bother getting in line for my own drink. Then, I felt like I might as well save some money and have coffee here.”

Thankfully, she’d finished her own coffee on the drive home and had left the cup in her car to toss out later, so there was no evidence of her lie. She had gotten back to work, but just barely, because she couldn’t exactly call checking email and otherwise staring blankly at the document on her screen actual work.

When Violet thought back to that time in her life, hindsight being what it was, she could easily see how she should have seen her ex-girlfriend as the cheater that she was. She’d always wanted a text before a call, citing the time difference and her class schedule. Sometimes, there had been sounds in the room that her ex would explain away as being one of her roommates in the three-bedroom apartment that she shared with two other people. There had been more, but Violet had ignored all of her concerns, feeling lucky to have a girlfriend at all.

Then, there had been a few instances when her girlfriend hadn’t been up for a call, or she had done something to tick her off, and she’d be out with her friends or just in her own dorm room, staring up at the ceiling, thinking about how angry she was, and Stella’s face would appear to her for some reason. Violet would think about her instead of the woman she was actually dating, but she had only touched herself to those thoughts once, and while it had been good, she’d felt the guilt hit her after, and she hadn’t done it again.

Now, Violet was thinking about the fact that Stella had thought about them doing that back then, too, and she could picture twenty-two-year-old Stella pressing her up against a wall in a crowded bar in Amsterdam, kissing her neck while her hands roamed her body, and whispering into her ear that they should go back to the dorm. Violet could even picture herself shoving caution to the wind and going with her. Of course, that never would’ve actually happened. She wouldn’t have gone back to Stella’s dorm, and they wouldn’t have had sex. She’d had a girlfriend, and she never would’ve cheated on her. Stella was also not at all her type, and that was still clear to her today with how cavalier Stella had been about admitting something so personal to a woman she barely knew.

“Hey, what do you guys want to do for dinner?” Enya asked. “I was thinking about the Indian place.”

“They don’t deliver,” Arlowe replied.

“I’ll go pick it up,” Enya said. “Violet, can I take your car, though? You’re parked behind mine. It’ll be easier.”

“No!” she half-yelled and turned to Enya. “Uh… I’m not going to be here for dinner.”

“Okay, weirdo,” Sarai said. “Why are you acting like a zombie today?”

Violet was thinking about the coffee cup and the lie that came with it, and she didn’t want Enya asking why her usually perfectly clean car had an empty to-go cup in it when she’d told them that she hadn’t been able to even get in line.

“And it’s after seven. You’re not hungry?” Sarai added.

“Also, where are you going?” Enya asked.

“I have plans tonight.” Violet stood up from her desk. “I’m not allowed to have plans?”

“You can have plans, but you never do,” Arlowe replied. “Why are you acting so cagey right now? This isn’t an interrogation.” She leaned over. “Did you kill someone earlier or something? Hit them with your car? Is that why you didn’t get us coffee?”

“What? No!” Violet shook her head. “It was just busy there, and I was too lazy to stop anywhere else. I’m going to get ready, but I’ll talk to you all later.”

“Well, yeah – you live here, where we also live,” Sarai said.

“Do you need to talk?” Enya asked. “You seem anxious.”

“I’m fine. I just need a night out to myself. It’s been a little crazy around here recently, and I love you all, but I feel like I’ve been locked up in this house for the most part. I’m a thirty-two-year-old woman with three roommates, and we all live and work together, so I could use a night out to myself. That’s all.”

“Okay. Well, drive carefully, I guess,” Enya replied.

“Thanks. I will,” she said and hurried out of the garage, leaving her laptop there, plugged in to charge.

She went to her bedroom, closed the door behind her, and tried to gather her thoughts. She had nowhere to go tonight, yet she’d said that she had for a reason she didn’t get until just now.

“No,” she said to herself. “Just tell them you’ve changed your mind, and you’ll pick up the food instead,” she added and sat down on her bed. “You do not want to go to that bar. You do not want to see her.”

She had no idea when Stella would get to Buddy’s, and Stella had told her that she was meeting someone, which probably meant that it was a date. Violet didn’t want to crash someone else’s date, but there was something about hearing Stella admit that she’d thought about taking all of their anger and tension out on one another in the best possible way that had her standing up and moving to her closet to find something to wear that would show that she didn’t care but also that she did at the same time.

◆◆◆

Violet parked around the block and just sat in her car, looking down at the coffee cup that she needed to throw out. She could toss it into the trash can outside of the convenience store to her right, go in there to shop around for a few minutes, and head home. She could walk around the block a few times and do the same. She could also go to the pizza place down the street, sit down at a table by herself, and order a slice, but instead, she was staring at the red brick wall of Buddy’s Bar. Around the corner, there was the door to the place, and she could walk in, sit down somewhere, order a drink, see if Stella was there, and leave whenever she wanted.

Of course, this was all ridiculous because Violet could just call, text, or email Stella whenever if she decided that she wanted to talk further about Stella’s revelation. She didn’t have to spy on her and a possible date in some bar.

Violet sighed, turned the car off, grabbed her purse, the cup, and got out of the car. Her self-control was manageable, she thought as she threw the cup away in the nearest trash can and walked aimlessly on the sidewalk. She could do this. She could turn around, grab some pizza, and go back home. Right as Violet was about to do just that, though, someone opened the door to the bar, and she could hear the usual bar sounds flowing outside from within: laughter, music, people talking, and maybe a game on the TV. She bit her bottom lip, grunted, and her body turned on its own, with her hand grabbing that door just as it was about to close.

Violet held on to it for a moment before committing to actually going inside, but then, she was taking steps. Her feet carried her into Buddy’s and planted themselves in front of the door. Her eyes flitted around the bar, looking for Stella, praying that she didn’t see her because this move was an obvious one, and she knew it. Stella had told her that she’d be here, giving her an easy way to avoid her, so Violet being there meant that she hadn’t been able to resist seeing Stella again after what she’d said to her only a few hours ago.

She found Stella sitting in a booth in the corner, with a woman with long blonde hair sitting across from her, facing away from Violet. Stella was laughing at something the woman had said, which made Violet glare before she could stop herself. She didn’t care for Stella laughing at something another woman had said. She made her feet move and carry her over to a table that would not only give her a view of Stella, but it would also give Stella a view of her if Stella looked away from the woman who was currently still making her laugh. Violet knew she was being obvious now, but there was something in her that didn’t care.

When she’d first gotten to Amsterdam, she’d wanted to have fun, be a normal college student, not worry about school as much because she should be able to hold her own in the program, and while she’d still wanted the top GPA to brag to her parents about, she hadn’t expected that to be a difficult thing to achieve. She’d wanted long nights at bars and clubs, dancing, drinking, and even the hangovers the next morning. She’d wanted a woman or two to flirt with her, even though she never would’ve done anything with them because she’d been taken. Violet had wanted to feel normal for the first time in her life, blend in, and not be the richest kid anywhere she went, including at a university with a lot of other rich kids. It had all been too much to ask of herself because that wasn’t her, but now, ten years older and wiser, Violet wondered if maybe it could be.

“What can I get you?” a waitress asked, placing a napkin down on her table.

“Oh, nothing. I’m driving.”

“You just want to sit at the table at a bar? You have to order something.”

“Bottled water?”

“Sure. Whatever.”

Violet returned her attention to Stella after the waitress walked off, and when she did, she noticed that Stella was now staring back at her. Stella smirked when she noticed her looking at her, and Violet forced her eyes to remain on Stella’s. She would not be the first to pull away. She would be confident and show Stella with her eyes that she had understood what Stella had done earlier by telling her that she’d be here tonight, and she’d come here to spite her regardless. When Stella licked her lips, though, Violet nearly lost her resolve. Stella then picked up her beer and took a drink, keeping her eyes squarely on hers, and Violet almost looked down at the table, but she hadn’t. She held Stella’s challenging gaze, and when Stella looked back at the woman across from her, Violet felt like she’d won their battle.

“I can just go,” she mumbled to herself.

She’d done it. She had challenged Stella right back, so she reached into her purse, found a ten-dollar bill, placed it on the table for the bottle of water that she’d ordered, and stood up. She didn’t look back at Stella to see if she noticed because that would be admitting that she cared, and Violet wasn’t going to admit that to Stella. She hurried out of the bar and rounded the corner to get back to her car.

“Violet!”

Violet snapped her head at the sound of her name and noticed Stella jogging toward her.

“What the hell was that?” Stella asked when she caught up to her and stood a few feet away from Violet.

“What was what?”

“Come on. You know what.”

“No, I don’t.”

“God, you are exhausting,” Stella said with a little laugh. “Why did you come tonight and just leave? Again.”

“I forgot you were going to be here, and when I–”

“Bullshit. Just stop.” Stella waved her off. “You came here for a reason. It’s because of what I told you earlier. I was meeting someone here tonight, and you got curious. Just be real for a minute.”

“I have to go, Stella. I’m meeting someone myself.”

“No, you’re not,” Stella said, taking a step toward her. “Do you have any idea how infuriating you are?”

“You don’t have to insult me.”

“You wore a suit jacket out to a bar, and your shirt is tucked into slacks.”

“So? I don’t–”

“You’re wound so tight. You always have been.” Stella took another step toward her. “I cannot believe I didn’t see how much I wanted to unwind you back then until this week. Part of me knew I wanted it, I’m sure, but I really get it now.” She looked down at Violet’s belt and then back up into her eyes. “Did it bug you?”

“What?” Violet asked and swallowed.

“Me being there with another woman. Is that why you stared me down and left?”

“No. Where is your date, by the way? Shouldn’t you be inside with her right now, buying her another drink?”

“It wasn’t a date. She’s just a friend. And you didn’t answer my question. Why did you feel the need to come to Buddy’s tonight, give me that sexy stare-off, and then run away?”

“Sexy? I–” Violet stopped herself when Stella’s hands moved to her hips.

Then, Stella was moving her over to the red brick wall behind her, and Violet swallowed yet again, recalling her vision that was more a fantasy at this point.

“Will you just admit it? If not to me, to yourself? You wanted me back then, too. It’s why we hated each other so much. The difference is that now, we’re both here, older and wiser. We’re no longer competing for grades and, apparently, plaques. As far as I know, we’re both single right now. Are you single, Vi?”

“You’ve never called me Vi before.”

“I am about to be really bold and kiss you, so I felt like I could maybe use a nickname.”

“You’re–”

“Yes, I am.”

Stella cupped her cheek then and waited.

Violet knew that this was the moment where she could tell Stella that she didn’t want this. She could remove herself from the situation, get into her car, and drive home. She also knew that when Stella had moved into her, her legs had betrayed her and spread a bit on their own accord to let her in closer. Stella felt really good there, pressed to her body, and her heat warmed Violet in the cool, night air. Her lips were just so close now, her eyes were staring into Violet’s, and she looked like she wanted to devour her. That realization was about as much as Violet could take.

“Unwind me,” she whispered.

“Thank fucking God,” Stella replied before she leaned in and kissed her.


CHAPTER 10

Stella could not believe that Violet had actually shown up. She also still couldn’t believe that she’d told Violet about her revelation that, she supposed, she’d always known about. It had been just something to say to possibly annoy or frustrate Violet, which, at the time, had seemed like fun. Telling Violet that she was going to be at Buddy’s so that she could avoid her had also been a bit of a fun moment for her. She’d wanted to see what Violet would do with that information, and she’d expected her to do nothing, to avoid going to Buddy’s, to stay home and maybe think about the fact that Stella had told her that she’d wanted to sleep with her back in Amsterdam. Stella hadn’t even had real plans to go to the bar, so she’d asked Jen if she wanted to grab a drink. They’d arrived around six-thirty, so by the time she’d noticed Violet, Jen had already been thinking about leaving, which had given Stella the chance to follow Violet out of the bar.

“She’s here,” she had muttered to Jen.

“Where?”

“Don’t look,” she’d instructed, and Jen had remained still. “She’s behind you, so it would be obvious if you looked at her. I want to see what she does.”

“What is with you two? I am so confused by this.”

“You know how sometimes you don’t really like someone, but part of the reason is the sexual tension?”

“No, but that sounds amazing.”

“I think part of what drove me so crazy about her back then was that I wanted to just, I don’t know, bring her down off her pedestal.”

“And what, fuck her?”

“Yup.”

“So, you invited her here tonight to do what, exactly? Continue this weird thing you two have where you hate each other until maybe you sleep together?”

“I didn’t invite her. I just told her I’d be here so that she wouldn’t show up because she comes here sometimes, too. It was a test, I guess; to see if she’s interested.”

“In having sex with you?”

Violet had looked at Stella then, and Stella hadn’t been able to tear her eyes away. She’d been able to tell that Violet had held her gaze very intentionally and likely hadn’t wanted to pull away as a challenge to Stella. She’d shown up and had stared Stella with those sexy eyes that Stella had stared at earlier that day in the coffee shop.

“Had she been single then, I think I would’ve told her that we should just get it out of our system.”

“Stella, she might be a customer, right?”

Stella had had to look away and looked at Jen instead.

“I doubt it, but I don’t know. Either way, it’s like I can’t stop thinking about what could’ve happened then and what I think might happen now.” She had watched Violet stand. “Shit. She’s leaving.”

“She just got here,” Jen had noted.

“Yeah, she does that. Can you get this one, and I’ll pay next time?” she’d asked of their drinks.

“Yeah, sure,” Jen had replied. “And I’ll choose not to be offended by the fact that you invited me here to eye-fuck another woman and maybe sleep with her.”

“Sounds great. Have a good night,” Stella had said on her way out.

Now, she had Violet Russell pressed to the wall of the local bar, and their lips were doing battle in the best way. The kiss was all heat, passion, and maybe a little hate. She bit Violet’s lower lip – not too hard, but just hard enough to let Violet know that she wanted to take the lead – but Violet didn’t give in; not until Stella pressed her thigh between Violet’s legs and began rocking into her. Then, she got distracted, opened her mouth to maybe protest or possibly moan, and Stella took control. She slipped her tongue between Violet’s lips and met Violet’s own, letting them dance together while one of her hands moved to Violet’s pants. She pulled Violet’s shirt from them and ran her hand up and under it until she had a full breast, covered by what was undoubtedly an expensive bra, to massage, which she did.

“We can’t…” Violet let out when Stella’s lips moved to her neck.

“Why not?” she asked and nipped at the flesh she found there. “You told me to unwind you.”

“I didn’t mean here. We can’t here. Cars are… driving by.”

“Where do you want to go?”

“Your place. I have roommates,” Violet replied.

“But I’m touching you now, and I don’t want to stop.”

“Stella…” Violet said and gave her a gentle push.

Stella’s hand was still under her shirt, though, so when Violet pushed her back, Stella’s arm got caught, and a few of the buttons that had been holding the shirt together landed on the ground at their feet.

“Shit,” Violet said, pulling her shirt together.

“Don’t bother. I’m just going to take it off you anyway. Come on.” She took Violet’s hand. “Did you drive? I took an Uber.”

“My car’s around the corner.”

Stella more pulled Violet by the hand than they were actually holding hands, and when they got to Violet’s car, she let go so that Violet could unlock it. They got in, and something hit Stella then. They could stop now, end it with a hot kiss, and she could just go back inside and hang out with Jen. Maybe that was what they should do. Stella hadn’t ever been a one-night stand kind of woman, and she was pretty certain that Violet wasn’t that kind of person, either, but here they were. Violet was starting the car, pulling into traffic, and asking Stella for directions.

Stella gave them and moved her hand to Violet’s thigh, sliding it up and down, not wanting to lose the contact they’d had against the wall or their momentum during their twenty-minute drive. She stared at Violet the whole way to her house, moving her hand closer and closer to where she wanted it, before she cupped Violet over her very nice pants, and Violet gasped. They were in Stella’s driveway now and so close to being inside the house, but she couldn’t wait any longer. She pushed open Violet’s ruined shirt, cupped her breast under the bra, and pulled it out.

“What are you–” Violet started but didn’t actually finish her sentence because Stella leaned over and pulled her nipple into her mouth. “Oh, wow…” Violet added and leaned back to give her better access.

Stella’s hand was still cupping Violet, so she dragged her index finger up and down slowly while she continued to suck on the hard nipple.

“Let’s… go… inside,” Violet whispered.

“But I like it here,” she said, licking Violet’s nipple before she pulled it back into her mouth.

“I thought you wanted to fuck me against a wall.”

Stella stopped then, loving how that sentence sounded coming out of Violet’s mouth. She looked up at her, squeezed Violet’s center as she looked directly into Violet’s eyes, and then got out of the car. Violet followed, and when Stella went to unlock her front door, she noticed that Violet had walked up to the house with her breast still hanging out of her bra. Seeing that turned Stella on like crazy. She practically yanked Violet into her house, closed the door behind them, locked it, and pulled Violet down the hall into her bedroom, where she pressed her up against the wall next to her dresser.

Violet had been the one to hastily remove her jacket and toss it to the floor. Stella helped her get her shirt off, and Violet reached behind her back to remove her bra while Stella, unable to wait again, unbuttoned Violet’s pants and slipped her hand not only inside them, but also inside Violet’s underwear. Violet, naked from the waist up now, put her head back against the wall, and Stella kissed her hard while she stroked her fast because she needed to make Violet Russell come right now. Maybe she’d needed to make her come all along.

“Say something you would’ve said back then,” she instructed as she flicked Violet’s clit over and over.

“What?”

“You called me annoying in class once because I argued with your business proposal.”

She bit down on Violet’s neck.

“Oh, fuck,” Violet let out. “You’re always annoying. You’re a know-it-all, Stella Ross.”

“Yeah, tell me what you think of me.”

She lowered her fingers down to Violet’s entrance and held them there.

“You’re annoying me now. Jesus Christ! Just fuck me, Stella.”

Stella was about to go inside her, but before she could, Violet was shifting. Stella didn’t know why at first until Violet lowered her pants, letting them fall to the floor, and kicked her heels off. When the pants were pushed aside, no longer in the way, Stella looked down at Violet’s body, but she only allowed herself a moment because she needed to be inside her. She pushed into Violet and moved her other hand to the outside of Violet’s thigh, lifting her leg off the floor and holding on to it as she thrust inside her.

“Yes!” Violet said, her head back against the wall again, and Stella saw her mouth open wide and remain that way.

A flush crept up Violet’s skin, and Stella licked along its edge with her tongue, following the pink until it landed at Violet’s cheeks when she moved in for another kiss. She pushed in deeper and deeper and moved faster and harder until Violet’s muscles contracted around her fingers, and Stella pulled out of the kiss to watch Violet’s face and hear her sounds as she came hard against her hand.

“Oh, my God,” Stella said, thinking this was the sexiest thing she’d ever seen.

Violet Russell was coming at her touch right in front of her, with Stella still holding her leg in the air. She dropped it a moment later and pulled out of her abruptly just as Violet came down most of the way.

“What the–”

“Hold on,” she said and knelt in front of Violet, pulling down on the only remaining article of clothing on her body.

Then, she lifted that same leg again over her shoulder and didn’t hesitate. She licked her hard.

“Oh, yes,” Violet said.

Stella smirked before she licked her again. Violet tasted sweet, which seemed right somehow. Stella loved it in spite of herself and continued to lick her over and over, waiting to see what Violet would do. When she just continued to stand there, hopefully enjoying herself, Stella looked up at her. Violet’s eyes were closed, and she was holding on to her bottom lip with her teeth. The woman was clearly holding back, and while that was sexy, Stella thought it would be even sexier for her to let it all go.

“Vi?”

Violet looked down at her.

“Put me where you want me. Tell me what you want me to do. I’ll do it.”

Violet swallowed. Stella watched it happen and had to swallow herself at the sight of it before she pushed her tongue against Violet’s clit, pressing the tip to it and rolling it around and around until Violet’s eyes darkened and her hand moved to the back of Stella’s head.

“Make me come,” Violet said.

It wasn’t exactly what Stella had been hoping for, but it was enough. She wrapped her lips around Violet’s clit and sucked. She pulled her into her mouth and let her go before she did that over and over again. Violet’s hips began to rock into Stella’s mouth, and Stella groaned so that Violet would know that she liked that. Before she could get a new grip on Violet’s clit, though, her shoulders were pushed back, and she landed on her ass. Violet walked over her a little, and Stella smirked up at her.

“Tell me,” she said.

“Lie down,” Violet ordered.

Stella lay down on her own bedroom floor, not caring about the cold hardwood under her, and Violet put one of her legs on either side of Stella’s shoulders. Then, she lowered herself down over Stella’s face, and it was more than a fantasy come to life. Stella gripped her by the hips and pulled Violet’s clit back into her mouth. Violet rocked against her face, and after a few minutes of Stella’s licks and sucks, Violet’s hands were on the floor in front of her, and she was riding Stella’s face hard. Stella didn’t care. This was what she’d been picturing earlier that day, after Violet had left the coffee shop. She’d wanted her. She’d wanted her badly, and now, she got to have her.

When Violet came, Stella held her in place, not letting her move away and sucking until Violet finally begged her to stop and Violet’s tremors had her shaking over her face. Stella watched it happen before she slid her hand down to her jeans and unbuttoned them. She unzipped them next and slipped her hand inside, coating her fingers in her own wetness. She wanted to keep her hand there. She wanted to stroke herself until she came, and she knew that it wouldn’t take long, but instead, she brought her fingers up and held them out. Violet was still on all fours, with her center hovering over Stella’s face, so Stella reached her arm back and, without being able to see it, she felt it. Violet sucked her fingers into her mouth and let her tongue play with them while she tasted Stella.

“Fuck, Vi. I need you,” she admitted, feeling the hard pulse between her legs and wondering if she’d even be able to hold on for more than a few strokes.

Violet shifted off her, moving to Stella’s side, and she wasted no time. Stella was still fully dressed, but Violet slid her hand into her underwear and rubbed her hard and fast. She moved on top of Stella and kissed her hard, taking back the control that she clearly craved. She flicked and stroked, and Stella spread her legs farther apart to give her better access.

“I want to unwind you, too,” Violet told her before she pushed inside her.


CHAPTER 11

Violet had never been the type to be assertive in her sex life, what little of that she’d had. She’d been fine playing along with whatever her partner had wanted in the past, sometimes finding pleasure and other times, not so much, but something had come over her tonight. First, she’d gone to the bar when everything in her had told her not to go, to stay home, and later, to turn back around. She hadn’t, though. Instead, she’d stared at Stella, trying to win some ridiculous battle with the woman she’d once hated ten years ago, and she’d left the bar feeling like she had accomplished something, knowing that Stella would probably text her and want to know what had brought her there. She’d been trying to come up with an answer just before Stella had yelled her name on that sidewalk.

She couldn’t believe that she’d let Stella kiss her, but a kiss was just a kiss. It was no big deal in the grand scheme of things. When she’d told Stella to unwind her, that was something she never thought she would say, and then, a hand had been on her breast, and she’d wished that they hadn’t been in public. She’d suggested that they go to Stella’s place because there was no way that she could take Stella back to hers, with her three friends probably just now eating dinner either in the living room while watching the latest show they were binging together or in the kitchen before they did that. She couldn’t exactly make out with Stella as they stumbled inside the house with Arlowe, Enya, and Sarai sitting right there on the couches, nor could she explain why she’d brought Stella home at all or what they would be doing in her bedroom, so Stella’s place had been the only option.

Now, she was inside Stella Ross, and Stella was working hard to kick off her tight jeans, which was proving difficult, but she appeared to be determined. Violet fucked her as hard and fast as Stella could take until finally, Stella’s legs got bare, and Stella was pushing down at her underwear, trying to get those off, too.

“Will you just stop?” she asked as she began rocking her own center over Stella’s now-bare thigh. “I can’t make you come if you keep squirming.”

“I want you to have full range of motion,” Stella replied.

“Full range of– Jesus, Stella, that sounds ridiculous.”

“Fine. I want you to really fuck me, Violet. Hold on.”

Violet wasn’t sure what she meant at first, but Stella had her underwear down her thighs and then off her body entirely seconds later. Merely an instant after that, she had her shirt off and her bra on the floor beside it, too. Stella was bare to her for the first time, and Violet wanted a moment to take it all in, but this wasn’t about admiring Stella’s body. This was about the two of them doing something that they probably should have done ten years ago. It was about getting this out of their systems.

She pushed her way back inside when Stella spread her legs wide, going in deeper and deeper with every thrust before she stopped to flick and press her thumb to Stella’s clit. Violet also wanted to go down on her, and she had every intention of doing that, but it would have to wait because this was too good. She pressed her clit down hard against Stella’s well-muscled thigh and glided up and down, letting her clit get some relief. She knew she wouldn’t come from this, but even after two of the best orgasms of her life, she couldn’t resist building up to one more.

“Fuck, Vi! Yes! There! Don’t stop.” Stella gripped her hips and held on to her as she moved back and forth. “God, that’s so sexy. Please come like that,” she encouraged Violet, sounding breathless.

“I don’t know if I can. But it feels so good.”

“Do you need my mouth again?”

“Yes,” Violet confessed.

“Make me come, and you can have it.”

“God, you’re good at that,” she said.

“Good at what?”

“The… dirty… talk stuff.”

“You like it?” Stella asked.

Violet looked down and spotted that unbelievably sexy smirk. How had she not noticed that when they were in college? Had she, though, it might have been her undoing. She leaned back a bit, reached down between her legs to gather her own wetness, and then brought her fingers to Stella’s lips in the same way Stella had done to her earlier.

“To hold you over,” she said, not believing she’d even managed the words.

She slipped her fingers into Stella’s wide-open mouth, and Stella sucked on them hard. Violet, still leaning back, had to refocus her attention, but then she resumed fucking Stella with her other hand. When Stella bit down on the fingers in her mouth, Violet pulled them out and lowered herself back. She kissed Stella while she made her come, and Stella moaned and groaned while she rode out her orgasm. Violet took her bottom lip between her teeth, nibbling on it, and when Stella finally stopped shaking, she pulled her fingers out, and both of her palms pressed to the hardwood floor on either side of Stella’s head. She moved so she could roll down into Stella then and pressed their centers together while she placed her lips on Stella’s neck, sucking hard enough to leave a mark.

“Fuck, Violet. I have to work tomorrow. I don’t own any turtlenecks.” Stella chuckled.

“Seems like an oversight on your part,” she stated and licked the skin she’d just sucked. “And I kind of like the idea of marking you. Is that weird?”

“No, just do it a little lower, maybe, so that I don’t have to find that thing of concealer buried in a drawer in my bathroom.”

“How much lower?”

“Oh, I think you know,” Stella said with another husky laugh.

“No one at work will see anything I might leave down there?”

“No. Please, Vi.”

Stella Ross was begging her to go down on her. It wasn’t something that Violet had ever specifically thought or fantasized about, but it sounded so good to her right now. Since she already wanted to do that, the right thing to do would’ve been to move down Stella’s body and do just that, give Stella what she wanted, but Violet couldn’t resist.

“Say it again,” she said before she nibbled on Stella’s earlobe.

“God, I knew this would be good,” Stella said instead. “I think I’ve always known that you and me together would be insanely intense.”

“Intense?” she asked.

“That’s the best orgasm I’ve ever had, if you’re fishing for compliments,” Stella told her. “Now, will you please go down on me? I have no shame. I will beg and not feel bad about it at all. Just please make me come again.”

Violet nearly growled, but she held it in. She moved her mouth down to Stella’s right breast and decided to draw this out a little bit longer. Pulling the nipple into her mouth, she sucked hard and slipped her hand back down between Stella’s legs, giving her something to hold on to until Violet’s mouth could pay it the attention they both wanted her to.

“Vi, after. That feels very good, but after.”

Deciding she had prolonged the torture enough, Violet let the nipple go with a pop and kissed down Stella’s body, watching Stella spread her legs wider than before to make space for her to settle between them.

“God, you are so ready,” she said, running her fingers through Stella’s wetness and taking her in.

“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.”

Violet looked up and saw Stella with her hands behind her head, holding herself up a bit so that she could look at her. Violet loved this, and she smiled up at her, wishing she smirked as well as Stella did. Then, she licked her.

“Oh, fuck,” Stella said, and her hands went away as she dropped her head down to the floor.

Violet repeated the action.

“Violet, just suck. Please.”

But Violet licked her again first, not wanting to give in right away, and she swirled her tongue slowly around the tip of Stella’s clit before she took her and sucked hard until Stella Ross came in her mouth.

◆◆◆

When Violet woke up, she was naked and in a bed that wasn’t her own. There was someone lying there next to her, and it took her a moment to remember where she was and what had happened the previous night. Violet was in Stella’s bed, and Stella’s bare back was on full display to her, with the sheets pulled up only just to her ass, which meant that Violet could see her tattoo, the two birds made of two curved lines apiece, flying across Stella’s shoulder; the same shoulder that Violet had kissed and then bit down on hours ago. Her teeth marks were still there; faded, but still there, and she couldn’t stop herself from reaching forward and gently touching the marks with her fingertips. Stella shifted from that, and it made Violet internally freak out because she had no idea what to say to this woman after they’d spent all night having sex, only falling asleep around three in the morning, when Stella had insisted Violet stay over due to the late hour.

“Morning,” Stella greeted when she rolled over. “What time is it?”

“I don’t know. I just woke up.”

Stella was lying on her back now, and she reached for her phone on the bedside table to check the time.

“It’s six-thirty. I don’t have to be at work until nine, and technically, I can work from home today. What time are you due in at the office?”

Violet didn’t want to tell her that her office was in the garage of her house, so she rolled onto her back and stared up at the ceiling.

“I have a daily stand-up meeting with my team at nine, but it’s flexible, and sometimes, Arlowe sleeps in, so we move it to later.”

“Well, that is great news.” Stella tossed her phone on the bed somewhere and moved on top of her. “I am spent, but I wouldn’t mind one more round before we have to get moving. Maybe…” Stella settled her hips between Violet’s thighs and began to roll down into her. “We could have a round in here, and then another in the shower.”

“We shouldn’t,” she replied, making no effort to move or actually tell Stella to stop.

“No?” Stella teased as her hand slipped between Violet’s legs and she smirked at what she found there. “You’re soaked. Do you always wake up this wet, Violet Russell?”

“Not always, no,” she replied with a smile aimed at her. “Now, will you make me come, please? I really need to hit the road soon and get home so that I can shower and change for work.”

“Is that a no on the shower sex, then?” Stella asked as she pushed inside her with at least two fingers.

“Yes, that’s… a no on the… shower sex, but this… is a yes. It’s definitely a yes.”

Stella must have known that Violet was sore from their previous activities, so she went slow this time, kissing Violet through her orgasm that wasn’t as intense as any of the ones she’d had the night before, but was still just as good somehow. Violet rolled them over after that and wasted no time moving her hand between Stella’s legs. As she pushed and flicked inside her, she didn’t kiss Stella this time, though. She hovered over her and watched Stella’s face as she made her come, and when Stella’s eyes opened, she looked away. The moment felt too intimate all of a sudden, which made no sense because sex was inherently intimate. Still, in the light of day, something about what they were doing was too much for her, so Violet pulled out slowly and shifted to her knees on the bed.

“I need to go,” she stated.

“You can stay for breakfast. I can make us something. Coffee, at least, if you’re not a breakfast person. I don’t have chocolate syrup, but I think I have a can of whipped cream if you want that.” Stella’s eyes got big. “God, why didn’t I think about that last night? I could have licked it off your body, or you–”

“I have to go, Stella. Thank you for the breakfast offer.” Violet climbed off the bed. “Where are my clothes?”

“All over my floor,” Stella replied and sat up on the bed. “Are you sure you don’t want a shower? We don’t have to do anything.”

“I’m good. I’ll just shower at home. I have all my stuff there.”

“Your expensive soaps and lotions?”

Violet picked up her pants and underwear and replied, “Yes, exactly.” She gave Stella an expression that told her that she was only kidding. “And don’t forget my hundred-dollar shampoo that’s only three ounces.”

“You really have–”

“No, of course not.”

Violet laughed and slipped into her ruined panties and added her pants right after, buttoning and zipping them up.

“You wore a business suit to the bar,” Stella said with a little laugh. “Why?”

“I don’t know. It felt right.”

Violet found her bra and picked it up, clasping it behind her back immediately after.

“It looked right, too. And I loved taking it off you, but you do remember that you tore the buttons off that shirt, right?”

Stella pointed to the shirt that Violet had just picked up.

“Fuck,” she said.

“It’s hot when you curse, so if you don’t want me to take you on that floor again, you have to stop.” Stella stood, walked over to her, and took the shirt from Violet’s hand. “You can borrow one of mine.”

“For the record, you’re the one who ruined my shirt.”

“No. You pushed me away when I had my hand inside it. You’re the reason the buttons are currently on a sidewalk outside of Buddy’s. Admit that, and I’ll give you a new shirt to wear.”

“And if I don’t?” Violet asked with a little smile.

“You can drive home in your cute business suit jacket that has no buttons on it and hope no one notices that you’re only in a bra underneath it. Actually, can you just do that? I’d like to picture you doing that.”

Violet laughed and waited for Stella to grab her a new shirt, but Stella didn’t move.

“Okay. Fine. I ruined my own shirt,” she said.

“There we go. That wasn’t so hard, was it?” Stella teased.

Then, she walked to her drawer, pulled it open, quickly grabbed a shirt, and she more threw than tossed it to Violet, who had to react fast to catch it.

“This is a T-shirt,” Violet noted.

“So?”

“I need a real shirt.”

“What qualifies as a real shirt, Vi? It covers your upper body. Shirt.” She motioned to Violet, who was still standing there in only her bra. “You’re going home to change anyway.”

“Fine.” Violet pulled the shirt over her head. “Happy?”

“No, I like you better naked, but it’s whatever. I need to hop in the shower. I’ll walk you out first.”

“You’re naked.”

“To the door, not outside.” Stella chuckled.

“I remember where the door is. I’ll be okay. Where is my purse, though? Shit. Where is my phone?”

“I don’t remember you bringing them in last night.”

Violet slipped into her heels.

“Jesus! I left it in the car?” She hurried to the open bedroom door. “What if it got stolen?”

“I’m sure it’s fine, but I’ll put on some clothes, and we’ll go out there in just a–”

“It’s fine. I’ll come back in if I need to.” Violet turned back to Stella, realizing that she was about to run out on her again. “I… I’m not–”

“It’s fine, Vi. Go check on your stuff. If someone broke into your car, come back in.”

Violet nodded at her and hurried out, closing the front door behind her. Then, she jogged to her car, and when she got there, she spotted her purse on the floor of the passenger seat. She’d at least brought her keys inside last night, having them stored in her jacket pocket, thankfully, so she unlocked the car and was glad to find her phone and everything else still in her purse, where it should be. Relieved, she looked up at the house and spotted a very naked Stella Ross standing right there in a window for all to see. Violet’s eyes went wide, and she waved at her to get away from the window, which only made Stella laugh.


CHAPTER 12

She stood in her window and watched Violet freak out at the fact that she was still naked, standing at that window, which faced the street. It was pretty adorable. Stella then took a step back and thought about how she’d never thought of Violet Russell as adorable back in school. The words she’d most commonly associated with the woman had been annoying, frustrating, hot but unaware of it, pompous, rich bitch, and more along those lines. Hot but unaware of it didn’t make Violet adorable, but her standing in Stella’s bedroom, half-naked, with a ruined shirt in her hand, and then tossing one of Stella’s on instead, did. Violet running out of the house to get to her car because she’d been so turned on last night that she’d left her whole damn purse and phone in her car, when she had probably never forgotten anything in her life before, also made her adorable.

Stella headed into her bathroom to start the water for her shower to warm up before she went around the bedroom, finding her clothes from the previous night strewn about the floor. She also found something else. Handprints. There were two handprints, spaced just wide enough for Stella’s head to fit between them. She pictured Violet riding her face, falling forward, and making those prints, and that had her wishing that Violet would’ve stuck around for round number eight, or maybe it was nine after their morning quickie. She saw a couple of other spots that looked like they could’ve been knee prints, maybe, made with sweat, but Stella wasn’t sure about those. She did know that she’d have to clean the floor because it was likely that if she flipped the light on, she’d also find ass prints down there somewhere.

That would have to wait until later because she needed to get ready for work. While she could work from home today, and maybe she should because she was very sore in all sorts of places, Stella found that she actually wanted to go to the office, and that absolutely had everything to do with the fact that she wanted to tell Jen all about last night. Would she be bragging? Yes. Was it a little about fucking the woman who annoyed the crap out of her in Amsterdam? Definitely. Did she think that Violet would probably want to keep this a secret? Possibly. Did Stella care? Not really. Jen was her best friend, and they told each other pretty much everything. Jen could also keep a secret, so Violet never even had to know that she’d told Jen about the best sex of her life and how it had been with the woman she’d least expected.

◆◆◆

“I’m still mad at you,” Jen told her instead of greeting.

“What? Why?” she asked, leaning over Jen’s desk.

“You invited me to drinks knowing she’d be there and then ditched me. With the check, Stella.”

“I didn’t know that she’d be there. And I’ll get it next time and buy you two drinks. How about that?”

“You’re getting me two drinks and food. Plus, you’re driving or paying for my Uber home.”

“No problem.” Stella chuckled. “Got a minute?”

“Oh, you want to give me details, don’t you?” Jen asked, leaning back in her chair.

“Not the specific details, no. Just a general play-by-play.”

“A play-by-play is detailed. That’s the whole point, Stella. You’re a sports gay. You should know this. It’s literally one thing after the other.”

“Anyway…”

“Fine, but you’re buying lunch, too.”

“I can do that,” she agreed with another laugh.

They left the office because conversations like the one they were about to have were friend conversations and not co-worker conversations. Since Jen joined the company, they’d done their best to keep the two separate as much as possible. Just a little chit-chat about a date wasn’t a big deal, but anything that involved more than that, like mentioning Stella’s sex life in this case, was something they both wanted to avoid talking about between those four walls. Jen wasn’t on Stella’s team, which also made a difference. Had Jen been in sales, Stella wasn’t sure any conversation about their personal lives would’ve been appropriate at that point because, despite tech start-ups having a pretty laid-back approach to work relationships, she would’ve been Jen’s boss in that situation, and she was pretty sure HR would’ve frowned on her telling Jen that she’d slept with Violet Russell last night.

When they arrived at their usual restaurant down the street from the office, Jen held her hands in front of her and moved them downward. Her expression went from serious to more relaxed, and Stella laughed and shook her head.

“Friend Jen is now present.”

“Friend Jen wasn’t present on the walk over?” Stella joked. “When she told me about the very attractive woman she saw at Buddy’s last night and thought about flirting with her?”

“That attractive woman was there with a not very attractive man, so I thought about it but didn’t for that reason. And I suspect that you’re about to talk to me about sex, so I wanted to make it clear that friend Jen was here now. So, did you?”

“Yes,” she replied.

“And?”

“Amazing.”

“Yeah? Really?”

“Best sex I’ve ever had.”

“Shit. For real?”

“Yes. I had at least nine orgasms. Maybe more. I honestly lost count. We just kept going and going until, like, three in the morning. I’m not sure exactly what time it was. Then, we sort of passed out at some point after I convinced her to stay.”

“You had to convince her?”

“Not like that. We were in a… lull, I guess, or taking a break, at least, and she mentioned that it was getting late and that she should go. I told her to stay because it was late, and I didn’t want her to get into an accident on the way home. Bars would still be letting people out around that time.”

“Well, that’s nice of you,” Jen teased. “So, you didn’t exactly want her to stay; you just didn’t want her to get hit by a drunk driver?”

“No, and you know it.”

Their waiter arrived then and took their usual order before quickly walking off, leaving them alone once more.

“I didn’t want her to get into an accident, yes, but I also wanted her to stay. We did it again when we woke up.”

“So, you wanted her to stay for the possibility of morning sex?”

“That too, but I also wasn’t kicking her out, Jen. It’s not like I had an orgasm and expected her to leave or wanted her to go. I wanted her to stay.”

“And what does that mean?”

“I don’t know. I guess it means that the sex was really good, and I’d like to do it again. If I let her crash, the likelihood of that happening goes up a lot, don’t you think?”

“So, it’s not a one-time thing, then?” Jen asked.

“I don’t know. We didn’t talk about it.”

Jen laughed and asked, “Did you talk at all?”

“Some. Mostly during, so that’s not what you mean.”

“Oh, yeah? She’s a talker?”

“We both are. Mostly me.”

“I could’ve predicted that.”

“Shut up.” Stella laughed.

Their waiter dropped off their waters with lemon and told them that their salads would be out in a few minutes before he left them alone again.

“So, what made it so good, exactly? Is she just that good in bed or something?”

“There’s like this crackle to it. It’s hard to describe. It’s like all this tension we had ten years ago just exploded, and, well, so did we.”

“Oh, come on. You’re better than that,” Jen joked with a laugh. “So, it’s just the fact that you hated each other? You had hate sex basically?”

“I don’t know what to call it, but it was good.”

“And you’re sure you want to do it again?”

“Why wouldn’t I want to?”

“Because it’s not likely to be as good the second time. Or is it the tenth time? I don’t know how you count it. Either way, if you were getting out all that frustration with her, it’s probably dissipated, right? I mean, you’re not college students vying for the attention of some professors to earn top marks in classes and get a good job or whatever anymore, and now that you’ve done it, maybe that tension is all gone, and it’ll suck this time.”

Stella thought about that for a moment while she stalled by taking a drink of her water.

“I guess we’d have to do it again to know for sure, but there was something there this morning, too.”

“What do you mean? Another orgasm? I’m not jealous, by the way,” Jen said and crossed her arms over her chest. “Okay, I’m totally jealous.”

“Not another orgasm.” Stella chuckled. “And I would be, too, if I were you. When we woke up, it was awkward, because, of course, it would be, but it also wasn’t at the same time. I could tell that she wanted to leave, but we were joking around while she was getting dressed, and she wasn’t trying to flee this time. Well, she wasn’t until she remembered that she’d left her purse and her phone out in her car overnight, at least, and she needed to make sure that no one had broken into her car to steal it.”

“She left her–”

“Yes. Violet Russell, the woman who brought six pens to every class because they each had a purpose, was so turned on by the thought of us having sex that she left her phone and purse in her car. It was there, by the way.”

“Six pens?”

“I overheard her telling someone in the class once. One black one for her to use. One blue one in case she didn’t want to use black that day. A backup of each, for obvious reasons.”

“Obvious to whom?” Jen asked.

“In case one of them stopped working, so her.” Stella laughed. “Then, one to loan out in case a person in her class asked, and another had to be red in case she needed to mark something in a different color. I should mention that six was the fewest number of pens she’d bring to any class. According to her, she also needed extras.”

“Because the other five weren’t extras?”

“The other five had purposes. These would be superfluous pens without purpose.”

“That’s sort of sad; pens just lying in her purse, living a purposeless life.”

Stella laughed a little and said, “You know the best part?”

“Well, it’s not the purposeless pens.”

“She used her laptop.”

“What?”

“We all carried our laptops with us and used them for notes and stuff. In five months, I’m not sure that I saw her use a pen once. Maybe when we took tests, but that was it.”

“So, this woman carried a bag full of pens to never use them?”

“Yes.”

“And she forgot to bring her purse inside your house last night?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, she wanted you, Stella.”

“I know. I wanted her, too. Her shirt even got ruined because of it. Buttons can still be found on the sidewalk outside of Buddy’s. If you see one, let me know. I might want it as a souvenir.”

“Don’t make it weird,” Jen said, laughing. “And don’t get cocky. It doesn’t look good on you.”

“Fair, but she still had to wear a shirt of mine home this morning either way.”

“I bet you loved that,” Jen said.

“I made sure to lend her one of my favorites, so I have an excuse to text her later to ask for it back.”

“Sneaky,” Jen replied as their waiter arrived with their salads.

Jen had gotten the steak salad, while Stella loved their marinated chicken one, and they focused on their food for a few minutes since they both had meetings soon and couldn’t stay too much longer.

“So, when you text her, will you make it just about the shirt, or are you going to tell her what you really want?”

“Maybe a combo of the two. I don’t know yet. I haven’t decided when to text her. And knowing Violet, she’s probably freaking out at work right about now, trying to just bottle up everything she’s feeling, pretending it didn’t happen. If I text her now, she’s going to say no to anything I suggest, even if it’s just her giving my shirt back.” Stella considered. “Actually, I think I’ll do that.”

“Huh?”

“Foreplay,” she said. “I bet it would make great foreplay.”

“You two are weird.” Jen laughed again. “You’re going to freak her out so much, she’ll offer to ship that shirt to you just so she doesn’t have to see you again.”

“Oh, there’s a chance still that she might want Cerebral for her company. Maybe I go that route first.”

“I wouldn’t. That’s a serious decision that she needs to make for her business, Stella.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” she agreed and took another sip of her water.

An hour later, Stella was back at her desk, responding to a few emails and messages. Then, she picked up her phone and thought about how best to message Violet to achieve her desired outcome, which was another night like the previous one and maybe getting her shirt back, but she didn’t really care much about the shirt.

Stella Ross: Hey, I had a great time last night. I didn’t say that when you had to run out this morning, but I wanted to make sure you knew. If you want to get together again, I’d be down. Your handprints are still on my floor.

She smirked as she hit send, figuring that made things pretty clear. She had enjoyed their night. She wanted another one like it again. When there was no quick reply, she assumed that Violet was busy, so she put her phone down and got to work herself, but by the end of her workday, she still hadn’t gotten a response.

“Maybe you overplayed your hand there,” Stella said to herself and set her phone down again.


CHAPTER 13

Stella Ross: Hey, I had a great time last night. I didn’t say that when you had to run out this morning, but I wanted to make sure you knew. If you want to get together again, I’d be down. Your handprints are still on my floor.

Violet stared at that text message again. She’d read it at least a dozen times since it came in around lunch, and she still had no idea how to respond to it. She’d thought of sending a quick reply letting Stella know that it was one time only, or a mistake, and it shouldn’t have happened at all, and she’d also thought of messaging Stella back telling her that she’d only left so fast because of her purse being in the car overnight, and that she’d definitely consider another night like the one they’d just had together.

“Hey, are you okay?” Sarai asked.

In their friend group, Sarai was the friend whom any of them could talk to about anything, and she was so free of judgment that none of them ever felt bad about telling her something that the others might chastise them for. Enya was like that, too, in a way, but she was generally so in her own head, which contained more languages than Violet even knew existed, that they all generally tried to avoid bothering her with their problems. Arlowe didn’t judge, either, but it was mostly because she didn’t often take the time to really listen. She’d take what was given, and if it was only the surface-level stuff, she’d give advice when asked or just offer it on her own, and she’d move on and dive into the code, which was her favorite place to be. If Arlowe could actually climb inside the code for real, Violet suspected that she would. With Sarai, though, when she asked someone if they were okay, she really wanted to know, and if she could help, she wanted to do that, too.

“I’m okay, yeah. I’m just a little tired,” she said, locking her phone and setting it down on the kitchen table. “I was thinking about ordering pizza tonight. Are Enya or Arlowe going out? Do you know? Are you going out? I guess I should ask that, too.”

“I, sadly, have no plans. Arlowe is glued to her screen as usual. Enya is trying to read through all that Cerebral stuff you gave her in her room, so I don’t think she’s going out, either.”

“The technical stuff?”

“All the stuff that’s actually understandable for us mere mortals, unlike our code goddess currently in the garage.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. Why does Enya do anything? She’s weird. And why are you so tired? Does it have anything to do with the fact that you didn’t come home last night?”

“What?” Violet asked and looked down at the table in front of her.

“You’re aware that my bedroom faces the street, right? You left to go out for whatever reason, and by the time we all went to bed, you still weren’t back, but you’re an adult, so none of us worried. When I woke up this morning, though, I saw you pull into the driveway. You looked… well, frazzled, Vi. And what was with that shirt?”

“What was wrong with my shirt?”

“When you left here last night, you weren’t wearing it,” Sarai pointed out. “You were dressed like you were going to a business meeting, and we all assumed that you were and just didn’t want to tell us about it for some reason. Arlowe suggested that maybe you were going on an interview, which was why you were acting so cagey about it.”

“An interview? For what?”

“A job, Violet.”

“I have a job, Sarai. We all have jobs here.”

“It’s not like we’re making any real money. We’ve got investors, yes, but only a few, and they’re small. You’ve been keeping us afloat for years. You’re our main investor, Violet. We all know it. It wouldn’t be surprising if one day you decide not to keep putting money into this venture we’ve been trying to get off the ground in one way or another for ten years without much luck. Enya said she actually felt bad because this was her idea, and maybe ten years ago, it was a great one, but now, it’s just standard because there are other apps. Ours is good and can be better, but we wouldn’t blame you for jumping ship.”

“I’m not jumping ship, Sarai. I didn’t have an interview last night.”

“Would your dad make you interview? My theory was that he’d invited you to dinner after you asked to join one of his many companies, and he told you that you’d have to start from the ground up, so you were considering it but not sure just yet.”

“No, I haven’t talked to anyone, including members of my family, about a job. This is my job, Sarai. I’m not leaving unless we all get to a point where it’s over and we admit it out loud that we’re throwing in the towel.”

“Is that wise? Vi, you’re a Russell. I’m sure you can get a job anywhere with your name alone, but you’re also incredibly smart and good at your job.”

“If I were good at my job, we’d be making real money right now and not all crammed in this four-bedroom house, working out of the garage.”

“That’s not on you. It’s mostly on me,” Sarai said and looked down at her feet, which were in red flip-flops, Sarai’s preferred shoes whenever they were at home. “I’m in charge of marketing, and we’re not a brand name yet.”

“In your defense, you didn’t have much to market until about two years ago.”

“Still, that’s two years, Vi.”

“Sarai, we’re all doing the best we can.”

“I know. But I feel like I’m letting you all down by not being better at this for us.”

“You’re great at your job, Sarai. Sometimes, you just get stuck in your head in the same way Enya does. You question yourself a lot, so you take longer to make something we need because you don’t think it’ll work, and then, it usually does. Even if it doesn’t get us a ton of downloads or purchases, it still gets a lot of clicks or some downloads. We have to keep improving the product to separate us from the other ones on the market, but that’s not your job. That’s Arlowe’s, Enya’s, and mine as well.”

“I know. I just want things to get better. I don’t want to have to get another job, Vi. I love working with you three, even in the cramped garage with no air-conditioning while we’re all living in the same house to save money. I mean, I’d love to meet a nice girl, fall in love, and move out of here to live with her one day, but until then, I’m good here, you know?”

“I do know. I feel the same way.”

She gave Sarai a soft smile.

“Hey, if you weren’t at an interview or at dinner with your dad and not telling us that he was in town, where were you?”

“I slept with Stella Ross,” she said very quickly, blurting it all out practically in one word and then covering her mouth with both hands.

“I’m sorry; did you just say you slept with Stella Ross?”

She nodded with wide eyes aimed at Sarai and without removing her hands from her mouth.

“I only know one Stella Ross, Violet, and you hate her. You can’t stand the woman.”

Violet nodded again, and Sarai leaned in.

“You had hate sex with Stella Ross?”

Violet nodded a third time.

“Oh, my God! Enya!”

“What are you doing?” she asked, finally removing her hands from her face.

“Enya!” Sarai stood up and hurried over to the garage. “Arlowe!” She made a motion with her hands like she was taking off headphones, and Violet knew that she was telling Arlowe to remove her own. “Get in here. Big news!”

“Sarai, I’m working,” Arlowe said.

“Yeah, okay. Fine. Keep working. Never mind. Don’t worry about it. Violet only had sex with her mortal enemy, Stella Ross. No big deal. Keep coding.”

“What?” Arlowe said loudly.

“Oh, my God! Sarai, you–”

“What’s going on?” Enya asked when she entered the kitchen. “Are we getting dinner, or should I find something on my own? I’m hungry.”

“Violet slept with Stella,” Sarai said.

“Sarai! Are you kidding me right now?”

Arlowe rushed into the kitchen from the garage with her headphones around her neck and a toothpick sticking out of her mouth.

“You slept with Stella Ross?”

“Oh, my God! Will everybody just shut up? You’re all so damn annoying.”

“Vi, really?” Enya asked as she sat down next to Violet at the table. “We’re talking about that Stella, right?”

“Enya, what other Stella Ross do possibly we know?” Arlowe asked, sitting down at the table with them.

“I don’t know. I wanted to make sure we were all talking about the same thing.”

“We are,” Sarai said, sitting back down. “Now, spill, Vi.”

“What exactly do you expect me to spill, Sarai?”

“All the fucking details, Violet,” Arlowe said. “How did it happen? You ran out of drinks the other night after making us go with you when none of us wanted to, and you said we weren’t going to buy Cerebral because it’s too expensive. Oh, wait.” She pointed at Violet. “Don’t tell me you slept with her for some kind of big discount.”

“What? No! What the hell, Arlowe?”

“I don’t know,” Arlowe said, shrugging.

“I did not sleep with her for a discount,” Violet stated. “And I don’t know if we’re going to buy Cerebral yet. I’m still trying to think about what the best option is. Do we stretch the budget we don’t have a little bit, or–”

“Oh, my God. None of us cares about that right now,” Sarai interrupted her. “How did you end up in bed with Stella Ross, Violet Anne Russell?”

“Don’t use my middle name like that.” Violet chuckled. “And yes, I ran out on the whole drinks thing. I don’t know what happened. I guess I felt like maybe I was getting a little too close to someone who I kind of don’t like all that much, who is way more successful than me, which made me jealous but also got me feeling like a failure, and she’s just so…”

“What? Hot?” Enya asked.

“No, frustrating. I mean, yes, she’s hot, too; that’s true. But it’s like she’s so confident and at ease with herself, and I’m sitting there all nervous because when we last knew each other, I was the one who was going places. She didn’t even know what she wanted to do for a living. She said she wanted to work in business, but that’s not exactly specific. I knew, at least at that point, that I was going to work for the family business, and I was so sure that I was going to kick ass there, and–”

“Vi, fast forward, like, ten years,” Sarai said, making a motion with her hand. “Get to the sex.”

“Yeah, get to the sex,” Arlowe added and removed her headphones from her neck, setting them down on the table.

“She called me to talk about the discounts. Remember that?”

“Yes,” Arlowe and Enya said at the same time.

“We sort of argued. Not a big deal, but it didn’t end with any kind of real resolution, and I decided to go get coffee.”

“Which you then didn’t bring back,” Sarai pointed out.

“Because when I got to the café, Stella was sitting there, working.”

“She was there?” Enya asked.

“Yes. We talked about some stuff, and she told me that she’d had a realization about something from back then recently, which was that she’d wanted to… well, fuck me up against a wall. Those were her words.”

“She just came out and told you that?” Sarai asked.

“Yes,” Violet said. “And I got all flustered, obviously, because, of course, I would. I think anyone would at hearing that. I left, but before I did, she told me that she was going to be at that same bar last night and that she was meeting someone. She said she was only telling me that so that I could avoid her by not going there if I wanted to, but it felt more like she was testing me somehow.”

“Oh, interesting,” Sarai said. “Like she wanted you to meet her there?”

“Yeah, like that. So, I thought about it, and I considered not going, but then, I couldn’t stop thinking about it, and I ended up there, staring her down from another table before I left. She followed me out. We kissed. Then, we went back to her place, and I spent the night.”

“That’s it? Where are the details?” Arlowe asked.

“I’m not going to tell you what we did, Arlowe.”

“Was it good, at least?” Enya asked. “Let us live vicariously here. I think it’s been a while for all of us.”

“Well, all of us except Violet now,” Arlowe noted.

“It was… the best sex of my life,” she revealed with a little smile. “The hottest sex, the most orgasms I’ve ever had, and just about every other good thing about sex – if you can think of it, it probably applies.”

“Damn. Really? Stella is that good in bed, huh?” Sarai asked. “Makes me wish I’d hit on her back in school before I knew she was for sure into women. Maybe I could’ve had a night like that with her.”

“Hey!” Violet said before she could stop herself.

“Oh, wait. Are you two, like, dating now? Should I not have said that?”

“We’re not dating. We had one night. It was great.”

“You’re not going to see her again?” Enya asked.

“I don’t know. We didn’t really talk about it, and I had to leave this morning.”

“You ran out on her again?” Arlowe asked.

“Not like that. We left things in a good spot.”

“So, it could happen again if you both want it to?” Enya asked.

“I guess so, yeah. She does, I think.”

“How do you know?” Sarai asked.

“She texted me earlier today that she’d be up for it again.”

“Why are you sitting here with us, then? Text her back,” Arlowe encouraged.

“It’s not that simple. It’s not like we actually like each other. It was more about getting all that anger out from before. It would probably be bad if we did it again.”

“You won’t know unless you go for it, though,” Sarai argued.

“Either way, you should at least text her back. Don’t ghost her,” Enya suggested.

“Yeah, you’re right.”

“What are you going to say?” Sarai asked.

“I don’t know,” she said, picking up her phone. “Probably just that I don’t think we should do it again and that I hope she understands.”

But something in Violet told her that she wouldn’t be sending that message at all.


CHAPTER 14

Stella walked along the sidewalk, waving her phone at the ground, probably looking like a weirdo to any cars that might be passing by, but in the dark, her flashlight was the only way she could find what she was looking for. She hoped the passersby would assume she’d dropped her keys or something. Having already been at it for five minutes, she worried that she wouldn’t find it, but just before she’d been about to give up, she saw what she was there for. She smiled, picked it up, turned off her flashlight, and stuffed her phone in her pocket before she headed inside Buddy’s.

She sat down in the same booth she’d been in the night before with Jen and waited. Deciding that she didn’t want to risk being late for Violet again, she’d arrived fifteen minutes early, and even with her delay on the sidewalk, she was still ten minutes ahead of schedule. When the waiter approached, she told him that she was meeting someone, so she’d order when they got here, and she pulled out her phone, tempted to message Violet to let her know that she was there, waiting for her, but to make it sound sexy.

Just as her fingers hovered over the screen, though, the door to the bar opened. Stella looked up, and there she was. Stella’s jaw then nearly dropped to the floor because Violet wasn’t wearing a business suit tonight. Violet Russell had on a tight skirt that couldn’t exactly be called a pencil skirt because it was a little too short to fit that bill, but even if Stella knew the different types of skirts, which she certainly didn’t, she wouldn’t have been able to remember what this one was called because she was too busy focusing on Violet’s long, perfect legs in short red heels. When Stella’s eyes moved up, she found herself drawn to the sleeveless, ribbed mock turtleneck, and she thought back to the previous night when Violet had sucked on her skin so hard, she had left a mark that Stella had nearly forgotten to cover up before going to work that morning.

Stella found herself standing up to greet Violet, which wasn’t something she had planned to do, but her feet pressed hard to the ground, giving her the leverage to use her legs and back to do the rest of the work, and suddenly, she was standing next to the booth, staring at Violet, who was only a foot away.

“Hi,” she spoke at the same time she tried to clear her throat.

She’d had her tongue inside this woman about twenty-four hours ago, and now, she was too nervous to even say hello.

“Hi,” Violet replied.

“You look great,” she said.

“Thanks,” Violet said back.

Stella wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting, but Violet sat down across from her without making any move toward a kiss, embrace of any kind, or even a high-five. Stella sat down across from her, too, and waved the waiter over.

“What can I get you?” he asked.

“Sparkling water,” Violet said without taking her eyes off Stella.

“You don’t want a real drink?” Stella asked.

“I’m driving. Did you drive?”

“No, I didn’t. I…” She didn’t want to appear presumptuous here because Violet’s text had been a drinks invitation and hadn’t alluded to anything more, so she decided to focus on something other than her choosing to take a shared-ride car because of the chance that they might go back to her place again in Violet’s car. “I don’t really like driving. I have a car. I can drive. I just don’t unless I have to.”

“Then, you can get a real drink if you want.”

Stella wasn’t sure what to make of that, but she looked over at their waiter and ordered a beer.

“Can you bring the check when you bring the drinks?” Violet added to the waiter.

“Yeah, sure,” he said.

“You’re going to run out on me again?” Stella asked.

“No, but I thought we should talk.”

“Okay. Well, can I give you something first?”

“Give me–”

“Don’t freak out. I’m not proposing after one night together. It’s a small thing. Literally.”

Stella pulled it out of her pocket and set it on the table between them.

“A button?”

“Your button. Well, one of them. I couldn’t find all of the ones that fell off last night, but I thought one would do.”

“You found my button?” Violet asked with a little laugh as she picked it up off the table.

“Should we go out there and try to find the rest of them? I don’t know how expensive the buttons on that shirt were. Maybe they’re made with some special material, and they cost a hundred dollars apiece or something.”

“No, they’re just buttons,” Violet told her, slipping the button into the side pocket of her purse, which had Stella smirking.

“So, do we go look for the rest?” she asked.

“No, I think we just leave them where they fell.”

Stella laughed silently for a moment and said, “So, you wanted to talk?”

“I don’t do this, Stella.”

“Talk? You’re doing it right now.”

“No, sleep around. Sleep with someone I just met, or–”

“We met, like, ten years ago.”

“Not what I meant. We met then, yes, but we didn’t exactly get along, and it’s not like we hung out. I only just found out yesterday that you wanted to sleep with me back then, and, I guess, you still do. I don’t know. Your message leads me to believe that you do.”

“I do, yes.”

“Do you do this a lot?”

“No,” Stella replied and shook her head.

“No, as in never? No, as in not recently?”

“No, as in never,” she said. “I’ve never just met someone and gone home with them. I guess you, technically, went home with me, but I generally date first and take things from there.”

“Not even in college?” Violet asked.

“What’s college got to do with anything?”

“You seemed so confident back then; not at all like me.”

Stella laughed and said, “I’m sorry; that was you unconfident? I hesitate to think about what a confident Violet Russell looks like.”

“I meant with women, asshole.”

“You had a girlfriend,” Stella reminded.

“My girlfriend and I met about a month before I left for Amsterdam, okay? We decided to be exclusive right away because I asked her, and she said yes, but clearly, that was not what was really going on because when I was gone, she was fucking someone else; possibly more than one person. When I got home, if you must know the truth, she pretended like we weren’t exclusive, like we hadn’t even had that conversation, which I know we had, and we’d agreed. But to her, she was never really my girlfriend, apparently.” Violet shrugged a shoulder. “And she was also the first woman I’d…”

“Oh,” Stella said. “She was your first?”

“Yes, and my only for about two years because I was so devastated after the breakup that I didn’t think about dating anyone else or sleeping with anyone else for a while after. So, what we did last night, I’ve never even come close to doing before, and I’m processing it, but I’m not done processing it, you know?”

“So, you’re here to tell me that you’re still processing it and don’t want to do it again? Or maybe just until you have finished processing and decided?”

“No,” Violet said as she shook her head.

Their drinks arrived then, along with the check, so Violet pulled out a credit card and placed it on top of the receipt before she handed both to the waiter, who left them alone to go process the transaction.

“I came here tonight because I liked what we did. Even though I’m still trying to figure out what it means, I liked it.”

“Me too,” Stella said, smiling at her.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Yes.”

Violet picked up her water and took a long – no, very long – drink through the straw.

“I should’ve asked last night… I haven’t had a partner in a while, and I got tested after her, so I’m–”

“Oh,” she interjected. “Yeah, I’m good. Same, I mean.”

“Thank God,” Violet said.

“I wouldn’t have done that with you if I were worried about that, Violet.”

“How did you know that I was okay?”

Stella laughed and said, “Because I may not know you well, but I do know you well enough to know that you would have gotten tested after a previous partner. Then, had you gotten anything from them, you would’ve had it taken care of, and if you couldn’t, you would’ve told me before we did anything. It’s not in you to be duplicitous or reckless when it comes to sex. Am I right?”

Violet nodded and took another long drink, nearly finishing the water already, before she nodded to Stella’s beer.

“You should drink that.”

When the waiter came back with Violet’s card and the receipt for her to sign, Stella took a long pull from her beer, hoping that she was right in assuming the reason why Violet wanted her to drink it and get the check quickly.

“So, I live with my friends. You know that, right?”

“Yes.”

“They know I’m here.”

“Okay,” she said, wondering where this was going. “Did you tell them because you think I might kidnap you or something?” she joked before taking another drink.

“No, I meant that I told them about last night. They know you and I had sex.”

“Oh. Really? I half-expected you to never tell a soul.”

“Well, last night was definitely out of character, and I needed to–”

“Process?” Stella guessed with a smirk.

“Don’t make that face.”

“What face?” she asked.

“That smirk.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s sexy,” Violet said.

“Is that a problem for you?” she asked, leaning over the table.

“No.”

“Are you lying?”

“Yes,” Violet confirmed.

Stella smirked again and told her, “You know, I haven’t stopped thinking about you all day.” She reached for Violet’s hand, took the pen that she was still holding out of it, set it on the table, and ran her fingertip over the inside of Violet’s palm. “In particular, what we did on my floor.”

“The handprints,” Violet said breathlessly.

“That too, but I was referring to you being on top of me, and me eating you out as you–”

“We can’t talk about that here,” Violet interrupted and looked around quickly as she pulled her hand away.

“Then, let’s go somewhere else and talk about it. My place? No one else is there. I can–”

“My place is closer,” Violet stated.

“Yeah?” she asked, surprised. “What about your roommates?”

“They all know I’m here. I told them, remember?”

“And you’re okay with me going home with you with them there?”

“They’re all out right now,” Violet replied. “They went for pizza and drinks at this place we go to sometimes after we work a really long day. I think they did that just in case for me, but I don’t know.”

“For you?”

“Whenever one of us might bring someone home, the others try to make themselves scarce if they can.” Violet took the final drink of her water. “I live about seven minutes away from here. Your place is at least twenty. They won’t be home until after you’re gone.”

“Oh,” Stella said.

“I mean, you can stay the night. I don’t mean that I’ll kick you out or anything. We’d be in my room before they get home. That’s what I meant.”

“Oh, so after I fuck you on every surface all night long, you might let me crash with you?” she teased.

“You’re coming over?” Violet asked.

Stella took another drink of her beer, pushed the bottle away, and said, “Let’s get out of here.”

“One thing first,” Violet replied.

“No, I’m ready. Let’s go.” Stella chuckled.

“Stella, I’m normally a relationship kind of woman.”

“Me too. So?”

“I gathered based on what you told me.”

“So, I don’t want that with you,” Violet told her.

Stella leaned back in the booth.

“That came out wrong. I didn’t mean that. What I mean is that I only want sex.”

“Oh, and that’s better?”

“Stella, we don’t like each other.”

“Says who?”

“Did you forget how–”

“If you’re going to bring up school again, neither of us is fighting over grades or some plaque.” She leaned forward. “Wait. You still have it, right? Is it hanging on your bedroom wall? Can I knock it off while I take you against it?”

“You heard what I said?” Violet asked. “Just sex.”

“I heard you. If that’s all you want, I’m good with that.”

“You’re sure?”

“Violet, I’m not in love with you, nor do I think you and I are exactly meant to be here. I had a fantasy from about ten years ago that I got to fulfill last night, and it was better than I imagined, so if you’re offering we do that again, I am not about to argue with you about whatever the rules might be.”

“Then, let’s go,” Violet said. “I’ll drive.”

Stella did not argue. She stood up, motioned for Violet to do the same, and when Violet stood, too, Stella moved her hand to her lower back and lifted the shirt so that she could feel the heated skin beneath.

“You’re ready right now, aren’t you?”

“I’ve been ready all day.”

“Why did you wait so long to respond to my text, then?”

“I was working,” Violet said as they walked toward the door.

Stella pulled it open for them, removing the hand on Violet’s skin in order to do it. Her plan had been to put it right back there once they were outside, but as soon as they turned the corner, Violet moved quickly and pressed her to the same wall that Stella had had her up against the previous night.

“I have something I want you to use on me tonight,” Violet said, pressing her body against Stella’s.

“Yeah? What’s that?” she asked, moving her hands to cup Violet’s tight ass. “Do you work out?”

“Do you want to know my exercise routine right now or later?” Violet challenged and pressed her thigh between Stella’s legs.

“Later.”

“That’s what I thought.” Violet leaned forward and bit down gently on Stella’s neck. “Now, I’m going to take you to my place, and we’re going to my room, where I’ll pull it out of the drawer, and you’ll–”

“Do literally anything you want,” Stella interrupted.

She wasn’t sure what came over Violet in moments like this. Violet could be so prim and proper, professional, bordering on anti-social, even, at times, from what Stella remembered, but she could also press her to a wall, apparently, and get Stella to beg her to take her home and do anything she wanted. Not usually Stella’s style or approach, but she was more than happy to go along with it if it meant another hot night with this woman.


CHAPTER 15

Violet still didn’t understand what kept coming over her whenever she was with Stella, but here she was, driving the woman to her house. They could’ve gone to Stella’s, and even though her friends had said they’d stay away for a few hours, Violet didn’t have to bring Stella back with her. In fact, she’d told them that she wouldn’t.

“Stella doesn’t have any roommates. If we do that again, I’ll just go to her place,” she’d said to Arlowe before leaving.

As she pulled into the driveway, she still wasn’t sure if bringing Stella here was the right idea, but she grabbed her purse and waited for Stella to get out of the car before she locked it and headed toward the front door, with Stella following close behind. Violet unlocked the door and let Stella walk in before her.

“So, this is the living room.”

“It’s nice,” Stella said.

“It’s a living room.” She chuckled. “Do you want something to drink?”

“No, I’m okay. I would like a tour, though,” Stella replied.

“Oh, okay,” she said in confusion, having not expected Stella to want to see the whole house.

“Of your bedroom, Vi. Can you take me to your room and show me around?”

Violet gave her a small smile and a nod. Then, she motioned to the hallway that was to the left and walked down it, letting Stella follow her again. She walked by a few doors before she stopped in front of her own.

“I have the master bedroom. It’s the largest of the four.”

“Yeah? So the tour might take us a while, then?” Stella teased. “If we take in each wall individually, that is.”

Violet didn’t laugh, but she wanted to. She pushed open the door, walked in, and let Stella do the same.

“Just in case,” she said as she closed and locked the door behind them.

“I try to run?” Stella asked.

“No, in case they come home. They never just burst in, but I wouldn’t put it past Arlowe.”

“To walk in on us having sex?” Stella asked.

“I don’t know. I–”

“I don’t care,” Stella told her, taking Violet’s purse and tossing it to the floor before she pressed her against the door. “Your roommates aren’t here now, are they?”

“No,” Violet whispered.

“Then, we can be as loud as we want until they get back.” Stella slipped her hand under Violet’s skirt and asked, “Did you wear this just for me?”

“Yes,” she confessed.

“When you put it on, you had something in mind for me to do to you. What was it?”

“It wasn’t just one thing,” she revealed. “It was several.”

“What do you want first?”

“Your mouth.”

Stella kissed her hard in response, pressing Violet more firmly against the door.

“Not what I meant,” Violet said when Stella moved her lips to her jaw after a few minutes.

“I know what you meant.” Stella moved her hand to cup her center. “I want these off.”

“Tear them off.”

“Fuck, Vi. Is this a thong? You own a thong? Is it lace?”

“Yes, to all of those questions.”

“Keep it on.” Stella knelt in front of her and lifted the skirt. “Jesus, this is sexy.”

And before Violet knew it, Stella was spreading her and licking her through the fabric.

“Oh, God…”

Violet spread her legs wider for her.

“Yes, God is right.”

Stella licked her a few more times before she pushed the thin material aside and sucked. Violet looked down and could only see the shape of Stella’s head bobbing under her skirt, and it turned her on even more, not being able to see what Stella was doing. She put her hand on the back of Stella’s head and let her take her close to the edge. When Stella stopped, Violet went to protest, but Stella only paused to pull the underwear down and off her.

“Leg,” Stella ordered.

Violet lifted her leg, and Stella placed it over her own shoulder before she moved back in to suck Violet’s clit into her mouth. Seconds later, Violet was rocking her hips against Stella’s face, coming hard.

“You said there were several things you wanted,” Stella said without moving to stand up before Violet even started coming down.

“Fingers,” Violet said. “Fuck me with your fingers.”

Stella did stand up then. She kissed Violet and moved her hand between her legs, gathering the waiting wetness before she moved two fingers inside her and pressed her thumb to Violet’s still-sensitive clit.

“How do you want it?”

“Hard,” she replied.

Stella pushed into her hard, fast, and deep while Violet wrapped her arms around Stella’s neck and felt like she had to hold on just to keep herself from falling over as her second orgasm tore through her body.

“I’ve got you,” Stella said.

Violet wasn’t sure why Stella was saying that, but as she came down from her second orgasm, she realized she was no longer leaning back against the door but was more or less being held up by Stella, who was still inside her.

“I was worried it wouldn’t be as good as last night,” she admitted before she nipped at Stella’s still-clothed shoulder.

“And?”

“Better,” she replied. “Somehow, better.”

Breathing hard, Stella asked her, “Why did you think it wouldn’t be as good?”

“Because I thought we got it out of our system.”

“Apparently not,” Stella said and wiggled her fingers, which made Violet moan. “Again?”

“Yes, but I want you to wear something this time.”

“Ah. I remember you mentioning that at the bar.” Stella slipped out of her and helped her stand up fully again. “Need to lie down?”

“I want to stand for this one as well.”

“No problem.”

Violet lifted her mock turtleneck off and revealed her bra-clad breasts to Stella, who immediately cupped them with her hands.

“Can this come off, too?” Stella asked.

“Yes, but leave the skirt on,” Violet said. “You can get naked, though.”

“Oh, I can, huh?”

“Well, you’ll need to at least lose the pants if you’re going to wear it for me.”

“Where is it?”

“Top drawer. I put the dildo into the harness before I left for the bar.”

“Fuck. You planned this.” Stella removed Violet’s bra and lowered her mouth to the waiting hard nipple. “I love that. You wanted it so much; you made it as easy as possible for me.”

“Get it, Stella. Please,” she practically begged, and normally, she would’ve been embarrassed to beg someone to give her something in the bedroom, but with Stella, she wasn’t.

It was just sex between them, and they could ask for what they wanted without fear or shame because there were no feelings involved here. If Stella didn’t want to do something, she could say so and they wouldn’t, and vice versa.

Stella let go of her breast then and walked over to the drawer Violet had nodded to. She took off her shirt and bra before she opened it, kicked off her shoes as well, and pulled off her socks. She turned around to face Violet once she had the strap-on in one hand and began unbuttoning and unzipping her jeans slowly with the other, making Violet lick her lips.

“Do you want to help me, Violet?”

“Yes,” she whispered.

Violet walked over bare but for her skirt and her heels, which she kicked off on the way, and knelt in front of Stella. She pushed the jeans down her legs and took them off. Then, she looked up and noticed a dark spot on Stella’s pale-blue bikinis, so she licked her there.

“Oh, that’s good,” Stella said. “But later. Do that later.”

Violet looked up at her and tried to give Stella a smirk that could rival the one Stella used on her, hoping it was sexy, and when Stella looked down at her, her expression told Violet that it just might have been. Violet removed the underwear and wanted to take Stella with her mouth, but Stella held out the harness for her, so Violet helped her slip it over her legs and sat back on her heels, watching Stella adjust it until she ran her hand over the dildo a few times back and forth slowly.

“Lube?” Stella asked.

“I don’t need any,” she said as she stood.

“Fuck, Violet.” Stella moved into her then and pressed her into the wall by Violet’s bed. “Is this your favorite toy? Do you fuck yourself with it?”

“Yes, and yes,” she answered as Stella tapped her thighs, indicating that Violet should spread her legs. “And I want it a different way,” she added, finding the courage to say it out loud.

“Tell me.”

“From behind. I want my hands pressed to the wall and you behind me.”

Stella took a step back, and Violet thought she might say something, but when she didn’t, Violet turned around and pressed her palms to the wall. She stuck her ass out a little and felt Stella lift the skirt that she was still wearing. Stella’s hands ran over her ass then, making Violet gasp.

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” she replied.

“This is what you wanted, right?” Stella asked.

“Yes.” Violet pressed her forehead against the wall in front of her. “I’ve just never done it before.”

“Which part?” Stella asked.

“In this position. I’ve had strap-on sex before, Stella.”

“I figured, considering you had the whole setup in your drawer there, Violet. I was looking for a little clarification. Is that a problem?”

“The problem is that you’re talking. I don’t want talking. I want you to fuck me.”

“Say that again,” Stella told her, and Violet felt the dildo between her legs, gathering wetness.

“I want you to fuck–”

Stella pushed inside her. No preamble. No slowly moving inside to allow Violet to stretch for her. And Violet loved it. She’d never had sex with real passion like this before, and it was amazing. Passion. Heat. No feelings. No consequences. Stella pulled out a bit before she pushed back in and gripped Violet’s hips hard, moving her along with the movement of Stella’s hips.

“Are you ready?” Stella asked.

“God. Stella, just–”

Stella’s thrusts came in earnest then. Over and over, she pushed into Violet and pulled out just enough, moving their bodies together like she’d done this a million times. And for all Violet knew, she had. They hadn’t exactly talked about the things they’d done in bed and the things they hadn’t. Did she need a safe word? Violet should’ve thought of that before she asked Stella to fuck her repeatedly tonight.

“God! Yes!”

Violet came hard, with her forehead pressed against the wall, yelling her pleasure into it without even thinking about the fact that on the other side of the wall was the hallway that her friends could be walking down to get to their own bedrooms at any minute. Hell, maybe they were already home, and she just couldn’t hear them over her own yelling.

Stella continued to move inside her, but she slowed until she stopped altogether. She didn’t pull out, though. She leaned forward and kissed Violet’s bare back as she reached a hand around Violet to grab a breast. The other hand appeared and held on to the other one. Violet had only just started getting her breathing under control when Stella began moving inside her again, slower this time, but still just as deep.

“Okay?” Stella asked as she massaged Violet’s breasts.

“Yes,” she managed out.

“Sometimes, when I come really hard,” Stella began and continued to push inside and pull out, using her hips to guide the dildo inside Violet. “I need to come down fully with another orgasm that might… be less intense, but still just as good.”

“Are you…” Violet went to turn her head, but Stella bit down just below her shoulder blade. “Oh, fuck.”

“I’m going to come, yes,” Stella said. “Can I?”

“Yes,” Violet replied.

She wished they were in a different position now because she wanted to watch Stella come, but she could do that later. If Stella wanted it like this, she’d give it to her. It didn’t take long. Violet was ready again within minutes, and Stella, it appeared, was as well.

“Fuck.” Stella bit down again. “God, I’m coming. I’m coming.”

Violet was coming, too, so she held on to her bottom lip as she came, not sure if her friends were home yet. While they’d told her they’d stay out for a few hours, there was no guarantee that they actually would. It was possible that curiosity would get the better of them and they’d hurry home to see if Violet was there and if she were alone or busy in her bedroom. As much as she loved her friends, living without roommates one day was the dream.

“God, that was fucking good,” Stella said. “Did you?”

“Yeah,” she replied.

“You were quiet.”

“You were loud enough for the both of us, I thought,” Violet teased.

Stella pulled out of her abruptly, spun her around, pressing Violet against the wall, and asked, “Oh, yeah?” She kissed Violet’s neck. “Do you like it better when I’m quiet?”

“I like it when you scream that you’re coming. It’s hot.”

“Want to make me come and hear me scream again? I’ll yell your name this time if you want.”

“I want,” she said.

“Let me take this off,” Stella replied.

“Can you keep it close by?” Violet requested, and for the first time, she didn’t feel guilty about asking for another orgasm after having a few already.

“Yes, I can.” Stella smiled at her. “Can that skirt be off now?”

Violet silently removed her skirt and watched Stella take off the harness. Then, she shoved Stella down on the bed and took her with her mouth.

◆◆◆

“So, should I go?” Stella asked a couple of hours later while they lay in Violet’s bed, staring up at the ceiling, sated, at least for the time being. “Your friends are home now, but it sounds quiet out there. They’re probably in their bedrooms, right? I can call an Uber and sneak out, if you want.”

“I’m not making you sneak out, Stella. I’m not a teenager, living in my parents’ house. Just stay.”

“Okay,” Stella replied with a nod. “Can I maybe take a shower before we go to bed? I have a lot of cleaning up to do. Will it wake them, though?”

“Take a shower. They’re fine.”

“Want to join me?” Stella asked.

“No, I’ll go in after you.”

“Environment be damned, huh?” Stella joked before she climbed out of bed. “I want to do this again, Violet.”

“Then, don’t take a shower, and we can go again right now.”

Stella laughed and pointed at Violet as she rounded the bed on the way to the bathroom.

“Not what I meant. And while I’d love to take you up on that, my body needs a break. I meant that I want to do this again sometime. Another night.”

“We’ll talk about that later,” Violet said.

“I’m going to hold you to that.”

When Stella left the bathroom door open, Violet was tempted to join her in the shower after all, but if they weren’t going to have sex in there, it would just be them showering, which felt a little too intimate for two women who were only having sex. Maybe they should talk rules before they do this again, assuming they would. Violet wasn’t sure. Her brain was pulling her in two directions simultaneously. One moment, this was a bad idea. The next, this was a good idea. Whenever Stella wasn’t in the room with her, the thoughts of it being bad won over, but when she walked back in after her shower, naked, glistening, and beautiful, the thoughts of this being the best idea that Violet had ever had won over.


CHAPTER 16

Stella woke up before her alarm and, noticing that it was only five in the morning, she decided that it was probably better to leave now than to wait until everyone woke up and do it then. She looked over at Violet, the woman who had given her four orgasms the previous night, and she couldn’t believe she was lying in her bed after a second night of amazing sex. Had she known it would be this good, she definitely would’ve tried to get Violet into bed back then. Violet having a girlfriend probably would’ve ultimately stopped her since she was no one’s mistress and she didn’t condone cheating, but she might have at least tried, even if it had only been to see what Violet would do.

Having slowly slipped out of bed so as not to wake Violet, Stella located her clothes on the floor. She hadn’t bothered to put anything on after her shower and hadn’t asked Violet to borrow anything to sleep in, either. At first, she’d worried that maybe they shouldn’t sleep naked again because she needed to actually sleep and was too sore for more sex, and just looking at Violet now had her wanting. Them sleeping naked meant it would be likely to happen again, but then Violet had emerged from the shower and, after drying off, she’d slipped beneath the sheets without putting on clothes, either. They’d fallen asleep not long after that, which meant that Stella had had about five hours of sleep. That was more than she’d gotten the night before, at least.

She dressed quietly but quickly, grabbed the rest of her stuff, and unlocked the door to Violet’s bedroom. Walking down the hallway, she pulled out her phone and was grateful that she still had ten percent left on her battery because she needed to order a car. She went to the app and thought she’d order a car and head outside to wait for it to reduce the risk of running into one of Violet’s roommates, but that was when she noticed the alarm panel next to the door.

“Shit,” she whispered.

Stella had no idea if the alarm would go off if she tried opening the door, but she assumed that it would. Then, she’d leave, and the door would remain unlocked, which meant that someone could get in. The likelihood of that happening was slim, but if someone came in and stole their stuff or worse, she’d never forgive herself. She looked around, not knowing what she was actually looking for, and when her eyes landed on the opening that led to the kitchen, she jumped back and gasped.

“Hey,” Arlowe said and sipped on her coffee. “Trying to make an escape?”

“What? No,” she replied. “And you scared the shit out of me.”

“Sorry. I heard someone walking around out here.”

“What are you doing up?”

“I’m a coder,” Arlowe replied with a shoulder shrug.

“O-k-a-y,” she said, lengthening the word.

“I pull all-nighters all the time. Sarai likes to suggest that I only survive on sugar and caffeine.” Arlowe shrugged again. “She’s not wrong. Coffee?”

“No, thank you,” Stella replied. “I need to get going. I was about to order a car.”

“Does Violet know you’re running out on her before she wakes up?”

“She’s awake,” Violet said, emerging from the hallway. “And yeah, I knew. Can you give us a minute, Arlowe?”

“Want some coffee?” Arlowe asked.

“No, I’m going back to bed in a minute, but thanks.”

Arlowe nodded and disappeared back into what Stella guessed was the kitchen.

“You’re running out on me now?” Violet asked with a lifted eyebrow.

“Not running out. I figured I’d leave before they woke up. I didn’t expect Arlowe to be up this early.”

“She’s not. She hasn’t gone to bed yet.” Violet walked over and entered the alarm code. “You could’ve woken me up.”

“I know. But you were asleep, and I didn’t want to. You were also naked. I see you, unfortunately, put on clothes.”

“I don’t usually walk around my house naked.”

“No?” Stella asked. “Also unfortunate.”

“I’m sure my friends would disagree with you,” Violet replied and laughed one of those morning laughs of someone who hadn’t gotten enough sleep the night before and who’d also maybe screamed their pleasure against a wall the night before.

“Well, I happen to live alone,” Stella reminded. “You can walk around naked at my place later.”

“Later when?” Violet asked.

“Later tonight,” she replied. “If you’re free.”

“Again?” Violet asked, leaning in. “I am so sore…”

“And you can recover today and come to my place tonight,” she suggested and placed her hand between Violet’s breasts for a second.

Then, she ran a fingertip down Violet’s chest, past her belly button, and over her center.

“Stella…” Violet mumbled.

“Later?” she asked with a smirk.

“Maybe. I’ll let you know.”

“I have something I’d like to use on you.”

“Different from what you used on me last night?”

“Same concept, but mine has a vibrator in it, and it’s a little longer. You seem to enjoy it deep. I thought you might like it.” She leaned in and whispered, “And I came last night when I wore one for you, but I come even harder with a vibrator pressed to my clit when I’m inside a woman like that.”

“Fuck,” Violet whispered back.

“Exactly,” Stella said and kissed her below her earlobe. “I’ll see you tonight.” Then, she pulled back. “Oh, and at the risk of this sounding like I’m doing it because we slept together, I forgot to tell you last night that I talked to the CEO, and he said he’d be willing to go one hundred thousand total for your first year if you sign a two-year agreement, do a testimonial, and it’s only twenty hours of Monique’s time. I managed to get him to commit to twenty-five hours instead. I was going to tell you over drinks, but then we didn’t exactly do much talking.”

Violet looked concerned.

“Violet, I sent him an email telling him your company’s situation and that I think you’d be a good client for us to have long-term before we slept together. He just got back to me yesterday afternoon. It’s not because of what we’re doing here, I promise. I wouldn’t do that.”

“If you were willing to ask him, why did you argue with me about it instead of just doing it?”

Stella leaned back in and kissed her gently on the lips.

“Because it’s fun, arguing with you. I will see you later. Come over around eight? Is that enough time for you to recover?”

“After what we’ve done the past two nights? No.” Violet chuckled a little. “But I’ll text you later and let you know if I can make it.”

“I’ll send you the new proposed agreement for you to review when I get to the office.”

“I’ll tell the team about it and see what they say.”

“Great. Now, I need to order a car before my phone dies.”

“Shit. Do you want me to order one for you instead?”

“No, I’ve got it. I’ll see you later.”

“Maybe,” Violet insisted.

Stella laughed a little as she walked out the door.

◆◆◆

Stella hit send on the email and managed to resist putting something personal in there because it was her company email, and she had already messed up once. Instead, she sent Violet a text message letting her know that the email should be in her inbox and added a little something personal to that.

Violet Russell: Really? You talk business first and then tell me that in the same message?

Stella Ross: Are you recovering well so far today?

Violet Russell: Very funny.

Stella laughed at that response just as Jen walked into her office.

“What’s so funny?”

“Nothing,” she lied, setting her phone down on her desk. “What’s up?”

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but you look like shit.”

“Is there a right way to take that?” she asked.

“You look like you haven’t slept.” Jen sat down in one of the guest chairs across from Stella’s desk and pointed at her. “Shit. You haven’t, have you? You slept with her again.”

“Let’s just say, she replied to my text yesterday in a favorable way.”

“And you gave her some favors back, I assume.”

“I did, yes. And she gave me some, too. It was just as good, if not better, than the first time.”

“Really? Well, there goes that theory.”

“It’s like we are just very compatible in bed. I’ve never been this compatible with someone. She’s all hot and sexy and telling me what to do one minute. Then, she’s letting me take control and do whatever I want the next. It’s just what I want, and I think it’s just what she wants, too.”

“Well, I’m glad you’re getting some good sex, Stella, but from what you’ve told me about her, you two can’t stand each other. Or, at least, you couldn’t then. Do you like her now?”

“Not really. I mean, she’s fine. I don’t really know her. It’s just sex. We talked about it last night.”

Jen leaned forward and said, “Just sex?”

“Yes, just sex. Why?”

“When have you ever done just sex?”

“I haven’t.”

“And you want to now?”

“Yes, I do. Why wouldn’t I? She’s the one who brought it up and suggested it. She doesn’t want a relationship with me, either. It could be good for me.”

“How so?” Jen asked her. “I mean, besides the apparent multiple orgasms.”

“That’s not enough of a reason?” Stella laughed.

“Not for you. You like relationships. It’s why I set you up with Amber. You were both looking for the same thing, and it wasn’t casual sex with no strings.”

“I am looking for a relationship.”

“But you’re friends with benefits with Violet Russell?”

“Well, we’re not friends with benefits because we’re not friends. We’re just the benefits. All the benefits.”

“Stella, you know this never works.”

“We wouldn’t work as a couple. She knows that, too. This way, we both get to let off a little steam with no consequences, and when I find a woman I want to date, I stop this with Violet. Or, if she finds someone, I guess. No harm, no foul.”

“Right. I’ll believe that when I see it.”

“You’re seeing it right now,” she said just as her phone dinged, so she glanced down at the screen and smiled.

“Why are you smiling?”

“It’s her. She just told me that we’re on for tonight.”

“Again? What are you two, rabbits?”

“I guess so,” she replied with a little laugh as she picked up her phone and confirmed.

Stella Ross: Tonight at eight. My place. I’ll text you the address since I gave you directions before, and I’ll leave the door open. Just come in and meet me in the bedroom. I’ll be the one nearly naked except for that thing we talked about this morning. You should be the one in a skirt with no underwear on so you can climb on top of me.

She hit send, and immediately, three dots appeared, so Stella waited, hopeful.

Violet Russell: Don’t say a word when I walk into the bedroom, and I just might.

“Fuck,” she whispered.

“Are you two sexting right now? Gross, Stella. I’m sitting right here.”

Stella laughed after she replied to Violet’s message and set her phone back down.

“Just firming up our date for tonight.”

“That’s the thing, Stella – it’s not a date. It’s sex. What happened to wanting to settle down? Just last month, you were telling me that you haven’t had a relationship in a while and were tired of being alone. I thought of Amber for you, and I guess I was wrong there, but that doesn’t mean this is a good idea.”

“It’s sex, yes, but it’s only sex, which means I can still date someone if I want. I haven’t dived into anything with anyone just yet, but that’s because of work. It’s been really busy around here lately, in case you haven’t noticed. Now, I can at least have good sex.”

“I came in here to talk to you about someone.”

“Who?”

“Someone I met on that dating app and thought would be good for you, not me.”

“You’re not my matchmaker, Jen,” she said. “You don’t have to keep trying to find a woman for me.”

“I’m not. It just keeps happening. Amber seemed like a good idea because I knew her already, but I just happened to see this woman on the app, and I thought you might be interested in checking her out.” Jen held her phone up to Stella over the desk. “Her name is Trish. She’s thirty-five. Works in–”

“Jen, no. I don’t want to meet someone on an app.”

“Where else are you going to meet them? A bookstore that doesn’t exist anymore? A gay bar that also doesn’t–”

“I meant that I don’t want to meet someone on your app and not now. If I want to go that route, I’ll download it myself and find my own possible matches.”

“Okay. Fine. But she has a new puppy that she named Starbuck after Battlestar.”

“She’s a Battlestar fan?” Stella asked, suddenly more interested.

“Yeah. And the reboot, not the original. Your favorite show. Plus, you love dogs, and she’s hot.”

“A lot of people whom I would not be compatible with like that show.”

“Well, that’s all I got from her profile, so you’d have to talk to her to learn more.” Jen put her phone in her pocket and stood up. “If you change your mind, let me know.”

“I won’t, but thanks,” she said. “And I think Violet is going to sign the agreement. I was able to get the price down enough.”

“Oh, God. Please tell me you didn’t just exchange sex for–”

“No. And I explained it to her, too. Nothing like that. It just worked out.”

“Well, congrats, I guess.”

“Not exactly the deal I was hoping for, but maybe it can still help me land a Russell-branded business in the future somehow.”

“Also, tell me that you’re not sleeping with her in order to make that more likely to happen.”

“I’m sleeping with her because I want to and she wants to, Jen. That’s it.”

“Well, you never know with lawyers or salespeople,” Jen joked and left Stella’s office.


CHAPTER 17

“Hey, are you going out tonight?” Enya asked Arlowe as they all ate dinner around the table.

“Probably, yeah,” Arlowe replied. “I’ve got everything I needed to do this week done, and I could use a night out to blow off some steam.”

“Does that mean we shouldn’t expect you home?” Sarai asked.

“I don’t know yet. Depends on where I go and who I meet.”

“Can you not bring them back here? Go to their place instead,” Sarai said.

“Why?” Arlowe asked.

“Because the last woman you brought home stole food from our fridge, Arlowe. She took our reusable grocery bag, stocked up, and left with it all while you were still asleep. I saw her heading to her car with a bag in hand, thinking it was weird, but I figured it was just the bag she shoved some of her clothes into or something. Then, I went to grab breakfast, and half of our food was gone. She took a whole gallon of milk, Arlowe.”

“It was a half-gallon. You’re exaggerating. And act like every woman I bring back here does stupid shit like that. It was just one time. Either way, I’m not even sure I’ll sleep with anyone tonight. I might want to just dance or grab a drink.”

“I should head out,” Violet said.

“Why?” Enya asked.

“I have plans tonight.”

“Again, Vi?” Arlowe asked.

“Again, what?” Sarai asked. “Oh. Again? Really? Three nights in a row?”

“She asked, and I was up for it, so yes, three times in a row.” Violet smiled. “I’ll probably just stay there tonight, so don’t wait up.”

“Can I ask you something?”

“Yes, Arlowe.”

“You brought her back here when you could’ve gone to her place. Why?”

“Why not? I’m an adult. Yes, I have roommates, but it’s not like none of us have ever had a woman stay the night before. You were all out, too, so–”

“Right, but you could’ve gone to her place. She doesn’t have roommates. I’m curious.”

“I… I guess I wanted to be, I don’t know, in my own territory. Is that weird? Like, we were in her territory on the first night, and I wanted her to be in mine.”

“Territory? You sound like a dog peeing on a fire hydrant,” Sarai said.

“I think there’s something to that,” Arlowe said. “Like, if they’re having the really hot, sexy sex, territory would come into play, right?”

“I wouldn’t know. I don’t think I’ve ever had the hot, sexy sex,” Enya offered. “Good sex? Maybe. Bad sex? Definitely. I’m very jealous of you right now, Violet.”

“Sorry?”

“Want to come out with me?” Arlowe asked Enya. “I could use a wingwoman, and maybe you’ll meet someone to have the hot sexy sex with.”

“No, I’m okay, but thanks,” Enya replied.

Violet squeezed her shoulder then, knowing her friend spent more time in her head than anywhere else. It wasn’t just that Enya was good with languages. She actually loved every language that she learned and had a passion for teaching them to people. She’d been offered a professorship at a local university the previous year, and not an associate or one of those adjunct roles, either. They’d offered her an outright professorship and with the possibility of tenure later because of her skills. Violet was honestly surprised that Enya was still with the company. Yes, it had been her idea to begin with, but she could’ve taken jobs elsewhere, translating, teaching, or even as a tour guide in just about any country. Enya had options. Arlowe did, too. On top of any freelance work she wanted, she could work at just about any tech company and be a senior engineer there or even a manager if she wanted that. Violet had met with a group of C-suite folks to network the previous month, and two of them had inquired after Arlowe.

Sarai, Violet supposed, had the fewest options because of her specialty. Sarai had graduated with honors and had had several offers at age twenty-two, but since then, she had only worked at this company, which wasn’t exactly well-known, and since she was in marketing and responsible for building the brand, it would hurt her chances of getting a job elsewhere given their lack of progress. Violet could always join the Russell Group. She knew her father would give her a job in a heartbeat. She’d have to work her way up, yes, but she’d be hired on a division of her choice. She wasn’t sure she’d go that route if this didn’t work out. She might try to apply elsewhere first, but she was still hoping it wouldn’t come to that.

◆◆◆

“God, yes,” Violet let out as she pressed Stella’s head down between her legs.

Stella had been licking her for the past seven minutes. Violet knew that because of the clock on the TV’s cable box. She wasn’t sure why Stella still even had a cable box that had a clock on it in her room, but it was staring back at her with blue numbers, and after prolonging her pleasure for that long, she couldn’t take any more of it. She needed Stella to make her come.

When she had arrived, Violet had walked through the front door of Stella’s house, headed straight back to the bedroom, and while still wearing her skirt with nothing on underneath it, she climbed atop the dildo that was standing at attention for her and lowered herself over it.

She’d come a few minutes later to the sounds of Stella’s own orgasm, and they had done that again before Stella had taken it off and had moved between Violet’s legs, where she was currently making her come a third time. Violet had lost count of the number of orgasms she’d had in the past seventy-two hours, but it was definitely a record. Even when she’d first discovered masturbation and had touched herself repeatedly every day for a while, it did not compare to how many times Stella Ross, of all people, had made her come.

“I don’t know about you, but I could use a break,” Stella told her, moving back up Violet’s body. “Want some water or something?”

“Water would be great, yeah.”

“Want to come with me? You can stay naked. I have ice cream in the freezer, and I’m willing to share.”

Stella kissed Violet’s neck before she climbed off her.

“That depends. What flavor is it?”

“Mint chocolate chip. My favorite. What’s yours?”

Violet swallowed because favorite things were a topic people who were dating talked about, not people who were just having sex. Great sex, but still only sex.

“I could go for some mint chocolate chip,” she replied instead.

Stella nodded, seemingly okay letting that go, and when she stood, she pulled Violet up with her.

“When we come back, want me to wear it again and put you on your hands and knees?”

“Maybe,” she said with a coy smile. “Depends on how good that mint chocolate chip ice cream is.”

“It’s from Davy’s Homemade,” Stella told her.

“Davy’s?” she said of the local creamery that still made their ice creams in small batches by hand, or as much as the process could be done by hand.

“Yeah. Why?”

“That’s the best ice cream in the world.”

“I know. Stay naked. Come on,” Stella said and patted her on the ass, which made Violet laugh as they headed out of the bedroom, down the hall, and into the kitchen she hadn’t yet seen.

“It’s nice,” she noted.

“It’s a pretty standard kitchen. Nothing fancy. I like it enough. And I haven’t seen yours to give you a compliment about it, but maybe next time.”

“I like how you just assume there will be a next time.”

Violet leaned back against the kitchen island.

“Oh, there will be a next time,” Stella said. “Sit.”

“Where?”

“On the counter.”

“I’m naked, Stella.”

“I’ll clean it tomorrow, Violet. Just sit your cute little ass on the island. I’ll get the ice cream, and we’ll eat it up there.”

“I have never sat on a counter naked.”

“Too good for it?” Stella asked as she moved into her and pressed her thigh to Violet’s center. “If you do this, after we eat, I’ll take care of you again.” She pointed to the counter. “Right there.”

“We’re going to have sex up there, too?” Violet asked, looking down at the empty counter. “That cannot be sanitary, Stella. Even if you clean it, it–” She stopped when Stella pressed her thigh a little harder.

“It’ll be fine,” Stella told her. “Relax.”

“I don’t relax.” She laughed.

“You don’t relax? Like, ever? What exactly would you call what we just did in there?”

“It’s relaxing, yes. For like a second or two.”

“Hold on. That’s it? Just a second or two? That’s insulting,” Stella joked.

“Not how I meant it,” she replied, wrapping her arms around Stella’s neck. “I meant that briefly, I let go of the tension. Then, it all comes back again.”

“Why are you so tense?” Stella asked.

“Oh, I don’t know. Whole world on my shoulders?”

“You do give off that kind of vibe, yeah,” Stella replied with a little laugh before she moved out of Violet’s arms. “Island, Cute Butt.”

She pointed to the island again.

“What do you mean, I give off that kind of vibe?”

“You literally told me to unwind you the other night. You’re all sorts of high-strung, Violet.”

Violet lifted herself and sat on the counter, letting her legs dangle off the side.

“I’m not high-strung.”

“You didn’t want to sit on my counter naked because it was unsanitary, as if I don’t have cleaning products in this house.”

“That’s just… I’ve never had sex in the kitchen before, okay?”

“Do you want to now?” Stella asked after she removed a white ice cream tub out of the freezer and walked back over to her. “Spread your legs.”

“I thought we were eating ice cream first.”

“We are. The spoons are right under you.”

“Oh.”

“On second thought…” Stella added after she looked down and watched her spread her legs. “Can I eat you first?”

“No,” Violet said and pulled open the drawer beneath her.

Stella laughed, pulled out one spoon, popped the top off of the container, and scooped out a bite. Then, she held out the spoon.

“For you.”

Violet wasn’t accustomed to having someone feed her, but she leaned forward and went to take a bite just when Stella tipped the spoon and ice cream fell down to one of Violet’s breasts.

“Oh, no,” Stella said. “That’s Davy’s. Can’t let that go to waste, can we?”

Violet laughed as Stella lowered her mouth to her breast and licked the ice cream off her flesh before she sucked on Violet’s nipple for a moment and let it go with a pop. Violet then stole the spoon and took her own bite of the ice cream.

“Tell me. Why is the whole world on your shoulders?” Stella asked, jumping up to sit next to her on the counter.

“Not really the whole world, but the business and the house. All of that is on my shoulders.”

“The house?”

“I’m the one paying the rent.”

“What do you mean?”

“There’s a reason I was asking you to lower the price for Cerebral. It wasn’t just because I liked arguing or I’m a shrewd businesswoman.”

Violet took the spoon on offer, dipped out a bit of the ice cream, and ate it, which gave her a moment to stall. She hadn’t wanted to tell Stella anything about the business or her life, for that matter, but here she was, after a few great orgasms, about to spill her secrets to the woman responsible for them. Part of her wanted to hold back, but the other part of her actually wanted to tell Stella because she didn’t have anyone else. She couldn’t talk to her friends without them worrying, and if she tried talking to her parents, they’d only suggest that she stop this silly charade, as her mother had once called it, and work at a real company.

“The business is primarily funded by me. We all live in the house together not just because it gives us a place to work, but because we’re not profitable yet and rent is expensive here, so we all share the house and split the cost.”

“You said you pay the rent, though,” Stella replied as she took the spoon from Violet and dipped it into the ice cream.

“I pay them from my trust fund that I’ve moved into the business account. That’s the only thing keeping us afloat now. They then each pay their share of the rent, so it’s like I’m paying myself.”

“A lot of companies aren’t profitable for years.”

“We’ve been at this for ten. Well, eight, really. I worked on it part-time while I was getting my MBA. But even still, it’s just not happening for us. I don’t know if the idea is original enough. I don’t know if I can keep using my trust fund to finance us. I can’t get any more money out of the old investors, and no new ones will even talk to me, so pretty soon, I might have to tell my friends that our dream of working together on our own business is about to come to an end.”

Stella passed her the spoon and said, “Can I help somehow?”

“No,” she replied.

“I know some–”

“No, Stella. That’s not what this is. I’m already buying your software, and we’re having sex. That’s a weird mix. I don’t want any favors, okay?”

“Okay. Fine,” Stella replied.

“Should I just go home? Have I ruined the rest of the night by bringing up personal stuff?”

“What? No,” Stella said, taking the spoon and pushing it into the ice cream. She then set it aside and climbed off the counter. “In fact… If you want to lie down, I could help take your mind off things for one or two seconds, at least.”

Violet laughed and said, “I’d rather go back into the bedroom and do that other thing you were talking about earlier.”

“Oh, really?” Stella teased, running her hands up and down Violet’s thighs.

“That would get me three to four seconds, at least.”

Stella laughed, and Violet liked the sound of it, which was confusing because whenever she had heard Stella laugh back in school, she’d always kind of hated it.

A few minutes later, though, Violet wasn’t laughing any longer. Stella was behind her, buried inside, and giving her a lot more than four seconds of tension relief.


CHAPTER 18

“I think I like it when you sleep over,” Stella said when Violet stood up fully in front of her.

The water from the shower sprayed over Violet’s face, and she rubbed at it before she opened her gorgeous hazel eyes. This woman was ridiculously hot, and Stella got to have sex with her. It was almost as if she could separate the Violet whom she used to hate from the woman standing before her, the one who’d just given her yet another mind-blowing orgasm, this one was from her mouth. Shower sex hadn’t ever really been Stella’s thing. It was fine for an occasional quickie here and there, but her orgasms were never amazing in there. This one had been, though. Violet’s tongue had a way of finding just the right spot and paying it attention over and over again until Stella was putty in her arms, and Stella didn’t even mind that at all, which was also a change for her.

“I like it, too, but I can’t do it again tonight,” Violet said before she tilted her head back and ran her hands through her hair.

“Why not?”

“Because I’ve hardly slept in three nights, and my body could use a break. Besides, I signed your agreement before I came over here. I just need to hit send on the email, so I suspect I’m going to be pretty busy helping Arlowe implement your wildly overpriced and difficult-to-use software.”

Stella laughed, gripped Violet by the hips, and pushed her gently yet still firmly into the shower wall.

“It’s underpriced for you because of your discount, and it’s not hard to use. You just have to learn it first. That’s how it works.”

“I know how it works.”

Stella nipped at Violet’s neck and slid her thigh between Violet’s legs.

“Oh, no. I cannot go again,” Violet told her with a little laugh.

“Are you sure? You’re not coming by tonight. I’d hate to make you go without.”

She pressed into Violet’s center with her thigh.

“I went thirty-two years without you and me doing this. I think I’ll be okay going one night without it.”

“So… That means, I’ll be seeing you tomorrow night, then? If you’re only going one night without it.”

“My God, woman! You are insatiable,” Violet replied through her laughter and pushed Stella away. “I don’t know about tomorrow night. I’ll text you. Don’t you have anything better to do than have casual sex with me? You’re some big-time SVP over there at Cerebral.”

“How could my job ever compare to good sex?” Stella ran her hands into her own hair before finding her shampoo. “Turn around. I’ll wash yours first.”

“I can wash my own hair, Stella.” Violet ran her hand over Stella’s, wiping away the shampoo there, and placed it in her own hair, which made Stella laugh because, of course, Violet would do that. “And isn’t your job important to you?”

“I guess so, yeah. But so is my personal life. Great sex is, thankfully, part of that right now.”

Violet began washing her hair, and Stella just watched her for a minute. Violet’s eyes were closed. She looked contemplative, as if she was considering what Stella had just said and not taking it as the compliment it was meant to be.

“This company is my life,” Violet said when she opened her eyes and looked into Stella’s. “It’s the most important thing to me outside of my friends, who also work there with me. I’ve got to find a way to keep it afloat. I think Cerebral will help, which is why I agreed to spend the money on it, but I don’t know if we can all keep working this hard and not have much to show for it.”

“You’re going to be fine,” Stella replied. “I’ll help with Cerebral however I can. I’m sure I can fudge some numbers when it comes to Monique’s time so that you can have a few extra hours or something. I can even help you–”

“No, Stella,” Violet interrupted while she rinsed her hair. “I need to do this on my own with my friends. You’ve already gotten us a discount and helped. That’s enough. We have to be able to stand on our own.”

“You know that’s not how business works, right? Do you think your father stood on his own at any point in time? Didn’t he inherit an empire?”

Violet stopped, stared at her, and asked, “What’s your point, exactly?”

“That everyone needs a hand sometimes, and it’s okay to take it. I have friends, Violet. I worked my way up to SVP, and I’ve met a lot of people along the way. I can help introduce you to them.”

“Would you have offered that to me if we weren’t sleeping together?” Violet asked, turning off the water.

“Hey, I still need to rinse here. And probably not, but only because we wouldn’t be talking at all after you signed the contract. You’d be Monique’s customer through implementation, and then you’d get transferred to a permanent account manager, and you’d probably only deal with me if there was some massive problem that we had to go all hands on deck at work for. I’m not offering this because we’re sleeping together, though. I’m offering because had we just reconnected somewhere and kept talking, minus the sex, I’d still offer, Violet.”

She turned the water back on and moved until she was under the spray to rinse her hair.

Violet left the shower then, and Stella watched her wrap herself up with a towel. She quickly rinsed her hair, turned off the water, and followed Violet out into the bathroom, where she grabbed a towel of her own and wrapped herself up in it.

“So, that’s a no still?” she asked.

“We’re very different people, Stella,” Violet replied as she walked into her bedroom. “I was raised to put business above everything. Sometimes – hell, most of the time – even above family. My family is old money, which means they, unfortunately, still believe that sons are better than daughters. I guarantee you that when my father found out that I was a girl, his heart broke a little. I’ve felt that my whole life, okay? I had to work three times as hard to earn his attention and maybe affection if I did something right. Perfection was required, even though it was impossible. My mom wasn’t much help, either, and being an only child meant that all the pressure was on me to carry on the Russell legacy.”

“You have other family members, Violet.”

Stella removed the towel around her body and used it to towel-dry her hair as she followed Violet into her room.

“I do, but my father is the first-born son of his father, and my grandpa was the first-born son if his. It’s like a monarchy, Stella. It’s hard to explain, but the first-born son inherits, and the rest of the siblings support him. I don’t like it. I never have. But I am a first-born daughter of the first-born son, so it became my inheritance, even though I’m not a son. My aunts and uncles have kids, and thanks to me stepping away, my cousin has become the de facto first-born son. It’s his business to run now, and I’m the disappointment that my parents spent time and money raising to do something that I didn’t end up doing. My mom couldn’t have any more kids. She had a hysterectomy after I was born due to some complications, adoption isn’t an option for the Russells, and surrogacy wasn’t as common back then as it is now. Trust me, I’d know – they told me everything that they considered to try to have another child, preferably a boy. So, when I tell you that the company matters to me, I mean it. It’s not just some job like maybe yours is to you, because you can be an SVP of sales anywhere. This was my escape from the life I thought I wanted growing up until I realized that I’d never decided that for myself. It was a decision that had been made for me from before the moment I was even conceived.”

Stella sat on the edge of her bed and asked, “So, why won’t you let me help you?”

“Because if I only make this work because of charity or handouts, I haven’t made it work at all.”

Violet tossed her towel onto Stella’s bed and found the small bag she’d brought with her with her overnight stuff in it. That was when, for the first time, Stella noticed something about Violet. That bag didn’t look designer. Her clothes were nice, yes, but none of them looked designer, either. Violet had dressed them up a bit with some jewelry or an accessory that made things look more expensive than they actually were, but she wasn’t walking around wearing the latest fall fashions or even next spring’s line how she had been ten years ago. She bought her clothes off the rack. She really was struggling, and not just personally. She was keeping an entire business in operation and essentially paying her three best friends to help her make that happen.

◆◆◆

“I’ve got three people who I think might be interested,” she told Jen later that day at the office.

They were in the kitchen. Jen was making herself a cup of herbal tea, while Stella was on her second cup of coffee, and the strong kind, too, with the maximum amount of caffeine on offer. She needed to get some sleep tonight if she was going to be fully present for an important meeting tomorrow with a potential huge client that they were trying to woo, and especially if she was going to stay up late tomorrow night with Violet.

“But she told you not to help,” Jen replied.

“I’m not actually helping anything. I thought I’d email and see if any of them are even looking for a new investment to make. It’s possible, they’ll all say no.”

She stared down at her coffee as the machine mixed the water with the grounds trapped in the black pod.

“And if they say yes? Even one of them?”

“I’ll give them some more info and see if they want to move forward. If they say yes, I’ll give them Violet’s info, but I won’t make an introduction.”

“So she wouldn’t know that it’s you? Isn’t that kind of lying, Stella?”

“One step at a time. And I’d tell her if anything came of it. It’s not like there are any guarantees. She might meet one of them, and they offer her a nice investment. One of them is more into acquisitions and tech specifically, not really the business, so I don’t know if I’ll reach out to him.”

“What do you mean, the tech?”

“He likes to buy the tech behind the software, not the business itself, and use the base code for another one of his businesses to give him a head start there. If he has something that could use a translation tool, for example, he’d buy the code and repurpose it. Violet and her people would get paid for that, but they’d then be free to work on something else.”

“You think she’d want that?”

“No.” Stella shook her head. “I’ll hold off on reaching out to him. Maybe if things get more dire, she’ll want to talk to him to at least recoup some of her investment. I’ll bring it up then if it comes to it, but hopefully not.”

“And you’re sure this won’t backfire?”

“Nope. But like I said, it’s just a couple of emails, and she can say no. It’s her business. She’s got a lot of pride, and I understand where it comes from. I used to dislike her because she had everything – the head start, the money, the automatic job after graduation, and the easy path to CEO of a giant corporation one day, while I had to work for everything and nothing came easy for me – but there are downsides to both, I suppose.”

She took her full coffee cup from the machine and carried it over to where the sugar was on the counter.

“And what has you feeling this way all of a sudden?”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re having sex with the woman.”

“Yes,” she confirmed.

“But you’re trying to help her with her business.”

“Yes. What’s so wrong with that?”

“Nothing. It just sounds like she said that she didn’t want that help. And if you’re only having sex with her, why are you even offering to help her with this?”

“Because I’m not a dick. I’m a good person, I hope. If I can help her, why wouldn’t I try? Sex or no.”

“I don’t know. Seems like you’re getting pretty invested in this non-relationship. Did you even look at the link I sent you this morning?”

“Will you stop trying to hook me up with women on some app?”

“She’s not from some app. I met her in college,” Jen told her. “She followed me on Instagram a few weeks ago, and we’ve been messaging back and forth. We were friends back then, but she recently came out, noticed that I was out, too, and since she only lives about an hour from here, she wanted to know if I would like to hang out.”

“Why are you sending me her info, then?”

“Because she’s not my type. I was never into her like that. She’s great, though. I thought if she were going to come here and the two of us were going to hang out, you could come, too, and maybe sparks would fly.”

“What are the odds of that happening, Jen?”

“I don’t know. Maybe check her profile and see if you are even remotely attracted to her physically. If not, we can all still hang.”

“Jen, I appreciate you trying to help, but I really don’t need it. I can find my own dates.”

“And I’m sure Violet can find her own VCs,” Jen suggested. “So, if you’re asking me to lay off, you might want to consider doing the same.”

Stella thought about Jen’s comment, and it had kept her from sending the emails for a few hours, but before she left the office and went home, she couldn’t stop herself. Typing them up quickly but still trying to give enough details, she hit send on two of the emails and left off the other contact who would likely only want the tech anyway. If they come back and say they weren’t interested, Violet wouldn’t even have to know about it, but if they were, maybe she’d actually get the help she needed to keep her business running for a while.

Stella knew being an entrepreneur wasn’t that easy. Her own father had tried to start his own business on four separate occasions, getting the family into financial trouble every time one failed. Eventually, the banks had stopped loaning him money, and their family and friends wouldn’t give him a dime, either, knowing they wouldn’t get anything back. Her dad had meant well. He just hadn’t exactly been the most business-savvy kind of guy. He worked for the post office now, and while it wasn’t a glamorous job, it was a steady income, and he’d been able to pay people back over the years.

That had also meant that any money Stella had hoped might be there for her to go to college disappeared long before she’d gotten accepted to three universities; one of them being a very expensive Ivy that she’d had to forget all about because she couldn’t get a scholarship big enough to cover everything, and the bank, believe it or not, had said that her parents had somehow made too much money for her to get any significant assistance by the time she’d been applying for loans. Stella knew what it was like to ask for help, and while it wasn’t usually pleasant, it was sometimes necessary, and if she could do something to help Violet Russell now that she could, she wanted to.


CHAPTER 19

Violet and Arlowe wrapped their initial meeting with Monique at Cerebral, and Violet thought that it had gone well while Arlowe appeared to be over the moon about the whole experience.

“She’s ridiculously smart,” Arlowe said in the kitchen post-meeting.

“Who? Me?” Enya asked when she walked in from the bathroom down the hall.

“You too, but no. Monique.”

“With Cerebral?” Enya asked after she sat down in her chair.

“Yeah. I think we’ll be able to tackle this thing just the two of us if she works as fast as I do. The implementation will take a while, obviously, but for now, we can at least get everything connected and whatnot.”

“Did you just say whatnot?” Sarai asked when she walked in from the garage.

“Yes, I did. Do you have a problem with that, Sarai?”

“Nope. Just curious. What are we talking about?”

“The meeting,” Violet said.

“Oh, yeah. Enya, Arlowe was giddy like a schoolgirl. You should’ve been out there to see it. She was all about this Monique. It was like, ‘Monique, you’re so smart. Monique, you’re so amazing.’ I think our little Arlowe has a crush.”

“Yeah, I do… on her brain. She’s married with three kids, Sarai. Not exactly my type, either. I do think she’s going to be really helpful getting this thing implemented.”

“That’s great. How long until it’s useful?” Sarai asked.

“Minimum a couple of months,” Arlowe replied, pouring herself a cup of coffee.

“Hey, how’d your night go last night?” Enya asked her.

“Can we keep it focused on work right now, please?” Violet asked. “This is a really big deal for us.”

“We can’t have a little break for some small talk? And that’s me asking for that. Am I getting sick or something?” Enya joked.

“Well, it would be a brief break.” Arlowe sat down next to her. “I went out. Made out. Left.”

“You made out with someone?” Enya asked.

“In the corner of a dark, sketchy bar. It was hot, but that was all I wanted.”

“Did she want more?” Enya asked.

Arlowe nodded and said, “I’ve got her number in case I change my mind.”

“Arlowe, why do you do this?” Sarai asked.

“Do what?”

“Act like we’re still twenty-two,” Sarai replied. “Go out to pick up women and–”

“Have sex sometimes?” Arlowe interrupted. “Because I want to. It’s not like I’ve met the woman of my dreams. If and when that finally happens, this all stops. Well, I hope she and I still go to a bar and make out in a dark corner because that’s just a good way to keep the passion in the relationship.”

“How are we all still so single?” Enya asked. “I mean, we’re smart, accomplished women, and I’d argue we’re all at least moderately attractive. Why can’t we find anyone?”

“Arlowe did, it sounds like,” Violet replied.

“For sex. She was looking for one night,” Arlowe said.

“She told you that?” Enya asked.

“She’d gone there to meet someone on some app, and they never showed. They’d planned on hooking up, so that was what she was looking for. I appreciate when they’re upfront. I try to be, too.”

“At least, Violet’s getting some,” Sarai noted as she sat down.

Violet followed and took Arlowe’s coffee cup, stealing a sip from it before handing it back.

“I’m surprised you didn’t go out again last night,” Arlowe said.

“Needed a break?” Enya asked.

“You could say that, yeah,” she said with a little smile.

“Going to see her tonight?” Arlowe asked.

“I don’t know. I was thinking about maybe going out tonight.”

“With Stella?”

“No, with you all. To celebrate the new software we just bought with cheap drinks and happy-hour appetizers.”

“What if we go to the club instead?” Arlowe suggested. “Dancing, good music, and they have food, too.”

“A club?” Violet asked, thinking about the cover, the expensive drinks and food, and the fact that the music wasn’t her style.

“Why not? More fun than some bar. And we’re celebrating, right?”

“Maybe. I don’t know,” Violet said.

She heard her phone ping from where she’d left it inside the garage and stood to retrieve it.

“I bet it’s Stella sexting her,” Sarai teased.

“Yeah, that’s why she’s jumping out of her chair to go check,” Arlowe added.

“You’re all assholes,” Violet said as she walked.

When she got to her phone, she checked the screen, but there wasn’t a notification there, which meant it wasn’t a text or a social media account. She unlocked the phone and opened her email app after seeing a notification there.

“What the hell?” she asked after reading it.

“Was I right? Was it Stella?” Sarai asked.

Violet looked up and saw all three of them walking to their respective desks in the garage.

“Uh… No. It’s not Stella. It’s Asset Capital.”

“Asset Capital?” Enya asked and sat down in her chair. “Who’s that?”

“Do you remember when we were trying to get Series A funding a while ago? They were one of the VCs I went to. They didn’t want us.”

“Then, why are they emailing you now? Do we somehow owe them money?” Arlowe asked.

“No. We had one meeting with them maybe seven years ago now. They were last on my list of companies I thought might be interested in investing. Not because there’s something wrong with them, but because they were the best VC firm who was investing in companies around here. I thought they’d be too big for us. The meeting went well, but they decided to invest in some baby software tech thing because it had a much bigger market.”

“Yeah, people keep procreating for some reason,” Sarai said.

“They want a meeting,” Violet shared. “Now. Well, not now like right now, but soon, as in present day. I would have thought they’d lost my number, or rather, my email address.”

“What does their email say? And why do they want the meeting now?” Sarai asked.

“Nothing specific. It just says that they’ve been following the company, and they’re interested in talking now if we’re looking for a new investor.”

“Which we are,” Enya said. “This is amazing. Just out of the blue like that? Sarai, your marketing must be working.”

“I mean, we had some really good click-through rates on the targeted ads I ran a few weeks ago, but nothing major. This is good news, though, right, Vi?”

“It’s great news if it works out, but I need to update the investor deck. I haven’t done any work on that in a minute, and we’ve added a few features since then.”

“Plus, we’ve got Cerebral now. That’ll help. Makes us look like a grown-up company to have software like that. I can help you add that in if you want,” Arlowe offered. “When do they want to meet?”

“It’s up to me,” Violet said. “They didn’t put a date or anything in here.” She reread the email again. “It’s the same person we dealt with before. I remember their name because it was interesting.”

“What’s their name?” Arlowe asked.

“Antoinette Flow, but she goes by Ant.”

“I’m sorry. What?” Sarai laughed.

Arlowe joined in. Then, Enya laughed along with them. Finally, Violet had to join in.

“I know, right? I feel so bad for her,” Violet said.

“Could you imagine growing up with that name?” Arlowe asked. “Ant Flow? As in Aunt Flow? As in–”

“Yeah, Arlowe. We’re all there already,” Sarai said, still laughing.

“Anyway, it’s her email signature,” Violet continued. “And she was the one who said no to us the first time. I wonder what’s changed. One good, targeted ad campaign wouldn’t be enough to get them to message me on their own.”

“I don’t imagine a lot of VCs reach out to companies directly. They wait for us to do that,” Enya said.

“I know. But I’m not going to look a gift horse in the mouth here. We need the money. Even if it’s to keep us solvent for the next year or two in order to get the next versions of the app out, increase our market share, get the game functioning, make prototypes for the hardware, and we have to–”

“You really think we can do all that with only four of us within a year or two? We’re struggling to keep the app up and running as is. It’s just me here. I’m coding the new features while squashing bugs. I’m also de facto in charge of customer support. Now, I’m implementing Cerebral, too. I can’t move much faster, and I can’t make hardware, Vi. We’ll have to hire someone, and probably a bunch of someones. You’ve seen how long it’s taken other companies that are way bigger than ours to build working hardware, and sometimes, even if it works great, it still doesn’t sell.”

“Yes, but their hardware is being built for the masses and to do multiple things. Ours is incredibly targeted and–”

“I know. I want it, too,” Arlowe said. “I just don’t know that one or two years is long enough. We need probably three minimum to get a prototype working, and maybe five to ten for the whole thing to work right, have all the right vendors, and–”

“Arlowe, this is really good information for that investor deck. So, let’s add it all in there and see what they’re willing to give. If anything, if we can win them over, we might be able to get other investors to chip in, if they can’t give us everything we ask for, just by using their name. That’s not something we’ve had before, the name of a reputable VC firm.”

“She’s right,” Enya said. “Even if they could only keep us going for a couple of years, someone else might want to help us out and get us beyond that once they hear that we’re working with Asset.”

“Let’s get to work on the deck,” Violet said.

“You can get started. I need to keep coding right now. Then, we’re going out. We’re hitting the club. Set the date for the meeting, Vi. We’re celebrating something even better tonight now.”

“I have a new dress that I can wear,” Enya said, sounding excited.

“Vi, invite Stella,” Sarai suggested.

“What? Why? We’re celebrating the business.”

“And you were probably going to text her anyway, so just ask if you could go over there after we all hang out.”

“Sarai’s right. You can continue the celebration at Stella’s place after, if you want,” Arlowe said, patting Violet on the shoulder.

But Violet hadn’t texted Stella. Well, at least not right away. She had work to do first. After reviewing the investor deck that she hadn’t updated in a while, she made notes of the changes that she wanted to make and the data she’d need from Arlowe, Sarai, and Enya. Then, Arlowe started dancing around the garage and told them that it was time for them to head out to the club she preferred over the bar they usually went to when they had something to celebrate.

An hour later, they were on their way in a shared-ride car so that all of them could drink to their good news. Thirty minutes later, they had those drinks and some appetizers that cost more than double what they would’ve paid for at the bar for more food there and the same quality, but Violet was trying not to complain about how much money they were spending. She knew they so rarely went out like this and needed to blow off some steam, and blowing off steam had her thinking about Stella. Two drinks in, Violet was a little more up for the idea of inviting the woman to join them.

Violet Russell: We’re at Blue. I’ve had two martinis. Want to join me?

She didn’t have to wait long for a response.

Stella Ross: Blue, as in the club?

Violet Russell: Stupid name, I know. And yes.

Stella Ross: That’s ten minutes away from me. Give me fifteen. I’ll be there.

Violet smiled and looked back up at her friends.

“She’s coming, isn’t she?” Enya asked.

“She will be,” Violet joked.

“Who even are you right now?” Sarai laughed. “I have never seen you or heard you talk like this before. Sex jokes? That’s more Arlowe’s speed.”

“She’s right,” Arlowe said.

“I don’t know. She brings it out in me, I guess. Let’s go dance.”

Violet wasn’t sure how long she had been dancing with her friends, but Sarai had run to the bathroom, and Enya had needed a break, so she’d gone back to the table. Arlowe was now dancing with some woman at the other end of the floor. Violet, who usually wasn’t a dancer and definitely not someone who danced by herself, was about to head back to their table with Enya when she felt two hands on her hips and then arms around her waist.

“Hey, I don’t–”

“It’s me,” Stella said. “Do you have any idea how sexy you’re right now?” Her hands roamed over Violet’s stomach. “I didn’t know you liked to dance, Vi.”

Violet leaned back against her, placed her own hands on top of Stella’s, and replied, “I don’t usually. I’m celebrating tonight.”

“Yeah? What are you celebrating?” Stella licked below Violet’s earlobe. “And can we celebrate it more at my place after we dance?”

“A VC reached out to me today about maybe investing in the company.” Violet turned around in her arms. “And yes, we can.”

She kissed Stella hard, wrapping her arms around her neck and pressing her body fully against Stella’s, and waited. Stella kissed her back with just as much passion and moved her hands to Violet’s back. One of them went to Violet’s skirt, lifted it, and moved under, rubbing Violet’s outer thigh. Violet’s lips moved to Stella’s neck then, and she slid them up to her earlobe.

“Want to get out of here? I’m not one for public sex, and I think your hand is on the move somewhere I desperately want it to be when we’re alone,” Violet said.

“What about your friends?”

“They know I texted you,” she said and nipped at Stella’s earlobe. “But if you really want to stay and have a drink with all of us, we can. I–”

“Your friends are great, but no. I want to go.”

“You drive. I took a car here.”

Violet took Stella by the hand and pulled her out of the club after waving at Sarai and Enya, who were still at the table.


CHAPTER 20

She helped Violet get into the house and quickly locked the door behind them.

“I can’t believe they want to meet. When we were just starting out, I had to beg for meetings. I did not want to ask anyone in my family for help because none of them supported my decision to go elsewhere and create my own company, my own path. I know it’s just an email and maybe a meeting, but it’s a big deal to me and to the rest of them, too.”

“You’re talking really fast,” Stella said. “And you haven’t stopped talking since we left the club. Are you okay? Did you take something with those martinis?” she asked as she guided Violet down the hall toward her bedroom while holding on to her hips.

“What? No, I don’t take drugs. I’m just excited. Well, excited and drunk. I had three martinis, and I don’t normally drink that much. I think it’s hitting me now.”

“You’re drunk?”

“A little. But I’ll be fine.”

They arrived at Stella’s room, and she watched Violet pull off her shirt and kick off her shoes.

“Violet, we shouldn’t do this.”

“Why not?”

“You’re drunk.”

“So?” Violet countered. “It’s not like it’s our first time. We’ve done this before.”

Violet removed her bra and began working the button and zipper of her tight jeans.

“Hey, hold on a second.”

Stella walked over to her and lightly shoved Violet down on the bed.

“Oh, I like that,” Violet said with a giggle.

“I’m just taking off your pants.”

“I like that, too.”

“Violet, chill.”

But Violet continued to wriggle as Stella pulled down on the jeans, bringing Violet’s underwear with them accidentally.

“I thought you liked me feisty.”

“I do, but not when I’m trying to take your pants off.”

She laughed a little and yanked, nearly falling back on her ass but managing to stand up.

“Did you clean that floor yet?”

“No,” she said.

“Good. I won’t feel bad about getting it dirty again.”

Violet stood up then, so Stella dropped Violet’s clothes to the floor and pressed her hands to Violet’s sides, extending her arms and keeping her at a distance.

“I would love nothing more than to make you come right now, and if you wanted to return the favor, that would be great too, but you’re drunk, Violet. I don’t think we should do this. Maybe later, when you sober up.”

“A shower,” Violet said.

“What?” she asked, looking confused.

“I can take a shower. I’ll sober up faster that way. Maybe even while we’re in there. Come on.”

Violet took her hand and pulled her toward the bathroom.

“Violet!” Stella laughed.

“What? You wanted me in the shower the first time I was here.”

“Different circumstances. Do you need me in the shower with you to help you stand up?”

“No, I’m perfectly capable of standing while drunk.”

“Then, you should take a shower on your own.”

“You’re really trying to be noble right now, aren’t you?” Violet asked with squinted eyes.

“Yes, I am.” She chuckled. “And it’s really hard because you’re naked in my bathroom right now.”

“You can be naked with me, and we could just take a shower together. No funny business.”

“No sex?”

“No sex… until I’m sober.” Violet turned around and walked into the shower, where she turned on the faucet and promptly screamed. “Cold! It’s cold!”

Stella laughed and turned the faucet to hot while Violet stood out of the way of the water’s spray. Then, she removed her clothes quickly and smiled while doing so. This was definitely not how she expected to end the night, but it was fun all the same. She walked into the shower, and once the water was hot, she put Violet under it, too.

“There,” she said. “Just stand here.”

“I have to wash my face, Stella.”

“Uh… Okay.” Stella found her face wash and handed it to Violet. “Here.”

“Thank you.”

She watched Violet wash her face, holding on to her to keep her steady just in case, and after Violet was done, Stella helped her out of the shower. Violet more or less wobbled to the bed, wrapped in a towel, letting her wet hair drip over the floor, which only made Stella like her a little more, but Stella knew that the shower hadn’t worked. A sober Violet Russell wouldn’t have let her hair drip all over the place. A drunk one had no idea it had even happened.

“Can you get into bed? I’m going to grab you a water and some ibuprofen for the morning, just in case you need it. I’ll put it on the table. Where’s your purse and your phone?”

“On the floor.”

Violet pointed by the bedroom door.

“Got it.” Stella walked over, pulled the phone from the purse, returned to Violet’s side, and gave it to her. “Can you text your friends that you’re okay and staying here tonight?”

“They all know. I told them I was coming here when I texted you. And Enya and Sarai saw me leave with you.” Violet placed the phone on the table by the bed and added, “I think I’m still pretty drunk.”

“You are,” Stella said. “You don’t drink three martinis often, huh?”

Violet shook her head, and her hair sprayed the bed with water a bit, but Stella didn’t care.

“How about you towel-dry your hair a little so it’s not soaking wet and you get sick? Then, get under the covers. I’ll bring you that water, and we’ll get some sleep. It’s late anyway.”

“I didn’t bring my bag. And I need a toothbrush.”

“I have the ones I get from the dentist in the bathroom. Grab one of those.”

“Okay,” Violet replied softly.

Stella guessed it wasn’t just the martinis getting to her. It was probably the exhaustion from having not slept all that much this past week, and Stella was the cause of that. It also might have been due to the excitement of getting that email from Stella’s contact today. That made Stella happy, too, because it made Violet happy, and a happy Violet Russell was, well, beautiful.

Stella grabbed a bottle of water and headed back to the bedroom, where she found Violet lying in bed already. Her eyes were closed. Her head was to the side. She was already asleep. Stella set the water down, found the pills to leave for the morning, and did her nighttime routine. Then, she turned off the lights and slipped under the covers with Violet.

◆◆◆

Stella woke with a start, but not an unpleasant one. A hand was in her sleep shorts, and fingers were grazing her over her underwear.

“Morning,” Violet said. “And for the record, I am completely sober right now, and I do not have a hangover.”

“No?”

“No. I feel great, actually.” Violet ran her index finger over Stella’s clit. “I was going to go in your underwear, but I wanted you to tell me that was okay first.”

“More than okay,” she replied.

Violet chuckled against the back of Stella’s neck, and she pushed her hand into Stella’s underwear, finding her wet because Stella often woke up horny. Sometimes, she’d grab her vibrator and have a quick orgasm before work. Other times, she’d let it go and enjoy a longer one later that night or not at all. This morning, though, she didn’t need her vibrator because Violet Russell was kissing her neck and stroking her to a much-needed orgasm.

“Fuck,” she said when she came down. “God, I needed that.”

“Yeah?”

“Definitely.”

“Sorry about not delivering last night. I wanted to.”

“I know. I’m the one who stopped it.” She rolled when Violet did, pulled off her tank top, got on top of Violet, and looked down at her. “Do you have time?” she asked.

“What do you have in mind?”

“I want to go down on you,” Stella said and kissed her.

“Well, that’s not fair. I didn’t get to do that to you.”

“You still can. I’m not stopping you. Do you have to run, or do we have a minute?”

“I have a few,” Violet said. “I figured we should actually have sex since I stayed over last night, you know?”

“What do you mean?” she asked.

Violet reached down and pushed at Stella’s shorts and underwear. Stella helped remove them the rest of the way, but she had no idea where they ended up.

“Well, I slept over, and we’re two people who have sex. I shouldn’t just sleep over. Sorry about that. I didn’t realize how drunk I was when I texted you.”

“Wait. Did you touch me just now because you wanted to, or because you felt like you had to?”

“What?” Violet asked, wrapping her arms around Stella’s neck. “I wanted to. Trust me, I wanted to. I waited, like, five minutes for you to wake up, and when you didn’t, I wanted to touch you.”

“You’re sure?” she asked.

“Stella, yes,” Violet replied with a little laugh. “Now, are you going to find out how wet I am, or do I need to do that for you?”

Stella’s eyes widened, and she said, “Is that an option?”

She then watched Violet lower her hand down between her own legs, and when Violet rubbed herself, Stella felt the knuckle of one of those long fingers against her own clit and growled.

“You like that?” Violet asked as she teased her with that knuckle again.

“Yes,” she said.

“Then, make me come, and I’ll let you sit on my face and take care of that for you.”

Violet’s hand reappeared, and she held it out in front of Stella’s face. Glistening fingers awaited her mouth, and Stella sucked on them and closed her eyes, savoring the taste of her. Then, she had to let them go and moved down Violet’s body because now wasn’t the time for foreplay. They both had to get to work, so she pushed Violet’s thighs apart eagerly, earning a cute little laugh that she silenced with her tongue.

About thirty minutes later, they were both showered and dressed. Violet wore what she’d had on the previous night, while Stella was ready for work.

“You get to wear this to work as an SVP?” Violet asked as walked over to her and tugged on the front of her T-shirt.

“It’s a tech start-up, so yeah. What do you wear to work from home? A business suit?”

“Sometimes,” Violet said and ran her hands up Stella’s stomach until she reached Stella’s breasts, which she cupped. “You are… my kryptonite, I think.”

“What does that mean?” she asked with a little laugh.

“It means that I want you again, but I have to go. Can you drive me home, or should I get a car? I know you’re not a big fan of driving.”

Violet dropped her hands from Stella’s body.

“I can drive you. I usually drive to work. It’s other places that I like to avoid it if I can. I hate finding parking. It’s like the worst.”

“I agree,” Violet replied.

“Want to stop at this place I go to sometimes for breakfast to-go? They’ve got great sandwiches and coffee. I’ll buy some for all of your friends, too, so that they won’t get mad at you for showing up empty-handed.”

“You’d do that for me?” Violet joked.

“Well, I want them to like me, don’t I?” she asked and kissed Violet on the lips. “Come on. Let’s go.”

Stella wasn’t sure where that quick kiss had come from. They tended to only kiss before and during sex, but it wasn’t like they were dating and kissed hello and goodbye or for any other reason. Violet hadn’t said anything, though, so Stella decided that it was probably fine. She grabbed her bag in the living room, and Violet followed her out to her garage.

“God, it must be nice to actually get to park your car in your garage, huh? We can barely fit the four of us and all of our work stuff in ours. There’s not even room for a bike.”

“How long do you think you’ll be in the garage?”

“However long we can until we can afford to get some office space. Hopefully, the meeting with the VC firm goes well, but we wouldn’t just go right out and get an office space. We’ve got more to do before we get there. It could help us get out of the house eventually, though.” Violet climbed into the car, with Stella getting behind the wheel, before she continued. “I won’t lie, I’m going to miss it when it all changes.”

“Miss what?” Stella asked before she started the car.

“Working all crammed how we are. Living together.”

“You wouldn’t all just live at the house but work somewhere else?” she asked as she backed out of the driveway.

“Maybe. But it’s only a matter of time, right? One of us will meet someone, fall in love, want to move in with them, maybe get married, have kids, and everything else. We’re all about the same age. I know Enya and Sarai want to meet someone and settle down. I think Arlowe does, too, but she lies to herself a lot since she got her heart broken big time back in school. It was her fault because she ended things, but she had her reasons. She hasn’t been the same since.”

“What about you?”

“What about me?” Violet asked.

“Do you want to meet someone, fall in love, and all the other stuff you mentioned? You talked about your friends, but not yourself,” she said and pulled them onto the road.

“Oh. Yeah. I mean, who doesn’t? Well, I guess some people might not, and others might not want to get married or have kids, but I want to meet a woman, fall in love, and go from there. I like the house we all live in because it’s our home and has been for a long time. It’s where we really cemented our bond as best friends and built our business. One day, though, even if the business is still there, Enya or Sarai or Arlowe will want to move out and make a go of it either on their own or with someone they love. I’m doing everything I can to keep us all together, but as much as I can do for the business, I can’t and wouldn’t stop them from falling in love and moving out if that’s what they want. When that happens, I’m going to be sad, and I’m going to miss what we have now, even though it’s hard most of the time.”

“You did it again,” Stella noted.

“What?”

“You said one day one of the three of them would move out after meeting someone, but you didn’t say you would.”

“I suppose that’s because I anticipate being the last one there. I’ll be the one sitting on the couch, watching TV, and eating ramen like a twenty-one-year-old, while they’re all at home with their significant others.”

“That sounds pretty bleak, Vi. Maybe you should recalculate that a bit.”

“Recalculate?” Violet laughed.

“Yeah, your future. Have a little more hope than that, at least,” Stella suggested and reached for Violet’s thigh to give it a squeeze.

When they got to Violet’s house several silent minutes later, Violet grabbed her bag from the floor and said, “Call you later?”

“Yeah, sure,” she replied and then watched Violet walk to the front door of the house, unlock it, go inside, and close the door behind her before she drove off to get to work.


CHAPTER 21

“That chart is wrong. It should be a bar graph. I want to show the differences between them with different colors.”

“A line graph has different colors, Violet,” Sarai said as they both stared at the flat-screen TV they used as a big monitor for meetings like this one.

It was mounted to the side wall, and they could all turn their chairs and watch someone, usually Violet or Sarai, present something. Violet had it hooked up to her laptop right now, and she was standing up next to it, pointing to a slide in her newly improved investor deck. Now that the meeting was actually set, Violet’s brain was going a mile a minute, and she couldn’t stop it. She’d already redone this chart in front of them in three different versions.

“Yes, but they’re thin lines. A bar graph will show new customers versus existing ones better, plus how many customers we anticipate based on download rates. This is just for the app version. I have another slide that I think can work with the line graph for the browser version.”

“I know. I made it,” Sarai replied. “And we’ve already made a ton of changes, Violet. How many more should we anticipate before we can actually start practicing the presentation with the final deck? We don’t have a ton of time here.”

“I know. But it has to be perfect. Arlowe, where’s the data on the languages you owe me?”

“Almost done. I’ve pulled everything as of yesterday. I need to put it in a spreadsheet for you, but do you want it up to date for the day of the presentation? Enya is working on adding Afrikaans level one, which should be launched by the time of the meeting. I don’t know how many users we’ll have trying it out, but it would be good to show that we have at least one more language, right?”

“I would imagine so. We have all the major ones.”

“Not Hindi, but that’s up next,” Enya said. “We’ve got nine of the top ten spoken languages in the world. Well, that’s not exactly one-hundred-percent true because assigning how many native speakers to a language is nearly impossible, and then you go into languages versus dialects of, and that’s contested all over the place. Think of Chinese. It’s really a family of languages that we all just lump together into one category. Hindi is used as a catchall to cover multiple dialects and subdialects. Besides, the data is collected from all over the place, population always changes, and we haven’t done the work to verify it. If I just go by the top ten that are most universally spoken right now and not only by native speakers, we have English, Mandarin Chinese, Hindi, Spanish, Arabic, French, Bengali, Portuguese, Russian, and Indonesian. Hindi will be available in the next few months. The manual work on my part is done. Arlowe has to do the rest, but the language science is sound for all of them, and that’s on top of all the other languages we have in the app and in the browser.”

“That’s good, but other translation apps have what we have,” Violet stated.

“True, but most aren’t as good,” Enya said. “A lot of them are just cobbled together at best. There are only two on the market that boast as many languages and are as solid as ours. One is far superior because they’ve been around for a while. They have a ton of users, the best gamification I have seen, and a brand name, but that’s all they do. The browser version is fine, but not as advanced as ours, and they have no plans to get into hardware.”

“Neither do we right now,” Sarai noted.

“We have plans. We just haven’t done anything about them yet,” Violet pointed out. “We should include more on that in the deck; more about the wearable.”

“Violet, by the time we’re done making that thing, technology will be so far advanced from where we started, that we might have to start over,” Arlowe suggested. “I want to make it, but I don’t know that putting it into this deck is a good idea. Maybe we can mention the concept, but not go into detail, or even keep it in our back pocket and bring it out if we need to.”

“What sets us apart, then?” Violet asked. “I mean, really, if we think about it, what sets us apart? We’ve been at this for pretty much the past ten years, and we have an app that we say is the best, a great browser version, and plans to do more, to do something that will revolutionize language, but we’re still here, about to beg someone who turned us down years ago for money just so we can stay in business.”

“Our monthly subscribers are going up, and our week-over-week downloads are up, too,” Sarai pointed out before she pressed a button on Violet’s computer and moved them forward to another slide. “See?” She pointed to the graph on that page. “Violet, the numbers are good. Yes, they might be slowly moving that way, but they’re showing progress. We just don’t have enough money for a massive campaign. I’m doing the best with what we have here, but in order to build a brand, we have to get attention. Maybe influencers, bigger and better ads, a celebrity cameo, something beyond just a few basic ads about language translation. I’d take a mascot of a cute animal over our logo right now. Anything will help at this point.”

“So, because we don’t have enough money for a celebrity, we’re failing?” Violet pressed.

“Not what I said, and you know it. Will you chill? You’re making me want to bite my nails, and I haven’t done that in years.”

“Hell, I’ve never smoked a cigarette, and she’s making me think about taking it up,” Arlowe added.

“Violet, we’re going to be okay,” Enya said with a soft smile.

“Are we? It’s, like, seven o’clock, and we’ve been at this all day. We haven’t made a ton of progress.”

“Excuse me. I redesigned the whole template because you said we needed more blue on the slides. I’ve also changed the charts and graphs at least a dozen times,” Sarai noted, pointing at the screen.

“The pitch. You know what I mean, Sarai. The pitch is basically the same as it was seven years ago when they turned us down.”

“I need a break,” Sarai said. “And I’m starving. Anyone want pizza?”

“Hell, yeah,” Arlowe replied. “Can you get our usual with the–”

“Breadsticks and cheese sticks, yeah, I know our order after, like, eight years of ordering it.”

“You really are hungry,” Arlowe said.

“Well, yeah. I skipped lunch because Violet wanted me to change the deck she just pretended hadn’t been touched,” Sarai said, got up, and left the garage. “I’m ordering now! If you want anything different from what we’d normally get, speak up!” she yelled from the kitchen.

“I pissed her off, didn’t I?” Violet asked.

“We’re all burning the candle at both ends, Vi. She just needs a break. I think it’s probably good for us all to take a few minutes to ourselves. We can talk more at dinner,” Enya suggested.

Then, she, too, stood up and left the garage, and Violet turned to Arlowe, who was still sitting there expectantly.

“It’s okay. Take a break. I’m going to my room. I think I could use one, too,” she said.

Violet left the garage, walked by Sarai, who was still in the kitchen, and into her own room just as she heard the door to Enya’s close. She sat on the end of her bed instead of at her desk, flopped backward, and pulled her phone out of the front pocket of her jeans. She placed it on her stomach and stared up at her ceiling, wondering what to do now. For some reason, the only thing she could think of was to call Stella. Violet hadn’t seen her in about a week, but they’d texted on and off since then. With the investor meeting coming up, she had been extra busy, and Stella had told her that it was fine because she had a major client that she was trying to win.

Violet wasn’t sure what had her thinking of Stella right now, considering she typically only thought of her in relation to sex. She’d been wondering if maybe it was just meant to be about a week of hot sex, followed by texting and telling each other that they couldn’t meet up that night until it all faded away as if it had never happened to begin with. Then, she’d see Stella or talk to her only in relation to being a Cerebral customer, and she’d flash back to those amazing nights and wish she had someone else to have that kind of sex with.

“Violet?”

Violet opened her mouth to speak, but she didn’t know what to say. Her mind had been wandering, and her hands had, apparently, picked up her phone, dialed Stella, and put it to her ear.

“Um… Hey. Yeah, hi,” she said.

“Hey. What’s up? You usually don’t call me.”

“I know. I–”

“Wait. Is this… Are you looking for phone sex?”

“What?” she asked, shooting up into a sitting position. “No.”

“Oh.”

“You thought I called you for phone sex?”

“It’s been a minute. I thought maybe you were too busy to get out of the house and meet up, but that you might be calling for a little release or something.”

“Is that an option?” Violet asked, suddenly wanting to know.

“It can be, yeah. Why? Interested now?” Stella teased.

“Yes, but no,” she replied.

“What does that mean?” Stella asked, laughing.

“It means I’m on a break right now. We’re about to eat dinner and then get back in it.”

“Break from what?”

“Planning for a possible investor meeting. It’s not going well,” she admitted.

“Why not?”

“Because I’m a type-A nutjob.”

“What? No, you’re not.” Stella laughed.

“Yes, I am, and you know it.”

“You’re type A, yeah, but you’re not a nutjob, Violet. You have certain ways that you want to do things, but you’re also the CEO, so you’re the one who has to make the decisions. It’s a blessing and a curse. You know that it all rests on you. If it doesn’t go well, Arlowe will go back to coding. Enya, I guess, will learn, like, ten more languages. Sarai will market whatever you give her. You’re the one who’ll have to figure out what to do next.”

“Gee, thanks, Stella,” she said, laughing a little.

“Hey, it’s the truth. I mean, when have I ever let you off the hook?”

“Never.”

“Exactly. So, it’s harder for you than for the rest of them. Then, you add in the fact that you’re a bit of a control freak, and–”

“Hey!” Violet laughed.

“What? It’s the truth, too. Remember that group project? You didn’t like that you couldn’t rule with an iron fist and made the professor put you in another group where you could.”

“Oh, my God. I forgot about that.”

“I did not,” Stella replied. “I was pissed when he first grouped us together. You lasted one group meeting, had a list as long as my arm, and it was hand-written, Vi. Who was handwriting lists for classes even back then?”

Violet laughed for a moment, but then, she stopped.

“Hey, have you eaten dinner yet?” she asked without thinking.

“No. Why?”

“I don’t know. Want to come over and have pizza with us? Decide quickly. Sarai is placing the order as we speak. She has trouble making decisions when it comes to food, though, so you might have about thirty seconds to add to the order.”

“Where is she ordering from?”

“Mama Ps,” she said of their favorite pizza place.

“That’s my favorite. And it’s on my way there. Are you sure your friends won’t mind?”

“They won’t care. Honestly, they’d probably like having someone who doesn’t work with us sitting at the table so that we have something other than work to talk about with each other for once.”

“Can you have her set it for pick-up? I can grab it on my way and have them make me whatever when I get there.”

“Yeah? You’re sure?”

“Yes. It’s not a problem. I’ll be there in about an hour, probably.”

“Okay. I’ll go let her know.”

Violet hung up, headed back to the kitchen to try to stop Sarai from completing a delivery order, and she managed to get there when she was deciding between getting the brownie cookie dessert or the chocolate chip cookie bar dessert. The time it would take Stella to arrive there also gave them each a longer break, and Violet used it to take a quick shower because she felt dirty after a long day out in the garage, where there was no air-conditioning.

When she got out and finished getting dressed in a pair of her old sweats and a T-shirt, she headed to the living room, where she found Sarai letting Stella in. Stella had made it there in under an hour, and Violet felt like maybe she should’ve at least blow-dried her hair instead of leaving it down and wet, just brushed, looking like a slob in the clothes she’d chosen, too. Why had she done that? She’d known Stella was coming over for dinner. Was Stella staying for more than just dinner, though? That part, they hadn’t discussed, but according to their sex-only rule, Stella would likely want or expect that tonight, given how she’d brought up phone sex earlier. Violet wasn’t sure she could get herself in the mood, even with how good Stella looked in the adorable gray beanie she wore over her short blonde hair, a navy sweater, tight jeans, and brown boots that she kicked off by the door.

“Hey,” Stella said when she saw her. “Want to help me out here? I think Sarai ordered one of everything.”

“She has a hard time–”

“Making food decisions, I remember,” Stella interrupted.

“I like options. Sue me.”

Sarai took the top pizza box and made her way into the kitchen. Violet walked over to Stella and grabbed a couple of the smaller boxes and one of the bags carrying their drinks.

“Hey,” Stella said again. “You look comfy.”

“I look exhausted, but at least I’m clean. Working in the garage saves us money, but it’s also pretty hot in there, so it gets sweaty.”

“You look good sweaty. I’d know,” Stella teased.

“Okay. Save that for after dinner, when you’re alone in Vi’s room,” Arlowe said when she walked from the hallway and headed by them straight for the kitchen.

When Stella laughed a little, Violet looked over Stella’s shoulder and didn’t see an overnight bag. Maybe she hadn’t planned on staying over, after all. Violet found that thought disappointed her. She went into the kitchen, and Stella followed. Enya came in a moment later, and they set out all the food for everyone to take what they wanted. Violet realized that they only had four chairs for the table, so she went to the garage and grabbed a folding chair. She sat and offered Stella her usual seat instead. Stella sat down, and when the rest of them joined, everyone started talking about anything other than the company, the investors, and the deck, which was a great relief for Violet, who hadn’t realized how much she’d needed that.

“Hey, are you staying? I didn’t see a bag,” she said.

“I left it in the car. I couldn’t carry it inside and bring in dinner. We also didn’t talk about that, so I packed just in case but didn’t want to assume. Besides, I didn’t know if you’d want me to bring in an overnight bag in front of your friends.”

“They know, so it’s fine,” she replied.

“Do you want me to stay, Vi?”

“I don’t know that I’m up for anything tonight. It’s been a long week.”

“Hey, Stella? Come out to the garage. You can give us your thoughts on the deck and tell Violet how good it is so that we can all get some sleep.”

Arlowe didn’t wait for a response before she walked into the garage, and Stella looked at Violet as if to ask permission.

“It’s not ready yet.”

“That’s okay. Maybe I can help. I’ve worked on decks for VCs before in my role. I won’t if you don’t want me to.”

“Come on, Violet. Maybe she can help,” Sarai said.

Violet sighed and replied, “Yeah, it’s fine. We could use a fresh set of eyes.”


CHAPTER 22

The garage meeting had been surprisingly fun for Stella, who had offered her feedback on the deck based on her experience dealing with VCs. Violet had disagreed with a lot of it, which hadn’t surprised Stella at all. At first, she’d thought it might be pretty good foreplay, but then she’d remembered Violet telling her that she hadn’t been up for anything that night.

Around midnight, the group started to break up, with Enya telling everyone that she needed to get some sleep and Arlowe requesting the room so that she could pull one of her late-night coding sessions. Sarai had actually yawned first, and that had started a chain reaction of them all doing the same, but when Violet had noticed Stella’s probably very heavy eyes and a massive yawn, she’d nodded toward her bedroom.

“Get your stuff from the car. You can stay here tonight,” Violet had told her.

Stella hadn’t argued. She’d gone out to get her bag and had returned to Violet setting the alarm for the night. They’d gone to Violet’s room, where Stella had taken her time in the bathroom before Violet had. Then, they’d climbed into bed together, and it had been the first time they’d gone to sleep next to each other without sex. Well, with both of them sober and fully clothed, at least.

Stella woke up around eight in the morning, and since it was a weekend day, she didn’t need to rush to work. She’d also brought her computer with her because she hadn’t been sure if she was going to head to the office anyway, which she did sometimes whenever they had big clients they were working on signing. The office was empty on the weekends, with the exception of a few support people who worked there instead of at the company’s headquarters, and she liked to have the quiet and the change of scenery occasionally.

Violet wasn’t in bed. She also wasn’t in the bathroom, so Stella got up, brushed her teeth and hair, and dressed for the day. She didn’t know what to do after that. Should she take her bag, which she hadn’t unpacked and had just stuffed the things she had used back into it, and head out to her car? Should she wait for Violet to return to her room? Having decided on the former, she grabbed her bag, slung it over her shoulder, pulled open the bedroom door, and walked down the hallway, where she found Enya and Arlowe on the couch, eating what looked like cold, leftover pizza.

“Breakfast?” Arlowe asked, holding up her slice.

“Hey,” she said. “Where’s Violet?”

“In the garage. Are you surprised?” Arlowe said before taking a bite.

“Has she eaten, at least?”

“I don’t think so,” Enya replied.

“There’s more on the table in there if you want,” Arlowe said, nodding toward the kitchen.

“Thanks.”

“Why are you carrying your bag around?” Enya asked.

“I was going to head out, but I thought I should find her to say goodbye first.”

Enya nodded but didn’t say anything else, so Stella took that as her cue and walked into the kitchen, where she found two open pizza boxes. She remembered which one Violet had eaten the night before and, hoping Violet liked it cold, she added a couple of slices to a paper plate she’d brought from the restaurant and carried it into the garage, where she found Violet staring at her computer screen, deep in thought.

“Hey, Vi?”

Violet looked up at her and said, “Oh, hey. You’re up?”

“Yeah. You left the bedroom.”

“Sorry, I had to work on this, and I didn’t want to wake you by working in my room,” Violet replied. “What’s that?” she asked, looking at the plate in Stella’s hand.

“Breakfast. Do you like cold pizza?”

“No,” Violet said.

Stella laughed and replied, “Of course, you don’t. Can I heat it up for you?”

“You eat pizza for breakfast?”

“Sometimes. But Arlowe and Enya had it sitting out, and they said you hadn’t eaten yet, so I thought I’d try to get you to at least have some breakfast.”

“I can’t. I’m in the middle of something.”

Stella sat down in Arlowe’s fancy chair and said, “Let me guess… Slide thirteen.”

Violet looked surprised.

“How did you–”

“You vehemently disagreed with me on it last night. You don’t need it, Vi. It’s only going to confuse them. Stick to the numbers. It’s all they care about. Revenue potential and when they can expect to get their investment back. That’s it.”

“But they also need to see how we’re going to get their money back.”

“Sure, but not in this much detail. I could barely read the words on the slide when we had it on the big screen last night. You don’t need it, but if you think you do, expand it to three or four slides and add them to the appendix.”

“That’s what I told her,” Sarai said when she walked in, carrying her own plate. “Are you eating pizza for breakfast?” she asked Violet.

“No, Stella is.”

“I’m going to heat it up for her, and she’s going to eat it then,” Stella said, setting her bag down on the floor of the garage.

“No, I’m not. I’ll eat it for lunch or something.”

“Is there something you will eat for breakfast?”

“Stella, I’m fine,” Violet replied.

“She eats those granola bars or protein bars. Whatever they are,” Sarai said.

“Not helping, Sarai,” Violet said, glaring at her friend.

Stella leaned in and softly asked, “Hey, do you want me to go? I will. I just wanted to make sure you ate something.”

Violet looked at her then, and her expression softened.

“And we’re going to go over it again, aren’t we?” Arlowe asked when she walked in.

“Do you guys always work the weekends?” Stella asked, realizing that she wasn’t going to get an answer from Violet.

“Pretty much.” Enya pointed at Violet. “She doesn’t demand it or anything, but we like what we do. Arlowe’s butt is usually glued to that chair unless she’s going out to meet women.”

“Act like I do that every night, Enya. And speaking of my chair…”

Arlowe looked at Stella.

“Oh, sorry.” Stella stood quickly. “I should get out of your hair.”

“Stella, it’s fine,” Violet said. “I’ll eat the damn protein bar while Sarai changes slide thirteen, breaking it into three more slides, and moves it to the appendix, okay?”

“Yeah, okay,” she said.

Stella found that she didn’t want to go home when the four women got to work. She pulled out her own computer, sat down on a spare chair, and pretended like she was working on something of her own, but really, she was listening to the four of them go over their product and their pitch deck once more. Eventually, though, she closed her computer and found herself participating, and no one seemed to object or care that she didn’t work there.

“What if you highlight the differences here?” she suggested, pointing to the screen. “You’re going to get the questions, right? Might as well get the objections out of the way. Tell them why they’d invest in your product over any other one like it.”

“We do that a little later, I thought,” Violet said.

“Not really. You kind of gloss over it in the back part of the deck. I’m guessing you’re doing that because you’re worried about pointing things out directly, but I say you just do it. VCs tend to want directness. They value their time more than their money because their time is their money. I’d hit them with it.”

“But the leaders in the industry are way ahead of us,” Violet argued.

“Maybe so, but you’re doing something different than them. They’re gamifying language learning primarily. You’re doing that to compete, but you’re focused on translations. I haven’t seen any other app do what you’ve shown you’ve got right now; not to the degree you’re doing it. And you’re not even done adding all the functionality you want yet. Arlowe said she wants to make it so that it would work with just about every wearable.”

“She wants us to build our own. Why would we do that if we’re going to have our own? They wouldn’t buy it then.”

“Isn’t it smart to work with the available ones until you have it? I thought that was a great idea. Make everything you have widely available, get as much money and data as possible, and build partnerships. If, at some point, you do decide to build your own, you’ll have a bigger brand by then, and if it doesn’t make sense to do it, you still have those partnerships.”

“But their hardware isn’t built for what we offer.”

“No, not exclusively, but–”

“Stella’s right. It’s the best play,” Sarai interjected.

“Hey, it was my idea,” Arlowe said.

“Sure. Let’s pretend like we haven’t been talking about the approach for years and that I didn’t suggest it. Enya?”

“What?”

“Whose idea was it?” Sarai asked.

“I honestly just want lunch,” Enya replied.

“Shit.” Stella checked the time on the wall clock. “It’s two in the afternoon?”

“Apparently,” Violet said, looking pissed off.

“I hope you didn’t have lunch plans, Stella. You would have missed them,” Arlowe said.

“I didn’t. I do have dinner plans, though.”

“You do?” Violet asked.

“Yeah,” she replied, wondering where Violet’s surprise about that was coming from.

“Oh,” Violet said. “Well, sorry for keeping you. I can walk you out.”

“It’s two, Vi. I’m not going to be late for dinner, which is at seven, if I stay a little longer.”

“No, it’s fine. We have to really focus on this now.”

“And we weren’t focusing before?” Sarai asked, snapping into some beef jerky.

“You’re making me hungrier,” Enya said.

“The kitchen is right there,” Sarai replied as she chewed.

Stella looked over at Violet, who was staring at her and seemed contemplative again, like she was weighing something in her mind, and that something involved Stella.

“Maybe you’re right. I should go,” Stella said.

Violet seemed surprised by that, but when she opened her mouth to say something, no words actually came out, so Stella stood, gathered up her things, and slung her bag over her shoulder.

“I’ll walk you out,” Violet offered.

“Great. Thanks,” she replied, and they walked out of the garage and through the kitchen in silence.

“So, you have plans tonight?” Violet asked once they were in the living room.

“Yeah.”

Stella was hoping that Violet would ask her what those plans were, but Violet only nodded while she pulled open the front door.

“You?” Stella asked.

“Just more of this, I’m sure,” Violet replied, motioning to the house.

“You need breaks, Violet. They do, too.”

“We don’t have time for breaks, Stella. We have to get this money.”

“I know you do. I want that for you, too. I just know what I see in there because I see it at work with our product team and engineers when they’re mid-sprint and our CEO gives them yet another thing to build without adjusting the deadline. I have seen one of them actually pull some of their hair out.”

“Yeah, well… We don’t have a whole engineering or a product team. We have Arlowe and Enya.”

“I know. That makes it worse, doesn’t it?”

“It’s not your thing to worry about, though, is it?” Violet countered.

“Hey, I know. I get it. I’m only trying to help.”

“We don’t need your help, Stella.”

“Violet, come on… Just be honest with yourself for a minute. We had a good conversation last night, and today, we were in there for hours and didn’t even realize it because we were making good progress.”

“There are no consequences for you, Stella. It’s different. I appreciate the help, I really do, but you can say whatever you want in there and not have to do any of the work or live with the consequences of your decisions. The rest of us don’t have that option.”

“I get it. I was only trying to help.”

“I know. And I appreciate you coming over last night, even though you didn’t get laid.”

“Violet, I–”

“Have fun tonight with whatever you’re doing,” Violet interjected.

“It’s just dinner with a friend, Violet. I will be home by nine and in bed by eleven at the latest.”

Violet nodded and seemed to take in the information.

“Well, I still hope you have fun.”

“Thanks, I guess,” she said before she pushed open the glass door and let it close behind her.

It had been a great night and morning, despite them not having sex, but Violet seemed to be struggling with this whole VC thing, which hadn’t been part of Stella’s plan when she’d sent the email. If it ended up with Violet getting the money she needed, though, she could be happy for her, and maybe after it was all done, they could have a real conversation about what was going on between them.


CHAPTER 23

“Is she gone?” Sarai asked.

“Yeah. Sorry, I didn’t expect her to stay so long. I lost track of time. Honestly, I thought she would have left when she woke up.”

“Why?” Sarai asked.

“Why would she have left?”

“Yes.”

“Because we didn’t have sex last night. She just slept over because it was late, and I didn’t want her driving home.”

“And that means she would run out on you this morning?” Enya asked.

Arlowe was still in the garage, but Enya and Sarai were in the kitchen, sorting out their lunch, so Violet sat down in the chair Stella had borrowed the previous night for dinner.

“Not necessarily. I guess I thought she would text me and tell me she headed out or something. Then, she’s offering me cold pizza for breakfast and insisting I eat it, which you all know I don’t do.”

“Cold pizza is the best,” Sarai suggested as she started making herself a sandwich.

“Agree to disagree on that one.”

“I liked her ideas,” Enya said, sitting down with a sandwich of her own. “I think it’s smart to consider at least some of them. She has experience with VCs.”

“So do I,” Violet reminded.

“Yeah, but her experience has clearly gotten her somewhere. No offense,” Sarai added and squirted mustard onto her sandwich. “Enya’s right, Vi. Stella had some good ideas in there. And if they can help us get this investment money, shouldn’t we at least try some?”

“You want to take the ideas of the woman I’m sleeping with over the ones we’ve all been working on for this presentation for the past week?” Violet asked.

“First of all, I want their money. Second, you’re not just sleeping with her,” Sarai said as she sat down in her chair.

“Yes, I am.”

“No, you’re not.”

“Because I let her crash last night instead of making her drive home?”

“We have a couch,” Sarai stated before she bit into a pickle spear. “She also doesn’t live that far away from here, and it wasn’t all that late. She could’ve driven home, Vi. One of those sofas in the living room pulls out into a bed, so if she were just crashing, she could’ve crashed out there. She slept in your bed instead.”

“So? She’s done it before. You really think I should’ve relegated her to couch status like a woman who hasn’t slept in my bed before?”

“Why exactly aren’t you two dating?” Enya asked.

Violet laughed and replied, “Because we don’t like each other.”

“Says who? Twenty-two-year-old you?” Sarai asked.

“Violet hasn’t ever trusted herself.”

Violet turned and saw Arlowe walking into the kitchen with her headphones around her neck.

“Excuse me? I trust myself just fine.”

“Not with your own heart. I blame that evil first girlfriend of yours. She did a number on you.”

“Like Eline did on you?” Violet tossed back.

“Shots fired,” Enya said and bit into a baby carrot.

“Across the bow?” Sarai asked.

“Nope. Direct hit,” Enya replied.

Arlowe sat down in her chair and said, “I was in love once, yes. I ended it because of the circumstances neither of us could control. You thought you had a girlfriend waiting for you at home. You told the whole world about her. Then, you got back, and you found her in bed with someone else.”

“Come on… I really don’t need to picture that for the millionth time,” Violet said.

She hadn’t told Stella the whole truth, but when she’d gotten home, Violet had been supposed to go straight to her off-campus apartment, but she hadn’t been able to wait. Her girlfriend had made her promises to come to Amsterdam at least once while she was away, but no trip had happened, and when Violet had offered to come home once or twice, she’d been told by her girlfriend that she’d been too busy for them to have any time together anyway. Violet had been upset because she wouldn’t get to see the woman she thought she was falling in love with, but she really hadn’t wanted to leave Amsterdam for a weekend. She loved it there, and she had made good friends, whom she was now sitting with ten years later.

When she’d gotten home, though, she’d gone straight to her girlfriend’s apartment. She didn’t have a key, so she’d knocked, and one of the roommates had let her in. Later, Violet would understand the look on the woman’s face at seeing her standing there. She’d also understand why she’d tried to keep Violet out of the bedroom that she walked toward. The door had been closed, so she’d knocked.

“Babe, hey! I’m home,” she’d greeted.

“Shit! What? Violet?”

“Yeah, it’s me. I’m–”

Violet had seen her girlfriend naked before, so she’d figured that if she were just changing her clothes or something, that wouldn’t matter, but she’d opened the door and stopped immediately. Frozen, she had watched another woman jump off the bed and away from the woman she’d been so excited to see just a minute ago. They’d both been naked, and from what it had looked like for that split second, that woman had been going down on Violet’s girlfriend. Violet had dropped the flowers she’d bought at the airport onto the floor and run out of the apartment, finding her bags sitting just inside the door, likely brought in by the roommate because Violet had been too excited to grab them from the hallway earlier. She’d dragged them back out, pulled them down the hall toward the elevator, and her cheating girlfriend had caught up with her on her way out. That had been when all the confession had come. They were done.

She’d dated here and there but not often and had only tried having another relationship a couple of times. Both had fizzled out fast for different reasons, but Violet had to admit that Arlowe was right. She’d never really gotten over seeing the woman who she’d thought had been waiting for her having sex with another woman and then finding out that it had been going on the whole time and with multiple women, all while Violet had been faithful to her in another country.

“I’m fine,” she said to her friends.

“You are, huh?”

“Yes, Arlowe, I am.”

“So, why aren’t you dating Stella, then?”

“Stella doesn’t want to date me. We’re just sleeping together. We’re not friends with benefits or a couple or–”

“You’re not friends with benefits?” Sarai asked as if in disbelief. “She hung out with you, like, all day. And that was, apparently, after she didn’t get any benefits last night. What exactly is that again, Enya?”

“Friends with benefits,” Enya confirmed.

“At least,” Sarai added.

“Hey, do you like her?” Arlowe asked softly. “I mean, for real. I’m not messing with you here.”

“I like her in bed.”

“What about out of it? You said you stayed the night at her place last week, and you two didn’t sleep together then, either.”

“We did when we woke up.”

“Sure. Then, you didn’t last night. Did you snuggle?”

“No,” she replied, but she looked away from Arlowe, which she knew was her own tell.

Arlowe laughed and said, “Yes, you did, you little liar.”

“It was not on purpose. I woke up, and she was spooning me.”

“That’s why you were walking around and waking me up at, like, six in the morning on a weekend?” Enya asked. “You said it was because you wanted to get an early start on work today and made me make coffee for everyone.”

“Well, that was also true, but yeah. She didn’t know she was doing it. We fell asleep facing away from each other. She must have rolled into me and forgot it was me or something.”

“You sound like you were awake when it happened,” Arlowe noted.

“So?”

“Why were you awake?” Sarai asked.

“I don’t know. I couldn’t sleep.”

“Probably because Stella was next to you, and you knew if you fell asleep, you’d spoon her.” Arlowe laughed. “Been there.”

“That’s not how it was. I just happened to be awake, and she spooned me.”

“Did you push her away?”

“No, Sarai, I didn’t. I didn’t want to wake her up, which is another reason why I left the bedroom: she was still asleep.”

“I’m sorry; I’m still confused,” Enya said, shaking her head. “You say you two don’t like each other, but you do. It’s pretty clear to everyone else.”

“Did you not see us argue today?”

Violet pointed to the open garage door behind her as if that would explain the whole thing.

“I saw you argue with another businessperson, yeah, but it wasn’t like you were arguing over anything that had to do with your relationship.”

“We don’t have a relationship, Enya.”

“I didn’t mean a romantic relationship. I meant relationship in a general sense. You disagreed with her ideas. She disagreed with yours.”

“Yeah. And even then, it was fine. You weren’t yelling at each other or anything, and neither of you stormed out of the garage when you didn’t get your way,” Sarai said before she stole one of Enya’s baby carrots and chomped on it.

“Well, we’re not six years old,” Violet replied.

“You know what I mean.”

“Sarai, Stella and I aren’t dating. And she doesn’t want to date me, either.”

“I think she does, but whatever you say, Violet.”

“You know how Stella told you that she figured out the whole wanting to have sex with you thing recently, but that it had been there since school?”

“Not exactly what she said. But what’s your point, Arlowe?”

“What if, all along, it wasn’t that you two hated each other, like some kind of deep-seeded hate that will never go away, but you actually liked each other? You just met under competitive circumstances, and you both went a little crazy because of that. What if you had met her in an Amsterdam bar instead?”

“Shit…” Sarai pointed at Violet. “What if she’s right? You met Stella at school, when you were still trying to impress Mommy and Daddy Russell.”

“I had a girlfriend,” she said through gritted teeth.

“Pretend you didn’t,” Arlowe persisted. “Pretend you were both single. Stella walked up and, I don’t know, offered to buy you a drink.”

“I don’t know what would’ve happened then.”

“Well, you obviously like her physically,” Enya noted.

“Yes, I do. She’s hot.”

“And?” Enya asked.

“And what, Enya?”

“Is she just hot?”

“She’s pretty, okay? She’s my physical type. Is that what you meant?”

“Okay. So, a pretty Stella, your physical type, walks up to you in a bar, buys you a drink, and asks you to dance. What then?” Arlowe asked.

“I guess I’d dance with her,” she replied and shrugged a shoulder.

“And with the whole school thing no longer in play in this scenario, what might have happened after?”

“Arlowe, that is an impossible question to answer. It’s also irrelevant because I can’t go back in time and we didn’t meet like that. We met in school, and she wasn’t nice to me. I wasn’t nice to her, I guess. We were competing for the same thing for different reasons.”

“Huh?” Sarai asked.

“I was trying to make my parents love me by doing well in everything. Stella was working her way through school because she had to. She didn’t come from money like I did.”

“Interesting,” Enya replied and chomped down on another baby carrot.

“I agree,” Sarai said.

“Me too,” Arlowe added.

“What is so damn interesting?” Violet asked.

“You seemed to have learned some things about Stella when you keep trying to convince us that all you two are doing is having sex. When I have casual sex with someone, I don’t tend to tell them the intimate details of my life. Have you told Stella the intimate details of your life, Violet?”

Violet thought back through all their conversations and swallowed because she had told Stella some of the intimate details of her life.

“I’m going to take a break and go to my room,” she said, not addressing Arlowe’s question. “I didn’t sleep well, so I’m taking a nap.”

Arlowe laughed, but she didn’t say anything.

Violet then rose from the table, stole a few carrots from Enya’s plate, and left the kitchen. When she got back to her room, she pulled out her phone.

Violet Russell: Will you for sure be home by nine tonight?

Stella Ross: Yes. Why?

Violet Russell: I’m coming over, and I’ll be there at nine. I want you to fuck me however you want and make me come over and over again all night long.

Stella Ross: Really? I thought you were worried about the presentation.

Violet Russell: That can wait until tomorrow. I need a break. Would you like to make me come tonight or not?

Stella Ross: Come over at nine. I’ll make sure I’m done with dinner and back on time.

Violet Russell: What should I wear?

Stella Ross: I would say nothing, but that might get you pulled over.

Stella Ross: Wear a business suit with pants. I want to take it off you layer by layer. Wear heels, too. Tall ones. Those will stay on for a while.

Violet Russell: See you at nine.

Violet lay down minutes later and took a long nap. When she woke up, she found her phone charging on her table and noticed that it was after seven. She’d put it on do-not-disturb so that she could sleep and just now noticed another couple of messages from Stella. She couldn’t make them out through the notification on her lock screen, and she was worried that Stella would be canceling until she opened her messages app.

Stella Ross: My dinner got canceled. Jen found herself a hot date on some app.

Stella Ross: Want to come over early? Like, whenever. Like, now, if you want.

That message had come in at six-forty-five, and it made her smirk because Stella definitely wanted her to come over tonight.

Violet Russell: Just saw your messages. I was taking a nap. Let me get changed, and I’ll be right over. Should I bring anything other than myself in a business suit with heels?

She expected Stella to say something about her bringing the dildo Stella had used on her here because she knew that was Violet’s favorite toy, or that she’d suggest that she bring an overnight bag. She waited a minute, and when Stella’s response didn’t arrive right away, she got up and started packing a bag with the dildo and harness inside and found a free pack of lube that had come with the toy. She’d never used the free sample, but the package it came in said it was meant to enhance her pleasure, so Violet tucked it into the pocket of her overnight bag just as Stella’s text came in.

Stella Ross: Do you have any good wine over there? I’ve got some basic stuff, but if you have something better, bring that. Red, if you have it.

“Oh, she’s got something planned, doesn’t she?” Violet asked herself, picturing Stella maybe sipping wine from her belly button or something.

Stella Ross: Oh, and a bag. Bring a bag. You wanted to come all night long. You’ll need to stay over for me to make that happen.

Violet laughed at that and headed out of her room once she had everything she needed. She stopped by the living room and told Arlowe and Enya where she was going.

“Have fun on your date,” Enya said.

“What date? She looks like she’s going to a networking event sponsored by LinkedIn,” Arlowe remarked.

“It’s not a date.” Violet chuckled. “I’m going to Stella’s, but it’s not a date. Do we have any good red wine?”

“No,” Enya said. “We have decent red wine, though.”

“In the pantry,” Arlowe added. “I saw a bottle in there when I was grabbing chips earlier.”

“Thanks.”

She grabbed her bottle of wine, left her pain-in-the-ass friends on one of the two couches in their living room, and set out to prove to herself that she only wanted sex from Stella Ross.


CHAPTER 24

Stella opened the door and took Violet in.

“Fuck. You look sexy,” she said. “I was right to suggest the heels.”

Violet smiled and asked, “Can I come in?”

“Yeah. Sorry.”

She moved out of the way to let Violet walk inside and smiled at the fact that Violet was carrying a bag.

“Let me get that for you,” she said, taking it from her. “I’ll take it to the bedroom for you. Have a seat.”

“A seat?” Violet asked.

“Yeah, in the kitchen. I’ll be right back.”

“Um… Okay,” Violet replied. “Where do you want the wine? Bedroom?”

“No, that would also go to the kitchen. There’s a corkscrew in the drawer with the silverware. You know where that is, right?”

“Yes. But why am I not going to your bedroom?” Violet asked.

“With the wine?”

“Oh, wait,” Violet said, smiling. “Never mind. I’ll meet you in the kitchen.”

“Okay. Good.”

Stella laughed a little and walked Violet’s bag back to the bedroom. Quickly, she looked around, checking to make sure everything looked all right since she’d set up some flameless candles earlier. She had them in a box in her closet for power outages, but she’d decided when Violet had agreed to come over earlier to get them out and go for a mood. Everything looked okay, so Stella went back out to the kitchen and found Violet leaning back against the island, looking around.

“What’s all this?” Violet asked.

“Dinner,” she said. “You didn’t eat already, did you? I took a chance because you usually eat later. I thought maybe dinner around eight would be good.”

“Dinner?”

“Yeah. Did you eat?”

“No, I didn’t. But dinner? Stella…”

“What?”

“What happened to your actual dinner plans?”

“Jen had a date. I told you.”

“She just got a date at the last minute?”

“She’s on dating apps a lot. She said she matched with someone, and the woman was free, so she’s meeting her for drinks. I planned on staying in and waiting for you to get here at nine, but I thought I’d see if you wanted to come over earlier, and you did, so I made us dinner. It’s just pasta.”

“That’s what the wine is for?”

“What else would it be for?”

“I don’t know. Sex.”

“Sex? You want to have sex with wine?”

“No, I thought you would maybe, like, pour it on me or something and drink it off my body. I don’t know what you’re into.”

“Yes, you do. We’ve had sex before. We’ve had a lot of sex before.”

“Well, that doesn’t mean I know what you’ve planned tonight. I mean…” Violet motioned to the stove, where the pasta water was boiling. “Clearly.”

“I don’t understand what the problem is, Violet. Are you not hungry?”

“Of course, I’m hungry. I had a handful of baby carrots for lunch and skipped dinner.”

“So, what exactly is the issue?”

“Stella, this is a date.”

“It’s a meal, Violet.”

“There are candles on the table.” Violet motioned to the kitchen table behind the island. “And cloth napkins.”

“I have a set of them. I bought them, like, two years ago because I thought I’d have fancy dinner parties. That hasn’t happened, so I thought I’d just pull them out tonight. I even watched this video on YouTube to learn how to fold them. That is called the bishop’s hat fold.”

“You learned how to fold a napkin for dinner?”

“It literally took three minutes.”

“But we don’t do this, Stella. We don’t have dinner,” Violet argued.

“We had dinner together last night.”

“Pizza with my friends. I didn’t cook for you or… fold cloth napkins. God, are those candles, like, fragrant or something? It smells like autumn in here.”

“I only had the cinnamon apple kind.”

“Stella…” Violet began as she stood up fully. “What is going on? I thought I was here for us to sleep together, and I brought my dildo and this lube that came with it.”

“You did?” Stella asked. “Yeah, I want that, too. Is it flavored by chance?”

“No, it’s–” Violet shook her head. “It’s just supposed to make it more sensitive down there to make it, you know, more intense.”

“Well, I’m certainly down with making your orgasms more intense.”

She moved into Violet and took her by the hips.

“Wait. Stella, this is a date.”

“Did I say that? I’m pretty sure I just said it was dinner. Should I not have offered you carbs and, therefore, energy before we have sex for hours?”

“But the candles…”

“So? There are more in the bedroom, too.”

“What?” Violet moved out of her grasp and marched down the hall. “Stella!” she yelled.

“Sometimes, I hate my name,” Stella muttered. “They had to love A Streetcar Named Desire. Couldn’t have another favorite movie to name their kid after…” she added of her parents as she followed Violet’s yell. “What is it?”

“Candles,” Violet stated, motioning exaggeratedly with an open hand around the bedroom.

“Yes, like I told you. They’re flameless and don’t smell, though. Do you, like, hate autumn or something?”

“Stella, you can’t do this. We don’t do romantic nights where you cook for me and we have sex to slow music with candles flickering in the background.”

“It was to set the mood. I mean, fuck, Violet…”

“Yes, that’s why I came here: for you to fuck Violet. I wore a business suit and my best heels, and it wasn’t for dinner and mood lighting.”

“You’re freaking out, aren’t you?”

“No, I’m confused.”

“That I might actually want to talk to you for an hour before we sleep together?”

“Yes. We’re not supposed to do that, Stella.”

“We’ve been doing that, Violet. We did that this morning.”

“We were talking about my company this morning.”

“Okay. Well, we did that the night you told me all about your company. We’ve also been texting, and it wasn’t all just about sex. You messaged me just the other day to ask if I’d seen a movie.”

“We were watching it at home. I thought I’d ask if you’d seen it.”

Stella crossed her arms over her chest and said, “So, you can text me random things and talk about your life, but the moment I cook dinner and think about lighting for after dinner, I’m the idiot?”

“I never called you an idiot.”

“Oh, you did. It was just ten years ago, when I tried to get a candy bar out of the vending machine.”

“What?” Violet asked. “Oh! Yeah, I remember now. I walked by you, and you were shaking the thing.”

“I wasn’t shaking it. I smacked it a few times because the thing got stuck, and not everyone had endless money for food while they were in another country.”

“If you didn’t have money for food, why were you buying a candy bar?”

“I had enough money for the candy bar. I didn’t want my money to go to waste, so I smacked the machine. You saw me and called me an idiot as you walked by. The candy bar fell down, by the way.”

“Good for you. Why are you holding this over me ten years later?”

“Because you’re acting like I’m totally crazy for thinking that you might want to talk to me before we have sex.”

“I don’t think you’re totally crazy. This just came out of the blue for me.”

“How?”

“Stella, is it…” Violet took a deep breath and let it out. “Is it really just dinner and some mood lighting, or is there something more to it? Please be honest with me.”

When Jen had texted Stella earlier that she had found herself a date and was canceling her dinner with Stella, Stella had instantly thought of having Violet over for dinner. She’d also thought about how it had taken Violet a long time to fall asleep, and she’d held her in the hopes that it would help. It still took a while, but Violet had eventually fallen asleep, and at some point, Stella had rolled away. She only knew that because when she’d woken to go to the bathroom, Violet had been wrapped around her body. She hadn’t wanted to move, but she’d needed to go, so she’d slipped out, and when she’d gotten back into the bed, Violet had, again, been facing away from her, so Stella had taken a chance. She had moved in to hold her once more. Now, she considered how best to answer Violet’s question, and based on how Violet had acted so far, she wasn’t sure that she should be honest. If she were honest, Violet would probably leave. If she lied, she could convince her to stay, and they could be eating pasta soon and be in bed right after that.

“It’s a date,” she replied, deciding to be honest after all. “Well, it’s not, technically, unless you say that it is because I didn’t ask you out before you got here, and you should probably consent to being on a date with me.”

“You want to go out with me?”

“Well, stay in with, but… I don’t know, Violet. I like you, okay? I didn’t expect to, but I do now, and I liked sleeping over last night. I also liked it when you were here the night you got drunk and we didn’t do anything. It was nice. I liked the text messages and–”

“Stella, we said this was just sex.”

“I am aware. But, Violet, you held me last night.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Last night, I woke up with you holding me.”

“No, you were the one holding me.”

“I held you when you were still awake, yes. You didn’t exactly push me away.”

“I wasn’t awake.”

“Then, how did you know that I was holding you?”

Violet looked around, her eyes flitting, and Stella knew what she was about to do.

“You’ve got to go, right?”

“Yes. My bag?”

“I put it on your… the other side of the bed.”

Violet turned around, saw her bag, picked it up, and put it over her shoulder.

“You know, Jen warned me, and I didn’t listen because I thought there wasn’t a chance I’d be able to put how you made me feel back then behind me. It’s like you make me feel like the idiot you called me, and I thought I wouldn’t be able to let that go, but then I thought about how you must have not seen me as an idiot after all because you saw me at least as a worthy opponent in everything academic. I still didn’t think I’d get past it, but we are very compatible in bed, so I thought if it’s just that, I can. Then, we started talking, and, I don’t know; something changed. I don’t care about how things were in school anymore. It seems so silly to worry about that when you’re here now, and you’re different. I mean, I know you’re the same, too, but you’re also not, and I actually like who you are now.”

“But, Stella, this isn’t what we agreed to.”

“I know. I shouldn’t have sprung this on you. And Jen is absolutely going to tell me that she told me so, but I can’t help it. I liked hanging out with you last night, Vi. I liked this morning, too. I lost track of time. Do you know how rarely I do that?” She smiled at Violet. “But if you’re not there, I… get it.”

“I’m not,” Violet replied quickly.

Stella met her eyes then and saw something in them. She could tell that Violet wasn’t telling the truth; at least, not the whole truth.

“Keep the wine. I’ve got to go. Good night, Stella.”

“Yeah, good night.”

Stella didn’t walk her out. She waited until she heard the door close and went out to lock it behind Violet as she looked out the window and watched her drive away. Then, no longer hungry, Stella turned off the stove, blew out the candles on the kitchen table, and left the napkins and everything else to deal with later. Walking back into her room, she sighed because she’d ruined it. When she flicked off the candles, she wanted to call Jen, but she didn’t want to ruin her friend’s date, so she decided to start a bath, added some bubbles to it, went back out to the kitchen, and popped the cork on the bottle of wine that Violet had brought. She poured herself a glass and, a few minutes later, slipped under the bubbles and into the water.

Stella knew that Violet felt something for her. They no longer hated each other, sure, but it was more than that. Still, Violet couldn’t admit it, and Stella wasn’t in the business of convincing women to go out with her, so instead of doing that, she soaked in her tub, dried off when she was finished, and walked back out to the kitchen to grab a snack. Deciding on Davy’s ice cream, she carried the tub to her bedroom with a spoon and heard her phone ping. She hoped it was Violet, apologizing or maybe asking to talk, but it wasn’t. It was Jen.

“Hey. Your date’s over already? It’s only nine o’clock,” Stella said after she dialed Jen instead of texting her back.

“It’s not over yet. She’s in the bathroom. The dinner was amazing, though, and we’re about to go to a late movie. She’s crazy hot, and I’m thinking about making out with her during the movie and asking her to go back to my place. I need you to tell me not to.”

Stella laughed a little and asked, “Why?”

“Because it’s a first date and I want another one. I don’t want to put out right away.”

“Okay. So, don’t.”

“Right. Okay. But she’s really hot, super funny, and–”

“Jen?”

“What?”

“How about if you want to have sex with the woman and she wants it, too, you do that. If you think you should wait, you wait. Okay? Don’t worry about it being a first date.”

“Yeah. I guess. Hey, real quick, before she gets back: I texted because I thought you said Violet would be there at nine. Is she running late or something?”

“Um… Yeah. She’s on her way now.”

“Okay. Well, have fun and pray that I have some fun, too.”

“Yeah, I will,” she replied.


CHAPTER 25

The plan had been to go to Stella’s place, have multiple orgasms, stay the night merely because she would be too tired and sore to even think about driving home, and leave early before morning sex had a chance to take them into a breakfast in bed and showering together again. The plan had been to prove to everyone, including herself, that she didn’t actually want anything other than those orgasms from Stella Ross. The plan hadn’t been foolproof, but she’d pushed all thoughts of wanting a relationship with someone out of her mind. She’d focused on the present and only the sex while she’d driven, and she’d had that focus and intent right up until the moment that Stella had opened the door and looked comfortable and sexy at the same time. Stella had looked like she’d been ready for a night in with her live-in girlfriend, not like she had been ready for a night of multiple orgasms.

Seeing the pans on the stove and lit candles that made Violet think of the fall and winter they’d shared in Amsterdam, despite being mortal enemies back then, had had her worried that Stella might have had other ideas for the night, but noticing the cloth napkins had pushed her over the edge. Violet hadn’t seen cloth napkins at the dinner table since the last family dinner with her parents, which was awkward, as they always were these days. Then, the bedroom had been set up like a romantic comedy’s big first-time sex scene: candles everywhere, and Stella had even had her phone set up on a speaker, which meant that she’d been about to turn on some R&B playlist for them to slowly make love to, and that hadn’t been what Violet had gone over there for.

“Oh, hey,” she said.

“Um… What are you doing here?” Arlowe asked. “And why are you coming in through the side garage door that we never use?”

“We don’t use it because there’s usually something blocking it, but Stella moved the chair out of the way earlier, so it was available. I chose to use it.”

Arlowe smirked and said, “You didn’t expect to see me out here. You’re trying to sneak in.”

“I was here not that long ago, and you were in the living room.”

“I was, yeah, but I had more work to do. I needed to get you stuff for the deck. I know you’re going crazy about it, so I thought I’d just finish everything I owe you tonight. I didn’t think you’d be home until tomorrow morning, so I was going to tell you then.”

“Well, thank you,” Violet said and sat down in her desk chair next to Arlowe.

“Vi, what happened?” Arlowe asked, turning to face her.

“Nothing. Why?”

“Why? You’re here. You left for Stella’s less than an hour ago, and considering what you two had planned, I don’t think you finished it, if you catch my drift.”

“We didn’t even start.”

“Why not?”

“Because of me. Because I’m… struggling.”

“With sex? Sex with Stella?”

“No. I don’t struggle with that, trust me.”

Violet shook her head and looked at the open door that led to the kitchen.

“Sarai went out. Enya is in her room. We can talk out here,” Arlowe told her.

“When I got to Stella’s, she’d cooked dinner, and there were… date things.”

“Date things?”

“Candles, folded napkins, and intentions to play soft, slow music while we make love.”

Arlowe chuckled and said, “But you two don’t do that.”

“I know. That’s what I said.”

“But you both want to.”

“No, we don’t. Well, I don’t. I don’t know about Stella anymore. She said some things.”

“Violet, you like her.”

“There’s a plaque in a box in my closet that would disagree with you.”

“That you won when you were twenty-two. God, what happened between the two of you back then? All you’ve ever told us was that she was annoying and competed with you in everything, when all you wanted was to coast and have fun.”

“It was a little more than that,” Violet said.

“What happened, then?”

“Look, I haven’t exactly been honest here, but you can’t tell the rest of them what I’m about to tell you. I know we tell each other everything, but–”

“Vi, it’s fine. I won’t say anything.”

Violet looked around the garage as a terrible stall technique and finally said, “I had a crush on her back then.”

“What?” Arlowe asked loudly before she covered her mouth. “You hated her.”

“I did. Well, I didn’t like her very much, but Stella was just… annoying and frustrating, like I’ve said a million times, but I watched her with some of the other students who weren’t me, and she was nice and funny with them. Part of me hated that because she seemed to be able to make friends with anyone she met, and I’d only made friends with you all because our flights landed around the same time.”

“What? That’s not true, Vi.”

“It is, Arlowe. I mean, I know myself. You introduced yourself to me. Well, sort of. Then, we left on the shuttle for the dorms, and the three of you became the best friends I’d ever had, but I know that had we not met that way, I would’ve just fallen into my old habits: wanting to have fun and not doing it because I’d feel like I should be studying; wanting to go out and make friends in a new city, but staying in my dorm room instead. The program wasn’t what I’d expected. It was supposed to be tough, but not too tough, and I expected to sail through it. I chose it because of that.”

“What do you mean?”

“I got into three semester abroad programs. One was at Oxford and would’ve been a pain in my ass. One was in Barcelona. I applied there because I’d be learning in a different language. My Spanish was basic, but I got into the immersive program, and that would’ve been hard, too. The Amsterdam program was good. It was solid. And it was taught in English, so I didn’t have to learn Dutch. I thought I’d be able to have the best of both worlds: have fun in Amsterdam and earn top marks to impress my parents. It’s also possible that I told them that the program was in Dutch to make it sound like more of a big deal to excel in it than it actually was.”

Arlowe laughed and asked, “And what happened when they saw that plaque you won that was etched in English?”

“Oh, they’ve never seen it,” Violet replied. “They just needed to know that their only child was preparing herself for the company after her MBA. I impressed them with a few sentences I’d learned in Dutch when I got home and told them I’d been top of the class at dinner. My dad grunted and started talking about my MBA program and how competitive it would be. My mom got quiet and ate her food.”

“Your parents are really top-notch, aren’t they?”

“They are the product of their environment, and so am I. I was raised to follow the plan.” She held her arm out like a path in front of her. “It was all about the path that had been set for me. Being gay wasn’t part of that, so, in their mind, they’d already made a slight detour to allow me to have a wife instead of a husband one day.”

“Oh, how nice of them,” Arlowe said sarcastically.

“I got myself a girlfriend – or, at least, I thought I did – and I set out for Amsterdam. When I got there, though, there were these three cool people who all had different plans for their lives.” Violet smiled at her friend. “And they weren’t like mine. They weren’t set in stone. They could do whatever they wanted after school. Hell, you were already building things back then.”

“Engineers are different. We only go to school sometimes. We tend to be more self-taught, like me.”

“I know. But then, I also met Stella in a class, and she introduced herself to everyone on the first day. It was like she exuded this confidence. She’s hot, yes, and she was back then, too. I’m not blind. She didn’t have a plan at all, though. She wanted to work somewhere in business, and that was it. She was a senior, like me, graduating in the spring, but she still hadn’t thought of a plan. She had no internships lined up, no real connections, according to her, and she wasn’t bothered by any of it.”

“You were jealous,” Arlowe stated.

“Yes,” she confirmed. “And that jealousy made me do stupid things around her.”

“Oh, I’m guessing the jealousy made you act like a bitch around her, but the stupid things had something to do with the crush you had.”

“Maybe. Either way, I had a girlfriend back home.” She bit her bottom lip. “But when I… you know… myself…”

“Masturbated?” Arlowe guessed.

“Yes, thank you.” Violet rolled her eyes. “I can admit it now that I sometimes thought about her, but I think I have only admitted to myself that it was once up until right now. Only once that I thought about Stella when doing that.” She shook her head. “Ten years later, though, I think I have to be adult enough to admit that I was thinking of her a little more often in general, not just when I was doing that.”

“Well, you had a crush on her, so that makes sense.”

“But I had someone at home, so I was even madder at Stella for making me think about her and not the woman I thought was waiting for me back in Connecticut.”

“I get it, Vi, but that’s all in the past. It’s so long ago.”

“Is it?”

“Yeah.”

“Arlowe, you don’t have relationships today because of what happened to you ten years ago.”

“We’re not talking about me tonight.”

Arlowe turned in her chair, facing her computer.

“But it’s true. You’re telling me that it shouldn’t matter, what happened back then, but you haven’t moved on, either.”

“Well, I was in love with someone I was in a relationship with, who was staying in the Netherlands, and I couldn’t stay. That’s a very different situation.”

“Why couldn’t you go back and forth or–”

“With what money, Violet? It wasn’t that simple. Sometimes, I think the three of you assume I ended things with Eline out of nowhere, but I didn’t. We tried to figure it out. How often could we even see each other? How much were the flights? She had a roommate back then, who was always home, it felt like, so could we afford a hotel for at least a night or two to have some real privacy? I didn’t want to live there permanently, so that was out, even if I could somehow get citizenship eventually. She had things she wanted to accomplish there and didn’t want to live here. We tried, Violet. We talked about it all the time. In the end, I made the call, but she agreed. We cried a lot, we made love one last time, and I went home.” Arlowe looked over at her again. “But it’s not the same for you. You and Stella weren’t together back then. You weren’t in love. You didn’t leave the country with your heart still there. You can actually try now.”

“I can’t, Arlowe.”

“Why not?”

“We’ve changed places, and… it’s weird.”

“Changed places? What?”

“Stella has the money now. She doesn’t have the whole trust fund, but she’s got her own place. She’s making really good money, getting bonuses. She has stock options that actually mean something. She has a newer car than mine. We’ve changed places. I’m the poor girl now.”

“So?” Arlowe said with a chuckle. “Has she bragged or something? Made you feel bad about it?”

“No, of course not.”

“You are overcomplicating this like you’ve been overcomplicating the investor deck. You like her. She likes you. If you want to date her, you do it. If you don’t see it, you don’t.”

“The timing is off. We’re about to have this big meeting, and if it goes well, we’ll get a cash injection.”

“That we need desperately because you’ve been carrying us for far too long. Yeah, we all know that, and we feel terrible that we haven’t been able to make this thing profitable.”

“You do?”

“Of course we do. We hate that the investment money we did get ran out a long time ago. I know you’re paying our paychecks with your trust fund. We all do. We hate it. It’s why we’re giving this one last shot before we decide to maybe call it quits.”

“Wait. What?” Violet exclaimed as she leaned forward in her chair.

“We’re not giving up yet. I just meant that you can’t keep doing this forever, and we don’t want to take advantage even if you could. We want a viable business, so we all want this money to come in, too.”

“If it does, I’ll be dealing with all the strings it comes with.”

“We all will. You most of all, yes, but that doesn’t mean you can’t have a relationship if you want one. Plenty of people do what you do and have relationships, Violet. You just have to ask yourself if you want to date Stella, or if you want to keep going to her house late at night for a booty call, pretending like having her hold you isn’t the best part of your whole damn day.”

Violet didn’t have anything to say to that because when she thought about her day today, being held by Stella was up there on her list, but she wasn’t sure if it were the best part. The best part, for her, had been when Stella had joined their team meeting and had argued with her. It wasn’t the best because of the argument necessarily, but because it was nice to have someone who was very smart, gorgeous, and who kept staring at Violet with those damn brown eyes, there with her. She liked having dinner with Stella joining them last night. She even liked that Stella had sat in her chair at the kitchen table.

“I’ll let you get back to work. I’m going to bed.”

“You have a lot to think about, but, Vi, don’t overthink this like you do just about everything else, okay? Just be with her if you want, and if not, that’s okay, too. You don’t have a country or two in your way.”

Violet stared at her friend, who still felt the loss of her love so acutely, even after so long. She suspected that was likely because Arlowe believed that Eline had moved on in their time apart, but she hadn’t bothered to check because it would be too hard for her to see. Violet understood. She had thought about looking Eline up herself, but that wasn’t her place and would only open a can of worms that she wasn’t sure Arlowe would be able to deal with.

Violet headed to her bedroom and closed the door behind her. She wasn’t tired. She was exhausted but not tired, so she flopped back on her bed and tried to think about the important meeting she had coming up and not Stella’s eyes when Violet told her that she had to leave the house earlier.


CHAPTER 26

The agreement had been sent back, which meant that she, as the SVP of sales, had to countersign, and because they’d given Violet and her team such a big discount, a regular rep couldn’t move it from the sales stage to the implementation stage.

“Hey, Monique? Got a minute?” Stella asked when she saw the woman walking by her office.

“Yeah. What’s up?” Monique said, walking in.

“We just got the signed agreement back finally, so you’re good to get started on their implementation. I think Arlowe is your main point of contact, but feel free to check with Violet first on that. She might want to run point on any meetings.”

“Okay. Cool. How many hours am I supposed to give them again?”

“Twenty-five, but if they’re about to go over and need a few more, let me know. I’ll okay it.”

“Really?” Monique asked her. “We’re normally pretty big sticklers with my hours.”

“I know. I… am hoping they lead to bigger fish, so I want to help a little more if I can.”

“Oh, yeah? I thought they weren’t really a big deal.”

“On their own, they’re not, but the CEO has a few connections, so I’d like to keep her happy.”

Stella thought about how she had tried to make Violet happy the other night in a very different way and how she’d failed. She shouldn’t have cooked dinner or set out candles. She should’ve known better. Violet had run out on her a few times, and she’d made it clear that she only wanted sex from Stella. Stella should have listened.

“Whatever you want. You’re the boss. I’ll let you know when they get close to twenty-five and if they need more time.”

“Thanks,” she replied.

“Hey,” Jen said when she walked in. “Hey, Monique.”

“Hey. Want to grab lunch later?” Monique asked.

“Sure,” Jen replied.

“I’ll grab you around one,” Monique said and headed out of Stella’s office.

“So, how did it go? You’ve been in meetings all morning, and I texted you yesterday, but–”

“But I was busy,” Jen interjected and closed the office door before she turned around and smiled at her. “All day.”

“Yeah?” Stella laughed.

“Oh, yeah. I mean, my God, Stella… the orgasms.”

Stella continued laughing as Jen sat down in her usual chair.

“We made out at the movie, which was amazing, and her hand slid up my dress. I’m not going to lie… I wanted her to keep going, but we weren’t exactly alone, so we left the theater early, and she came back to my place. I think we went to sleep around five in the morning, and we didn’t wake up until afternoon, which was why I missed your text yesterday. We pretty much started going at it again and only stopped for food and water until midnight. Then, we passed out again. I’m exhausted, but it was totally worth it.”

“When are you two going out again?”

“Friday night because she’s out of town on a work trip. Her plane just took off. She texted me when she was boarding and gave me her flight number just in case.”

“A flight number just in case? Are you her emergency contact already, too?”

“You’re hilarious,” Jen replied. “She just wanted me to know. We’re going to FaceTime tonight and have dinner together.”

“How very lesbian of you,” Stella teased.

“Yeah, well, when you find a good one…”

“She’s good, huh? More than just in bed?”

“She’s great so far, but I’m not getting ahead of myself. I mean, I knew I wanted to sleep with her for sure, so I did, and I don’t regret that, but it’s also good to get to know her a little more this week while she’s away and we can’t do that. If she were here tonight, I’d go to her place, and we’d end up in bed again, so I’m kind of glad we get to talk a little more this week before she gets back.”

“Then, you’re going to end up back in bed?”

“Oh, absolutely. So, how was your night with Violet?”

“Um… Yeah. Like yours.”

“Like mine? What? That’s all I get?”

“Don’t you have a meeting or something?”

“No. I was back-to-back all morning, but I’m free all afternoon.” Jen tilted her head. “Tell me what happened.”

“Nothing happened. What are you talking about?”

“Which one of you took things too far and tried to turn it into a relationship, and which one of you tried to convince the other that it was just sex, and it should stay that way?”

“What? How did you–”

“I’ve seen the movie, Stella.” Jen rolled her eyes. “What happened?”

“It’s a long story.”

“I’ve got time.”

“Maybe I don’t,” Stella argued.

“Make the time. Come on. What happened?”

“It was me. I’m the one who tried to make it more, okay? You were right. I like her now.”

“I knew it.” Jen chuckled. “How bad is it?”

“I’m not in love with her or anything, but I do like her. She’s different than she was back then. I am, too, I guess, but it’s like those differences make us work now. Or, they could, at least.”

“And she wasn’t into it?”

“She called me and asked me over for dinner with her and her friends, so I went, and we had fun. I brought my bag, but she didn’t even mention sex when she asked me to come over, so that was going to be a bonus if we did anything. Anyway, she’s got that investor meeting today.”

“The one you set up?”

“All I did was send an email and suggest my VC friend maybe give them a look. They reached out to Violet on their own.”

“Sure. Let’s go with that.”

“Anyway… We all went out to the garage, and I helped them brainstorm some stuff. Violet suggested I stay over.”

“Let me guess: you didn’t sleep together.”

“No, we just fell asleep, but she held me, and I held her.”

“You’re smiling now.” Jen pointed at her and laughed. “You loved that.”

“I liked it. I haven’t been held like that in a while.”

“Want me to big-spoon you now? There’s a couch in the kitchen.”

“Asshole,” she replied, laughing. “And I went out to the garage the next morning. We all worked together on the deck, and Violet argued with me a bunch, but it was, like, the good kind of arguing. I left in the afternoon, and it was a little weird, but then she texted that she wanted to come over. You texted that you had a date, so I asked her to come over earlier.”

“Wait… That would mean she was there when I called you. Were you two in the middle–”

“No, she’d already left by then. I didn’t want to tell you and ruin your night with your date.”

“You could’ve told me, Stella.”

“I knew I’d see you at work, so I figured I’d fill you in then. I made the mistake of cooking dinner for us, and there were candles and stuff. I didn’t exactly ask her if she wanted to go out on a date. I just set it up. I don’t know that I even thought about it at first, honestly.”

“What do you mean?”

“She said she could come over early, and I thought that I hadn’t eaten dinner and that she probably hadn’t either, so I put on water to boil. Then, it was like my brain went on autopilot, and there was a cream sauce in a pan, and I’m learning how to fold napkins.”

“I’m sorry; you learned how to–”

“Just one-fold. It took me three minutes. It’s fine. But I set them up on plates and lit the candles I had, and she rang the doorbell. I didn’t even think about it looking like a date until she got there, and I saw the look on her face.”

“Which was?”

“Fear.” Stella shrugged a shoulder. “And confusion. But mostly fear.”

“She was afraid of a date with you?”

“I think Violet is afraid of a date with anyone. Her first girlfriend was a cheating bitch, it sounds like, and I don’t even know that she’s dated much since then. Her parents also did a number on her, and she’s got so much damn pride that she wouldn’t even let me help her when I could have, but yes, she’s afraid.”

“And you like her for all of that, don’t you?”

Stella smiled and said, “I do, yeah. I’m a masochist, apparently, but she’s just… she’s totally uptight in the best way that really works for me now when it wouldn’t have back then. She’s beautiful, smart, kind, and she’s carrying that whole company.”

“What do you mean?”

“She’s keeping them in business. She’s paying for things out of her trust fund. It’s why I wanted her to talk to a VC: she can’t do that forever. And this company is important to her, but so are her friends. She’s doing everything that she can to keep it all together, and I think there’s something admirable about that.”

“That’s sweet, Stella.”

“She’s annoying, yes, but I think you need a little annoying in a relationship. Keeps you on your toes. Besides, she’d never let me off the hook. I wouldn’t let her off the hook, either, and I think you need a little bit of that, too. Am I crazy to think that it could work between us, given our history?”

“No, you’re not. You were practically kids back then,” Jen replied. “But what happened? You said she left.”

“She did. She said we’d agreed to sex and that that was it and left. You called me right after.”

“Have you talked to her since?”

“No. Well, sort of. I got an email from her with the signed agreement, but that’s an automated thing that happens when she actually confirms her signature in the contract system.”

“That’s it? That’s annoying.”

“She only had until today to send it back, or the pricing wouldn’t be locked in, so it was expected, but, yeah, it’s also annoying.” Stella laughed a little. “I want to talk to her, but I don’t know what to say.”

“You don’t want to just sleep with her now, do you?”

Stella shook her head and replied, “I really want to sleep with her, but I think since there are feelings here now, even though they’re new, and I have no idea if we’d get beyond a first date, I probably shouldn’t, huh?”

“I wouldn’t recommend it, no,” Jen said. “You’d only end up sadder than you are now.”

“Yeah,” she agreed. “I’m kind of hoping she just texts me after the meeting. I want to know how it went, but I don’t want to bug her.”

“Maybe give her some time and then ask.”

“Maybe, yeah.”

Stella’s phone rang, so her mind instantly went to Violet, but when she looked down at the screen, she frowned because it wasn’t her.

“It’s Ant.”

“Ant?” Jen asked.

“The VC. Well, she’s a partner there. She must be calling about the meeting.”

“I’ll let you take it. Want to go to lunch with Monique and me later?” Jen asked and stood up.

“No, I think I’ll skip it, but thanks for the invite.” She picked up the phone. “Hey, Ant.”

“Hey, Stella.”

Stella waved at Jen as she left her office and closed the door behind her.

“How are you?”

“Good. Good,” Ant replied. “Listen, I wanted to say thank you for your email.”

“Yeah?”

“We met today. We got done about an hour ago, actually, but the meeting went really well. I got to meet their whole leadership team, and I’ve got a lot of confidence in them.”

“That’s amazing.”

“We met with them already a few years ago; more than that, I think, but they didn’t impress then, so I wasn’t sold on meeting with them again initially, but I checked out their site and got a free trial of their product. It’s good. I had some of my employees test it, too. We’ve got offices all over the world for several of our companies, so I crowdsourced some language feedback, and everyone said it was the most accurate translation app that they’d ever used. Plus, they liked some of the other features, too. It’s not where we want it to be today, but their projections look good, and they have some partnership opportunities with companies in our portfolio, so we’re thinking about investing. We still have a lot to talk about on our end, but it’s looking good.”

“Really? You are? That’s great, Ant.”

“I hope so. They’ve got a small team, so their progress has been pretty slow, but we think with an investment, they could staff up a little at a time and actually grow much faster, which is what we’d want, obviously.”

“I’m glad to hear it.”

“Yeah. I was calling to check with you about something else, though.”

“Okay. What’s that?”

“Well, their CEO, Violet Russell, didn’t seem to know that you’d put us in touch.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah. She asked why we reached out after turning them down years ago, and I told her that you recommended them to us.”

“You did? You told her?” Stella asked and swallowed.

“I hope that was okay. We normally don’t give companies a second look unless something has changed massively, which it hasn’t there, so if it weren’t for you suggesting it, I never would’ve thought about them again. She didn’t know it was you, though.”

“Oh, yeah. It’s fine. I meant to tell her about the email I sent, but I haven’t gotten around to it yet. Was she… mad?”

“Mad? No. But she seemed to be, I don’t know, thinking about it. We’re going to talk further internally, but I’ll be reaching back out to them soon, probably with an offer.”

“Great. Well, I’m glad to hear that it’s all working out.”

“Want me to follow up with you on the outcome, or can you get it from Violet now that she knows you were the one who sent me to her?”

“Oh, I’m sure I’ll be hearing from Violet soon.”

They wrapped up the call, and Stella turned in her chair to look out the window behind her desk. Then, she decided to get ahead of it, turned back around, and picked up her phone.

Stella Ross: Can we talk?

The response came back almost immediately.

Violet Russell: I can’t right now. We had a great meeting today, and we’re back at the house, celebrating. We’re going out tonight, too, because it looks like they’re going to give us the money. Arlowe is making us go back to that club. Can we talk tomorrow? I’m not trying to put you off, I promise. I know we need to talk, but we really can’t believe it. Asset is working up an offer sheet right now.

Stella Ross: Congratulations! That’s amazing news! And tomorrow is fine.


CHAPTER 27

Violet poured the remainder of the champagne they’d bought for twelve dollars at the convenience store nearby into her plastic glass because they didn’t have real champagne flutes, and she downed it.

“Damn! Violet is celebrating,” Sarai said with a laugh.

“I am, yes. Finally, there’s some good news.” She held up the now-empty glass. “For years, it’s mostly been bad or just decent, but now, it’s good news, and we needed some good news.”

“You all know we don’t have it signed and sent back yet, right?” Enya asked. “I feel like I should remind us of that. They said they were interested and would work something up, but there are no guarantees until we have it in writing and really, until the money is in the account, and we can spend it.”

“I know, but I’m celebrating,” Sarai said as she held up her own plastic glass in the middle of their living room. “Vi is right: we’ve had a lot of shit thrown our way. And to be honest, I’ve felt horrible because I haven’t been able to build our brand. I can make excuses about the budget being too small, but the reality is that people can market something for next to nothing if they do it well enough, and I just haven’t. I think I got burned out there for a while, and I hate that. I’m sorry. I’m back in now. All-in and ready to help take this money and use it to make our business some money.”

“Here. Here,” Arlowe added. “I’m ready to hire some engineers.”

“Arlowe, we can’t–” Violet began.

“I know. I know… I don’t expect a team of fifty right away, but we could use a few more working for us full-time that we can actually afford and not just random freelancers when we’re desperate.”

“We’ll see how much they decide to offer us, and we’ll go from there. I know what we asked for, but there’s no guarantee that they’ll give it to us, and even if they do, they might give it in parts, like Ant said could happen.”

“What is her middle name? It has got to be better than going by Ant when her last name is Flow.” Enya chuckled.

“I have no idea. But you know what? I am tipsy, and I don’t care. Arlowe, stand up with us,” Violet said.

“Huh? What?” Arlowe set something back down on the couch, making Violet glare at her. “Why?”

“Because we’re tipsy, and we’re toasting,” Violet replied, and Arlowe had to stand up and join the rest of them in the middle of the living room.

“You’re out of champagne.” Enya tipped her full glass into Violet’s and shared some with her. “There. Better. Now, we can toast.”

Violet held up her glass then, and the other three did the same.

“I know we’re about to go out and probably drink a little more and dance to celebrate, but that will be in public. This is just us, so… To us. To Enya for coming up with this idea to begin with. To Arlowe, who made it happen. To Sarai, who figured out how to make our first big sale to an international school five years ago and who has managed to keep that account for us ever since.”

“And to Violet, our leader,” Arlowe said.

“Whom we will never, ever be able to repay, even if we can actually repay her one day,” Sarai added. “We know what you’ve sacrificed for us to even have a chance at this.”

“She’s right.” Enya held her glass up higher. “To Violet.”

“To all of us,” Violet said.

They shared their toast, and Arlowe told them all to get dressed for a club before she specifically added not to wear a business suit as she looked at Violet. Violet didn’t take any offense, and soon, they were in an Uber, heading to Blue. The whole place was the color. Some neon along the walls, dark-blue napkins, light-blue signs everywhere. It was somewhat excessive, even if blue was someone’s favorite color, but Violet didn’t care at all tonight. She was buzzed, and her inhibitions were just the right amount of low, allowing her to still make good enough decisions for herself and her friends as well as letting the night feel full of possibilities.

She decided to splurge and ordered a melon martini, the bar’s special, for the night and a few appetizers for the group to share, and they started at a table, where they finished their food and their first drinks. Then, she ordered a cheap glass of wine because they didn’t have the investment locked in yet. She wasn’t going to be irresponsible.

Violet sipped her white wine at the table while Arlowe and Sarai went out to the dance floor. Enya stayed with her, and they talked about a few of the women they saw around the club. It wasn’t a gay club, so if one of them tried to buy another woman a drink, there was a pretty big chance they would get turned down.

“She just always seems to find them somehow, doesn’t she?” Enya asked, nodding to Arlowe.

“Who?”

“Someone who wants to dance with her and maybe do more.”

Violet chuckled when she saw Arlowe dancing with a woman who looked to be in her mid-twenties. Then, Arlowe leaned in and kissed her, and the woman seemed to be more than all right with that based on how she wrapped her arms around Arlowe’s neck in response.

“Yeah, I don’t know how she does it,” she said.

“It’s because she just gives off confidence and that she doesn’t give a fuck. Women like that, or so I’ve been told.”

“They do?” Violet asked.

“I don’t do or have either of those things, and I’m always pretty dateless. Meanwhile, all Arlowe has to do is swipe whatever direction is good on her phone, and she has a woman waiting for a dance floor make-out session and sexy dance.”

“You want someone to sexy dance with?” Violet asked.

“I can’t sexy dance,” Enya said, laughing, and took a sip of her drink. “I can barely dance, period.”

“You can dance. You just don’t like to.”

“I like learning.”

“I know you do, my tipsy friend.” Violet wrapped her arm around Enya’s shoulders and squeezed. “I’m just on the right side of drunk. Would you like me to find you someone to talk to at least?”

She looked around the dark club, trying to find someone whom Enya might find attractive.

“I’m not good at clubs. I’m better when we go to a bar.”

“Arlowe and Sarai like these places. I think they’re overpriced.”

“And pretty boring,” Enya noted. “I don’t dance, and I’m not a fan of this music, so it’s really just alcohol, which I can get at home, where my friends live, and we can all hang out there until I want to go to my room and fall asleep or learn something new. I know I’m a nerd.”

“You’re not a nerd. Enya, you’re a genius. Your brain is unbelievable. We wouldn’t be where we are right now without it. Because of how your brain works, nights like this aren’t as interesting to you, and that’s perfectly fine. I’d also prefer that we hang out, just the four of us, at home, but we have two other people in our little family who like places like this, so I think we give them tonight, and the next time we want to celebrate, maybe we just stay at home or go somewhere else.”

“It’s fine. They’re having a good time,” Enya replied.

When Violet looked at the dance floor again, Sarai was now dancing with someone, too, and it made Violet think of Stella and how they’d danced briefly before she’d asked Stella to take her home. Part of Violet wished they had stayed and danced a little longer, but she’d never been much of a club dancer, even when she’d lived in Amsterdam and had been twenty-two years old. Still, it would have been nice to have a beautiful woman dance with her tonight, maybe make out with her a little, and then take her home.

She must have been hallucinating due to the alcohol or something because while she was picturing Stella in the club with her, it looked like Stella actually was in the club with her.

“Um… Violet?” Enya asked.

“Yeah?”

“Why is Stella here?”

“You can see her, too?” she asked, checking with Enya before looking back at Stella, who was walking toward them.

“How drunk are you?” Enya asked.

“Not drunk enough, apparently.”

“Hey,” Stella greeted when she arrived at the table.

“Hi, Stella,” Enya said.

“Hi. Congrats on the funding, Enya.”

“We don’t have anything yet, but how did you know we got the good news?”

“Um… Violet–”

“She was the one who booked the meeting for us,” Violet interrupted.

“You booked the meeting for us?” Enya asked Stella.

“No, I didn’t.”

“I’m confused,” Enya said. “I’ve had a little too much to drink, and the music is giving me a headache.”

“Violet, all I did was send a couple of emails,” Stella insisted.

“A couple?”

“Two total. One to Asset because I knew Ant, and one to Pritchett & Park because they invested in one of Cerebral’s vendors, and I thought they might be interested.”

“So, you got us the meeting?” Enya asked.

“No. All I did was suggest they check you out,” Stella said, her eyes only on Violet. “Ant did, and she liked what she saw. She did call me today to tell me that the meeting went well, though, right before you texted me to tell me the good news.”

“So, you found out before I texted?”

“Only just,” Stella replied and looked around the club. “Are you mad that I didn’t tell you about the emails? I know you said you didn’t want the help, but I swear, all I did was send emails, Violet. I had no control over whether or not they would want a meeting, and I definitely had nothing to do with them wanting to invest. That was all you.”

“I’m not mad about that.”

Violet shrugged a shoulder.

“You’re not?”

“No. I should’ve agreed to the help in the first place. I was putting my pride ahead of the business, and I shouldn’t have done that.”

“Okay. Then, why are your arms crossed over your chest like you’re really pissed off that I’m here?”

“Because I am. Well, I’m not pissed, but I’m not exactly happy.”

“You’re not?” Stella asked, looking confused.

“No, I’m not,” Violet stated. “I told you that I didn’t want to talk tonight because I was going to celebrate with my friends. Stella, I appreciate you sending the emails and helping out this past weekend, because your ideas, though hard for me to admit, did help us secure the investment, but you don’t work with us. This was supposed to be our night out. I told you that I’d talk to you tomorrow night.”

“Yes. Then, you texted me again and said that I should come here.”

“What? No, I didn’t,” she protested.

Stella pulled her phone out of her pocket, unlocked it, opened her app, and held it up to Violet’s face.

Violet Russell: If you’re free, you should come to Blue with us tonight. We’re heading there soon.

“I didn’t send that.”

Violet took the phone from her and re-read the text.

“Maybe you were tipsy and don’t remember,” Enya suggested.

“I wasn’t that tipsy, but this is a message from me. Our earlier messages are here, too.”

“Oh, hey!” Arlowe said, hurrying over and wrapping an arm around Stella. “You came?”

“I did, yeah,” Stella replied. “How drunk are you right now?”

“A little. Want a drink? I’ll buy.”

“Arlowe, why are you not surprised that Stella is here?” Violet asked.

“Oh, because I stole your phone when we were toasting in the living room earlier, and I texted her and told her to show.”

“How do you know my password?”

“What are you talking about? Hi. I’m Arlowe.” Arlowe waved at her. “I’m pretty techy. Besides, I set up my face on Face ID on all your phones whenever you get a new one, and your password is 154794. Enya’s is–”

“Hey!” Enya stopped her.

“What is 154794?” Stella asked.

“Can we maybe stop sharing my phone password with the entire club? It’s just random numbers that I will now be changing.” She looked from Arlowe to Stella. “More secure that way unless your roommate is a nosy computer software engineer.”

Arlowe laughed her drunk laugh and said, “I’m glad you could make it. Violet is, too.”

“No, she’s not. So, I should go.” Stella reached for her phone, which Violet didn’t realize that she was still holding, and added, “I’m sorry. I thought I was invited.” She tucked her phone into her pocket. “Maybe… call me tomorrow or something, like you’d planned.”

Stella turned then, escaping Arlowe’s arm around her shoulders, and walked in the direction of the club’s door. She looked disappointed, which made Violet feel horrible, so she smacked Arlowe on the shoulder.

“What the hell, Arlowe? Why would you do that?”

“Because you like her, and she likes you.”

“Arlowe, you can’t just invite the woman Violet is having sex with places,” Enya said.

“Well, Violet is being an idiot, and she knows it. She could’ve bought Stella a drink, danced with her, talked a little, and ended the night with a girlfriend or something, but she’s stubborn.”

“That’s what you took from our little talk this weekend?”

“Okay, full disclosure… I had about half that bottle of champagne and a beer, so I was feeling all the alcohol when I saw your phone on the couch. I thought it was a good idea at the time.”

“You know…” Violet pointed at Arlowe. “I’ve thought about finding Eline on social, like, a million times just to see if she’s single or not for you, but I haven’t done that because that’s something you have to want to do for yourself.”

“What? What does she have to do with anything?”

“She’s the only woman you’ve ever loved, and you still think about her, but you think she’s probably married by now, so you don’t look her up because it would hurt too much. I don’t want you to hurt, so I don’t look her up, either.”

“Well, thanks, Violet, but now I want you to think about something for a minute here.”

“What?”

“You just compared my old relationship, which, in the grand scheme of things, might not have been all that long but mattered to me a lot, to the woman you claim to only want to sleep with. I loved Eline. I would have done anything to get to have more with her, but I couldn’t seem to work out how. Maybe think about that before you get upset with me about inviting Stella tonight.”

Arlowe turned and walked back out to the dance floor.

“Do you want to go?” Enya checked. “Sarai is still dancing, but I can just text her that we went home.”

“Yeah, I think I’m done here,” Violet said. “Let’s go.”


CHAPTER 28

“You showed up?” Jen asked two days later over dinner.

“I did, yeah.”

“Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

“You were busy last night. I believe you texted me that you were going to FaceTime with your date for the whole night and you were going to cook dinner together.”

“I cooked dinner. She’s in a hotel, so she ordered room service, but I got to eat dinner with her, and she started off the evening wearing a robe but ended up without it.” Jen winked.

“FaceTime sex already?”

“Couldn’t help it. She’s hot. Here. Look.”

“What? No!” Stella held up her hands. “I don’t want to see your girlfriend naked.”

“Me neither, you weirdo. It’s a picture of the two of us from our first date. We’re both fully clothed,” Jen said as she held up her phone.

“You two look good together,” she replied.

“We do, don’t we?” Jen turned the phone back around and smiled at the image. “She’s so pretty… And she’s not my girlfriend yet, so if you meet her, do not say that in front of her.”

“Am I going to meet her?” Stella asked as she waited for Jen to stop staring at a picture of herself with the woman she was dating.

“Am I going to meet Violet?”

“Not the same thing. Violet and I aren’t dating.”

“Because you showed up uninvited to her party?”

“I thought I was invited. And you would’ve, too, if you’d been texting with her. At first, she tells you she’d talk to you tomorrow, which is now yesterday, but a few hours later, you get a text from her telling you where to find her and that she wants you to go celebrate with them.”

“I guess that is confusing,” Jen replied.

“I thought she wanted me to be there.”

“And she didn’t? Are you sure you want to date her?”

“She didn’t know that Arlowe had invited me. It wasn’t Violet’s fault. She was surprised to see me, and she glared at Arlowe, not me. I think there’s something going on there.”

“Between them?”

“No. At that dinner I went to over there, they said the name Eline in relation to Arlowe, and it was like a whole big thing. Arlowe got really quiet and looked off after that for a while, and I remembered Eline from school. She and Arlowe were together for the whole semester.”

“So?”

“Violet mentioned once that Arlowe hasn’t ever let it go, so she’d thought about intervening somehow; looking Eline up to see if she’s single or married or something. She hasn’t because she said that that was Arlowe’s decision, so my guess is, knowing how she felt about that, having Arlowe try to play matchmaker might have rubbed her the wrong way more than me showing up when she didn’t expect to see me.”

“You two have talked way more than I expected of two women who are only having sex.”

“We didn’t only have sex. We’d talk in between rounds, but I told you that we texted, too, and that it wasn’t always just sex. She gets really talkative when she’s drunk.” Stella smiled. “It’s pretty cute.”

“Did she actually text or call yesterday like she said she would?” Jen asked and picked up her glass of water.

“She did, but only to tell me that she couldn’t talk. Asset needed a lot more information from them before firming up their investment, so they burned the midnight oil. I’m sure they’re doing the same thing tonight. It’s just the four of them over there. They don’t have anyone else to help get the data together, and there’s paperwork from the banks and everything else. It’s time-consuming and annoying.”

“And you haven’t volunteered to help?”

“I did that once. She said no. I did it anyway, and I’m glad that she’s not mad at me about it, but I don’t think I should do it again,” she replied as she pushed her plate away.

“Well, you went over there and helped that one time, and you said she used some of your ideas in the presentation, so she’s probably fine with it. Besides, you miss her, Stella.”

“I do not. I’m fine,” she lied.

“No, you’re not,” Jen said. “You told me at work today that you were going home to eat a TV dinner and sulk in your room. I forced you to have dinner with me instead.”

“Sulking doesn’t mean I miss her.”

“Stop being so annoying and just admit that you do.”

“I miss talking to her. Yes, I liked the sex, don’t get me wrong, but I also like talking to her. I liked working with her a little, too. As we were bouncing ideas off of each other, she got frustrated with me, and it was cute. Probably would’ve made for really good foreplay had we actually done anything that night.”

“So, what are you going to do about this whole thing, Stella?”

“Wait.” Stella shrugged. “I do miss her, but I need her to miss me, too. If she doesn’t, then whatever I want won’t matter anyway, right?”

“So, you’re staying strong, hoping that she reaches out to you?”

“I guess so. I want her to make the next move. If she still only wants sex, I’ll tell her that I can’t do that, and in a few months, you can try to set me up again, if you want to.”

“Really?”

“You sound way too excited about that.” She chuckled.

“I want you to be happy. I want you to find someone, Stella. You say you want to, but you don’t put in any effort to find her. Then, you reconnect with this Violet, who I very much want to meet, by the way, and you say it’s just sex when I know that’s not how it’s going to work out, and now, we’re here, exactly where I thought we’d be: with one of you catching feelings. Maybe the other one, too, but that has not been confirmed. If Violet says no to something real, I want to help you find the woman who wants to be with you because you deserve to be happy. I’ve got at least five women who I think could be a good fit, including the Battlestar Galactica fan you turned down before.”

“Whoa! Five?”

“At least. I have tiers.”

“I’m sorry; you have what?” Stella asked.

“Tiers. There’s the top tier, where I’ve got two women who I think would be the best matches for you based on their profiles, but I didn’t want to discount the maybes, so there’s the mid-tier and the lower tier, too. Less likely to be perfect matches, but I didn’t have enough information to count them out, either. I can send you all their–”

“I said in a few months, Jen.”

“I can’t guarantee they’ll all still be single in a few months, Stella.”

“That’s fine. I am willing to take that risk. I don’t want to show up to some first date still thinking about Violet. I’d want to be ready to give it a real chance.”

“Well, that’s good news, I guess.”

“Just hold on to them for me, and if I need them, and they’re still interested in meeting your lame, loser best friend who can’t find her own dates, we’ll talk when I’m ready.”

“You’re not lame.”

“But I am a loser?” she joked.

“Shut up.” Jen laughed.

Stella’s phone dinged, and she looked down at the table where she’d set it to keep an eye on the possible call from the would-be client that they were still chasing.

“It’s Violet.” She quickly picked up the phone. “She’s calling me.” Stella slid her finger across the phone to accept the call. “Hey,” she greeted.

“Hey. Do you have a minute?”

“Um… Yeah. What’s up?”

“I’m sorry about the other night. And last night, too. I know I said that we could talk. I promise, I wasn’t trying to put you off or delay whatever we need to say to each other. They just needed so much information. I had to get some bank records from our old bank, and they closed down three years ago, which was why we left them, and–”

“Vi, it’s okay. I understand.”

“Tell her you miss her,” Jen whispered.

“What was that?” Violet asked.

“Nothing. It’s just Jen. We’re out at dinner.”

“Oh. I’m interrupting. I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine. She was just showing me pictures of her new girlfriend.”

“She’s not my girlfriend,” Jen said a little more loudly and through gritted teeth.

Stella laughed, and she heard Violet’s small laugh come from the other side of the phone.

“Anyway… How is it going?” Stella asked.

“It’s taken us some time, but I think we finally have everything organized, at least. I was thinking that, if you were free, you could come over, but you’re at dinner, so–”

“I can leave. We just finished eating.”

“You don’t have to rush,” Violet told her. “We’re not doing anything. It’s just the four of us hanging out in the living room, watching a movie to try to unwind from the stress of it all. Arlowe’s going to open some beers, and that’s the extent of it, so feel free to stay there and enjoy your dinner that probably isn’t from a bucket.”

“What?” Stella laughed.

“We ordered fried chicken,” Violet explained. “I forgot to mention that part, didn’t I? I am very tired.”

“Can you save me a leg?”

“You just ate dinner.”

“So? I love fried chicken.”

“I can save you two legs and some sides. Do you want my biscuit? I’m not a fan.”

“You’re not a fan of your biscuit?”

“What in the world are you two even talking about?” Jen asked.

“I realize now how that sounded,” Violet replied with a little laugh. “Very tired.”

“For what it’s worth, I’m a big fan of your biscuit.”

“Put it on speaker,” Jen said and leaned over the table, suddenly very interested in their discussion.

“Stop it,” Stella told her with a little laugh.

“Oh, sorry,” Violet said and stopped laughing.

“No, not you. Jen. Jen is being annoying.”

“Do you want to invite her, too? She can come.”

“Nope,” Stella said, staring at Jen. “Even if I did want to invite her, I can’t because when she’s done here, she’s going to have FaceTime sex with her girlfriend, who’s on a work trip right now.”

“Stella!” Jen said.

“What? You are, aren’t you?” Stella teased.

“We’re going to have a call. That’s it.”

“Sure,” she said and then covered the phone and added, “Turnabout is fair play, you ass.”

She uncovered the phone to speak to Violet.

“Hey, Stella, do you want me to send you those profile links now or later?” Jen asked with a lifted eyebrow.

“Profile links?”

“Yeah, the LezConnect profiles I was going to send you. I have at least five who I think you’ll want to meet.”

Stella ran her tongue over her teeth, covered the phone again, and asked, “What are you doing?”

“Just wait. Trust me,” Jen said, pointing to the phone.

“Isn’t LezConnect that dating app?” Violet asked.

“Um… Yeah. Jen met her girlfriend on it, but she’s just being–”

“Hey, stop. Just trust me,” Jen interrupted her softly so that only Stella would hear and then added loudly, “I’ll send them over tonight. You can check them out whenever.”

“She’s sending you…” Violet faded out.

“Vi, just let me pay here, and I’ll be right over, okay?”

“You don’t have to, Stella. Sounds like you’ve got some pretty big plans for the night, after all,” Violet said, and her voice sounded different now.

It was more forceful and less fun than it had been only a moment ago.

“I have no plans, Violet. This dinner was Jen’s idea. My initial plan was to go home and cook a TV dinner. Exciting stuff.”

“It’ll be pretty boring over here, so–”

“I’ll be there in about thirty minutes. I’m going to make Jen pay for dinner so that I don’t have to wait for them to swipe my credit card and for me to sign the thing.” She glared at Jen. “I’ll see you soon, okay?”

“Yeah, okay.”

Stella hung up, put her phone in her pocket, and asked, “What the hell was that?”

“Did she sound jealous?” Jen asked back.

“What?”

“When I mentioned sending you profiles, did she sound jealous?”

“I don’t know. Her voice changed a little, I guess.”

“Jealous.”

“I don’t want to force her hand, Jen. I want her to want to be with me because she wants that, not because she’s worried someone else might.”

“Sometimes, you have to give them a little push. I gave you one by setting you up with Amber, and look where you are now.”

“Wondering if the woman I like, who is not Amber, by the way, likes me back?”

“About to go talk to the woman you like to see if maybe she’s willing to give this a shot. Personally, I think she will. She just seems like the kind that might need a little push, so I gave her one. I bet she’s seething right now at the idea of you hooking up or going out with someone else.”

“I don’t want her to seethe,” she replied.

“Could end up with some really hot sex, though.”

“You’re buying dinner.” She stood up. “I’m leaving.”

“Stella?”

“Yeah?”

“Good luck. Seriously, I mean that. Be honest with her about how you feel.”

“We’ll see. It’s just a hangout thing with her friends, so there might not be an opportunity to share all my feelings.”

“Make it an opportunity, then.”

Stella nodded at her somewhat helpful friend and left the restaurant.

On the drive over to Violet’s, she debated herself how to approach things tonight. She could play it cool, hang out with Violet’s friends, and just not say anything at all. She could try to leave after that and see if Violet asked her to stay or if she’d at least request that they talk before Stella left. She still wasn’t sure how to handle the situation until she was in it and the door to the house was opened by Sarai.

“Oh, hey. Come on in. Violet made you a plate in the kitchen. We’re all hanging out in here.”

“Hi,” she said and walked in, looking around the living room. Not seeing Violet there, she proceeded into the kitchen and saw her by the kitchen island, about to open a beer. “You drink beer?” she teased.

“No, this is for you. I asked Arlowe to pick it up earlier. It’s the kind you ordered at the bar. I’m having a hard cider. Do you want one of those instead? Also, hi.”

Violet smiled at her.

“Hey,” she replied, and without her giving it permission, her body let out a big sigh of relief at the fact that she was back in the same space with Violet Russell.


CHAPTER 29

“So, you wanted legs, right?” Violet asked.

“What? No, I–” Stella stopped. “Oh. The chicken.”

“What did you think I meant?” she asked, looking confused.

“Nothing,” Stella said, shaking her head.

Violet looked down at the bucket of fried chicken on the kitchen table and grabbed two legs for Stella, along with a biscuit, which made her smile.

“Do you want anything else? There are mashed potatoes, macaroni and cheese, and–”

“No, this is already too much. I did just eat. Should I maybe not have two dinners?”

“How much did you eat at this dinner with Jen?” she asked and handed Stella the plate.

“Honestly, not much. I ordered a salad. I wasn’t very hungry.”

“No?”

Violet handed Stella the beer that she’d opened for her.

“No. I haven’t been all that hungry the past few days.”

Violet looked at her then, trying to figure out if what she thought Stella meant by that was what she actually meant by it. She hadn’t eaten much lately, either. Part of that was because she was working practically twenty-four-seven, but the other part was that she missed Stella, and she didn’t know what to do about it

“Me neither,” she admitted. “I–”

“Hey, Stella,” Arlowe said, walking into the kitchen. “Did I hear Violet right earlier when you two were on the phone? Something about dating profiles?”

“Arlowe!” Violet half-yelled. “God, I cannot wait to live alone.”

“Oh, stop. You love living with us.”

“Sometimes. I love living with you all sometimes,” Violet insisted.

“Should we get started?” Enya asked. “I think Sarai was picking the movie tonight.”

“Nope,” Sarai said, joining all of them in the kitchen. Then, she grabbed a beer out of the fridge and added, “Sorry, Stella. I’m stealing one of these.”

“That’s okay. I didn’t buy them,” Stella replied.

“Oh, Violet said they’re all for you.”

Stella glanced over at Violet, who promptly flushed.

“There were only six of them. I didn’t know how many you’d drink.”

“You thought I’d polish off a six-pack of beer by myself tonight?”

“I didn’t know. And… you could have finished them another time.”

Stella smiled, and that had Violet smiling back.

“Well, you can finish five out of the six now because I’m drinking this one. And it’s Violet’s pick tonight. I picked last time. Enya is up next.”

“You rotate who picks what you watch?” Stella asked as they all walked into the living room.

“We’re very annoying about it, too,” Enya added. “If someone passes, they get to pick who to give their turn to. If someone misses a night because they have plans or something, they lose their turn, and we just keep going in order.”

“So, there are rules?”

“Yes, Violet’s rules,” Sarai said as she sat down next to Enya on one of the sofas.

“Why am I not surprised…” Stella shook her head.

“Hey,” Violet replied with a little laugh before she sat down on the other sofa and watched Arlowe sit down next to her, leaving Stella the spot on the other end. “Um… Arlowe?”

“Yeah?” Arlowe asked and was about to bite into some mac and cheese.

“Scoot over,” Violet ordered quietly.

“Oh, shit. Sorry, Stella.”

Arlowe moved to the other side of the couch, and Stella looked down at Violet, who nodded for her to sit down next to her.

“So, Vi, what are we watching?” Sarai asked with the remote in hand. “And I swear, if you say–”

“BSG, baby,” Violet said loudly, talking over her.

A groan went out from all three of her friends.

“We said movie,” Arlowe reminded.

“But it’s my pick, and I want a show.”

“You watch Battlestar Galactica?” Stella asked, looking excited.

“It’s her favorite show. She’s watched it, like, ten times all the way through, but Enya and I hadn’t seen it, so every time it’s her turn, she makes us watch another episode. We’re on season two,” Sarai said. “I tolerate it. Enya kind of likes it but has to be in a certain mood for it, and Arlowe isn’t much of a fan.”

“Really?” Stella asked.

“Not my jam. Do we exercise a veto?” Arlowe asked.

“There are vetoes?” Stella asked, turning to Violet.

“When I was making up the rules, I thought it would be fair to give everyone a chance to veto.”

“And she hated Sarai’s pick that night and wanted us to veto it, so there’s that,” Arlowe shared.

“It has to be unanimous against the person making the pick, which, tonight, is me. There can be lobbying, too, but it must be done within two minutes, or the clock runs out and no further lobbying can be done.”

“Oh, my God.” Stella continued laughing as she set her plate and beer on the table in front of them and leaned forward, clasping her hands as if she was very interested in what was about to happen.

“So? Any vetoes?” Violet asked, and her hand, without her permission, moved to Stella’s back.

She rubbed over Stella’s sweater, and when Stella turned her face to her, Violet didn’t meet her eyes. She kept slowly moving her hand over Stella’s back, relishing in how good it felt to be touching her like this.

“Veto raised,” Sarai said, raising her hand.

“We have one veto vote. Anyone else?”

“I’m cool with whatever,” Arlowe said.

“I’m good,” Enya added.

“Sarai, care to lobby for votes?” Violet asked.

“Do I get a vote?” Stella asked, looking back at her.

“You’d veto my choice?” she asked, stopping her hand on Stella’s back.

“No, I’m just curious. BSG is my favorite show.”

“It is?” Violet asked, surprised.

“I like season one the best.”

“What’s your favorite episode?”

“33,” Stella said.

“That’s my favorite, too. Want to just watch that one in season one and come back to season two?”

“You want to go back to a first-season episode?” Enya asked.

“It’s the first episode after they made the movie that brought the show back,” Stella said.

“I’m sorry. What?” Enya asked. “I don’t want to start all the way over when we haven’t even finished it once, Violet.”

“No, just tonight. We’d watch 33, and then, next time, we can pick up where we left off.”

“Enya, are you joining my veto now?” Sarai asked.

“Enya, please…” Violet said.

“Arlowe?” Sarai asked. “Come on. Join the dark side.”

“Why does everyone always assume I know Star Wars? Enya bought me this collector’s edition box set thing years ago, and I still don’t understand why.”

“You’re a computer nerd. Doesn’t it come with the territory?” Stella asked.

That had all of them laughing but Arlowe, who shoved macaroni and cheese into her mouth and, still chewing, said, “I’m stealing one of those beers Violet made me get for you.”

“I will not veto tonight,” Enya said. “I can hang for one episode. Then, I’m going to bed anyway.”

“You’re just going to be on your phone the whole time, aren’t you?” Sarai asked her.

“Yup.”

“And I don’t care enough, so…” Arlowe said and got up, probably to go to the kitchen and grab that beer, but despite there being a little more space now, Stella didn’t move.

In fact, when they started up the episode, Stella picked up her plate, ate a few bites, and leaned right back against Violet’s arm after she set the plate back down. Stella had her beer in one hand, but once Violet was finished with her own food, Stella’s other hand moved to her thigh, and she kept it there. Violet looked down at it for a minute before she looked over at her friends to see if they’d noticed. Arlowe had. She was smiling at them, but there was something else behind her eyes, too. Violet knew what it was. Enya was still staring at her phone. Sarai was half-asleep but watching the show.

When that episode ended, Violet placed her hand on Stella’s and gave it a squeeze.

“I’m going to the kitchen. Need anything?”

“No, but we can pick up with season two now if your friends want.”

“We don’t,” Sarai replied. “I’m going to my own room, where I can watch what I want.”

“I’m tired,” Enya said. “So, I’ll just see you all tomorrow.”

“I get dibs on the shower,” Sarai stated when she stood.

“I’m going out to the garage to get some work done,” Arlowe said.

“And I guess we’re done hanging out,” Violet replied.

“Good night, everyone,” Sarai said.

“Yeah, night,” Enya added and walked down the hall, still staring at her phone.

“See ya,” Arlowe said as she practically jumped up and went toward the kitchen, which would take her out to the garage.

“When they say they’re going to leave, they mean, like, really fast, huh?” Stella said with a little laugh.

“Are you staying?” Violet asked.

“I can stay. Want to watch another episode? We can talk through it since we’ve both seen it a million times. Actually, if you want to just watch the one after 33, we can. I do not mind starting at the beginning. I–”

“I didn’t like that you had your friend send you women’s profiles from some dating app, Stella,” she stated before she could stop herself.

Stella turned to her and replied, “I didn’t.”

“That’s what she said.”

“No, she said that she was going to send them, not that I asked her to send them. And she hasn’t, by the way.”

“Hasn’t what?”

“Sent them.”

“Because she’s too busy having FaceTime sex with her girlfriend? Is that what you said earlier?”

“I don’t know what they’re doing, but the odds are that that’s part of it, yeah.” Stella turned to face her, crossing her legs on the sofa, and took both of Violet’s hands in her own. “Violet, Jen has been trying to set me up for a while now. I actually went out with someone a couple of weeks ago, before you and I started whatever this thing between us is called. It didn’t go well, but Jen keeps trying.”

“She knows about us, though.”

“She knows that we were sleeping together, yes.”

“Ah,” Violet said and pulled back her hands.

“She also knows that I wanted more than that, but you said you didn’t, so tonight, she decided to try to make you a little jealous on my behalf, I guess. I didn’t know she was going to do that; I promise.”

“She wanted to make me jealous?”

Stella nodded and asked, “Did it work?”

Violet smiled, looked at the TV that had started playing the next episode automatically, and replied, “I didn’t expect this.”

“Neither did I,” Stella revealed.

“None of it. I thought, when I found out that it was you at Cerebral, that I might be a customer and that’s it, or nothing at all, and now, you’re on my couch, and we’re… talking about maybe not just having sex.”

“I feel like you missed a few key points in that path you just took,” Stella teased.

“We know how we got here. That’s all that matters.”

“It makes it sound like we signed a Cerebral contract and then fucked on my desk, Violet.”

“Oh, my God,” she said, turning back to Stella. “Who cares what it sounds like? It’s just us here.”

“I like arguing with you,” Stella replied, smiling at her.

“You’re not getting laid tonight, so don’t even try making this foreplay.”

Stella laughed loudly at that, and when her laughter faded a bit, she asked, “Why am I not getting laid?”

“Because we shouldn’t start with sex.”

“I think we’ve already crossed that bridge, don’t you? You’ve gone down on me in the shower.”

“Too much information,” Arlowe said when she walked in to grab the beer she’d left on the table. “Violet has a bedroom, you know? It’s the biggest room in this place. You can go there and continue this very private conversation.”

“Go to the garage, Arlowe. You owe me code,” Violet replied.

“I always owe you code.”

Arlowe took a drink and walked out of the room.

“I love them, I do, but I’m starting to regret the whole living with them thing.”

“No, you’re not,” Stella argued.

Violet tilted her head at her and said, “No, I’m not.”

“So, we’re not starting with sex?”

“No.”

“What are we starting with, then?”

“A date,” she replied.

“You want to go on a date with me?” Stella asked.

“I think so.”

“Well, that’s a little less exciting, Violet. You just think you do?”

“I do,” she said, placing her hand on Stella’s thigh. “I do. It’s just been a while. I’m not good at relationships, Stella. My first one ended horribly, and I haven’t had much practice otherwise because I always put work first, and that’s caused problems. So, I thought sex was a good idea because I could not see you and me ever being compatible in anything other than the bedroom.”

“Yeah, that makes it better,” Stella joked and laughed a little.

“You know what? I like you, okay? I liked it when you were here over the weekend, and you just held me, and I liked it when you helped us with the business, even though it was annoying how you disagreed with pretty much everything I said. I also liked it when you showed up at the club the other night. I was just pissed at Arlowe, and I took it out on you.”

“You like me a little bit, huh?”

“Do you ever want to get laid again?” she asked as she gave Stella a playful glare.

“Yes,” Stella replied softly and very seriously, and Violet laughed before she let it fade out.

“I… I missed you the past couple of days, which is why I called you tonight. It wasn’t just because we needed to talk. It was because I wanted to see you even if we didn’t.”

“Was that really hard to admit for you?” Stella asked and took Violet’s hand in her own again, entwining their fingers.

“Yes,” she admitted.

“Okay. Well, thank you for admitting it.”

“You’re welcome?” Violet asked more than said.

Stella laughed again and asked, “Am I staying tonight?”

“You want to?”

Stella nodded.

“And you’re okay with–”

“Not having sex again before our first date? Yeah, I’m good. I’d still like to kiss you, if that’s okay, but we can wait for that, too, if you–”

Violet cut her off with a simple, sweet kiss on the lips.

“That’s all you’re getting until our date, so if you want to go home instead of staying over with that new piece of information, I’ll leave that up to you.”

“I can keep my hands to myself,” Stella replied.

“Don’t do that. I still want you to hold me.”

Stella smiled then and asked, “Can we go out soon so that I don’t have to wait too long to kiss you again?”

“Yeah, I think we can manage that.”

“Want to watch the next episode and go to bed, then?”

Violet nodded.


CHAPTER 30

Stella had gotten an idea. She hoped that it was a good one. In a way, it would take them back in time, and she wasn’t sure if she should be focused on them starting over or moving forward instead, but she hoped that it could be a combination of the two.

According to Jen, she’d gone overboard, but she hadn’t ever had a date like this before. It felt important. After falling asleep next to Violet that night, she’d woken up the following morning feeling like she’d wanted Violet to know how much this thing between them mattered. Violet had been busy all week, and Stella hadn’t exactly been bored with work and planning for their date, so it had taken until the weekend for them to be able to have a night together. She’d asked Violet to come to her place to pick her up, citing the fact that she preferred not to drive, and Violet hadn’t had a problem with that, but Stella wasn’t planning on them driving anywhere. She just needed an excuse to get Violet over to her place.

She took one final look around, agreed with Jen that it might be too much, but when the doorbell rang, there was no going back. She took a big deep breath, walked to the door, and smiled as she pulled it open because Violet looked absolutely beautiful in her little black dress with a white cardigan over it. She also had her hair pulled back, which exposed her neck that Stella loved to kiss.

“Hi,” Violet said, smiling back at her. “Are you ready?” She looked down at Stella. “Why are you dressed like a–”

“Bartender in a certain Amsterdam hotspot where students from our program used to go?”

“I was going to say like you’re in The Great Gatsby,” Violet said as she pointed to Stella’s head. “You’re wearing a hat.”

“I am, yes.” She tipped her pageboy hat. “I was going for a vibe tonight.”

“Is that vibe hot? Because you look hot, Stella,” Violet noted and walked inside.

Stella looked down at her vintage ensemble that she’d ordered online. It came in a set that included a vest waistcoat, a hat, an evening cravat, which was, apparently, what they called a necktie back then, a plastic pocket watch, and suspenders that she had on under the vest. It had come in gray, brown, or black. She’d chosen the gray set and wore it with jeans. She thought she looked pretty good, but hearing Violet tell her that she thought she looked hot meant that at least one of her goals for the night had been accomplished.

“Thank you,” she replied and took Violet’s hand after she closed the door behind them. “So, do you remember that bar that they made like an old American speakeasy just outside of one of the red-light districts?”

“Still can’t believe they have more than one of those.”

“Vi… focus, babe.” Stella motioned around her living room with her hand. “I tried to recreate it.”

Violet looked around, and Stella stood there, waiting nervously, hoping that she’d done something fun, spontaneous, and nice, and not something that would scare her date away. She couldn’t do much to make her place look like an actual bar without remodeling her house, but she had pushed the sofa back against the wall and had hidden it with a burgundy drape that she’d hung from the ceiling in front of it. She’d also bought two cheap wooden stools online and a tall table that was skinny and looked enough like a bar after she draped one of those fake backgrounds people used for their Zoom meetings that she’d got online as well. It looked like wood, or at least, was close enough to looking like wood.

She’d changed the colors of her smart light bulbs in the ceiling fan to make the room look dimmer and a little on the red-ish side, which was how their old bar had looked. Well, it hadn’t been their old bar. It was a place that most of the students had gone to on the weekends, and she’d seen Violet there a few times, but they’d never sat down next to each other and shared a drink.

To complete the look, Stella had set her phone to slow music from the twenties, had looked up recipes for some old, easy-to-make drinks, and had a few bottles sitting on a shelf where she used to have some books that would go back up there later. She hoped the effort she’d put in was enough and not too much.

“Oh, my God! Stella,” Violet said and took her hand.

“I know it’s silly. We didn’t even go to this bar together. But I was thinking about how if things had been different back then, maybe we would have, and we could’ve had a good time ordering the fun drinks with their weird names and actually getting to know each other instead of making assumptions and pissing each other off all the time. Is it too much? Should I have gone for a reservation at some casual eatery and kept things focused on the here and now instead of–”

“Stella, this is… You did all of this for me?”

“For us, technically, but yes. Look.” Stella walked over to her fake bar and went behind it. “What can I get for you, my lady?”

She leaned over the plastic table, which was a mistake because it wasn’t very sturdy, so she nearly toppled it over. Violet laughed and hurried over to help keep it upright.

“I don’t have a real bar. This is fake.”

“Yeah, I kind of figured that out already.” Violet looked down. “I think I saw this background in a meeting once.”

Stella laughed a little and said, “I know; it’s ridiculous. I learned how to make a few drinks and…” She reached behind the curtain she’d hung and found what she wanted on the couch. “I printed some menus. So, as long as you order something from this thing, I can make it.” Stella set a small menu on the bar that she’d printed at work and had cut out while sitting at her desk, not paying attention to the meeting she was in. “I have all the alcohol and stuff that goes in these, but if you want something else with any of those ingredients, I can do that, too. I just might need to look up a recipe first. I have beer, but you don’t really drink that. Sorry, I finished the wine you left here when you… well, left that night, but I have the cheaper wine that I already had if you want that instead.”

Violet sat down on one of the stools and said, “You are being really cute right now. I can’t believe you did all of this. My last first date forgot we were even going out that night. She thought it was the night after, so when I texted her that she was thirty minutes late, she said we might as well go out the next night instead. I was already at the restaurant, waiting for her. I looked like an idiot. Then, she texted me the next day to cancel the whole thing altogether.”

“Well, she’s the idiot. How do you forget about a date with you?” Stella replied and turned back around, wishing she had thought to put a smaller table under this taller one to hold stuff instead of setting things on the couch or on the shelf on the other wall. She then picked up two small bowls, turned, set them on the bar, and added, “Snacks. Do you remember those sesame pretzels they served there? I always loved those things. These aren’t the exact same ones, but they taste pretty close.”

“Stella, I love this. Thank you. I’ve had such a long week at work, and I hated that we could only really text and have one phone call.”

“Me too,” she admitted.

Violet looked over Stella’s shoulder then.

“Looking for something?”

“Yeah, your manager. I was kind of hoping that they’d let you take a break and come around here to have a drink with me.”

“Oh, did I not tell you? I’m the owner of this fine establishment.” When Stella tipped her hat again, the curtain behind her promptly disconnected at a corner, and the thing barely hung on. “Shit.”

She turned to hang it back up, but Violet placed a hand over Stella’s, stopping her.

“Stella, I don’t need the façade. I just… need you tonight.”

“So, I shouldn’t stay in costume?”

Violet looked her up and down, and Stella thought she might try to climb over the table to get to her.

“No, you should definitely stay in costume.”

“Yeah? You like this look?”

“I love this look. Do you like it, though?” Violet asked and pulled on Stella’s hand until Stella made her way around the bar and sat on the other stool, facing her.

“I do. It makes me feel dapper or something. Look; I even have a fake pocket watch.” She pulled it out of the vest pocket. “It’s always ten-ten.”

She held it up to Violet, who laughed a little.

“You’re very cute with your little fake pocket watch, adorable vest, hat, and tie.”

Violet pulled the tie out of the vest, and Stella looked down at Violet’s hands.

“There are suspenders under the vest, too.”

“There are what now?” Violet asked, immediately moving her hands to the buttons. She undid them and parted the vest until she revealed the gray suspenders and said, “Oh.”

“Oh, good? Or, oh, bad?”

“Oh,” Violet repeated as she ran her hands over the suspenders and then, inside them, giving them a little tug. “I like this a lot.”

“Yeah?”

“You should wear this again soon.”

“I should? Why?”

“Because we’re not having sex tonight, but I really want to take all of this off you piece by piece and very slowly sometime.”

“Oh,” she said this time.

“Oh, good? Or, oh, bad?” Violet teased.

“Oh, definitely good. Are you sure we can’t…”

“We’re on a date now, aren’t we?”

“Yes.”

“Because we’re trying to see if we’re compatible outside of the bedroom.” Violet let go of the suspenders, tucked the tie back in, and buttoned up the vest. “We already know how good we are in the bedroom.”

“So, that’s a no?”

Violet chuckled and said, “I know you’re on break right now, but any chance I can convince you to make me a drink?”

“It won’t be for free. I’d need some form of payment, or I’ll get in trouble with the boss.

Stella tapped her lips with her index finger.

“Oh, I thought you were the owner. I feel like there’s a continuity issue in your fake bar.”

“You think too much,” Stella said and pulled Violet in for a kiss.

They sat there on two barstools, with their legs entwined, and kissed slowly. It had been a long time since their lips had been connected for more than an instant, and usually, when they kissed, it had always been with the intention of something more, but Stella just got to kiss her now. She got to sit there and enjoy how good it felt for long minutes until Violet eventually pulled back, looking a little dazed.

“You’re beautiful,” Stella said. “I don’t think I said that when you got here.”

“Thank you?” Violet asked more than said.

It made Stella laugh, and then she stood up and nodded toward the menu still sitting on the bar.

“Pick your poison, babe,” she said.

“Um… Can I have the Hemingway daiquiri?”

“Sure. That’s the first one I learned this week.”

“Stella, how much time did all of this take?”

“Oh, not long,” she lied and walked over to the shelf where she pulled down her ingredients.

“Are you lying right now?”

“Yes. It took several hours.”

“Stella!”

“What? I told you, I wanted it to be special.”

“It is. You didn’t have to do all this. I would’ve just gone to dinner with you somewhere.”

“Dinner is in the oven.”

“You cooked, too?”

“Yes. I didn’t think you’d fill up on sesame pretzels and peanuts. You’re not allergic to nuts, are you? I should have asked.”

“I don’t have any food allergies.” Violet took a handful of the nuts and ate them. “You?”

“No. I am allergic to bees, though, and it’s pretty bad. I have an EpiPen.”

“Jesus, Stella.”

“I’ve never needed it. I’m not a very outdoorsy person, so that helps. The pen is usually in my bag just in case.”

“If you’ve never needed it, how did you discover that you were allergic to bees?”

“I got stung,” she replied and started making two of the drinks Violet had ordered as she told her story. “I was eight, and we were on a field trip at the zoo. I tried to swat the thing away, but it got angry with me and gave its life trying to take mine, I guess. I blew up like a balloon. It wasn’t pretty.” She chuckled. “Then, it got scary because I couldn’t breathe. No one on the field trip had an EpiPen, if you can believe it, so I got taken to the zoo infirmary. They fixed me up there, and my mom took me to the doctor after that. I’ve had an EpiPen ever since, but I haven’t needed it.” She pointed to herself. “Because I’m not–”

“An outdoorsy person. Yeah, I got it.” Violet chuckled. “Neither am I. I’m sure you could’ve guessed that, though. I spend most of my time in the garage, the kitchen, or my bedroom.”

“I like your bedroom,” Stella commented and pushed the drink toward Violet. “Please, enjoy.”

“What’s for dinner?” Violet asked through laughter.

“I made a chicken thing. It’s just staying warm. We can eat whenever. Now, before you get mad, you should know that the kitchen smells like cinnamon and apple because I lit the candles again, and I put the cloth napkins down because I had them folded perfectly. I didn’t want to waste them.”

“I won’t get mad. And I shouldn’t have acted how I did that night. I just sort of came over here with a purpose.”

“A purpose?” Stella asked before she took a sip of her drink and then walked around the bar and sat back down on the stool.

Violet placed her hand on Stella’s thigh and replied, “I wanted to prove to myself, and I guess to everyone else, that I only wanted to have sex with you and nothing more. Then, I got here, and you had everything set up for a romantic night in, and I was terrified.”

“Of me?”

“Not you specifically, but you are… You’re beautiful, confident, smart, funny, kind, and you’ve always been that way, too. It’s nothing new, but this is.” Violet pointed back and forth between them before her hand went back to Stella’s thigh. “And you have your life together, while I feel like mine isn’t. We don’t have that money officially locked in yet, and without it, I’m going to be out of a job in less than a year. That means I might lose my friends and–”

“Oh, babe…” Stella placed her hand on Violet’s thigh now. “You’re never going to lose your friends. Even if the company went under tomorrow, and they all had to move on, you’d never lose them. They all love you. I mean, they watch BSG with you.”

Violet laughed and took a sip of her drink.

“This is delicious.”

“Thanks. I had to buy another bottle of maraschino liqueur because I practiced so much, I ran out of the first bottle.”

“What did you do with all the drinks you made?”

“Mostly? Gave them to Jen and Monique from work. They came over and were my guinea pigs one night. They got very drunk, and I had to drive them both home to get them there safely.”

“Stella?”

“Yeah?”

“I don’t know how good I’m going to be at this, with everything I have going on, but I know I want to try.”

“You do?” Stella asked with a smile.

“Yes, I do.”

“Okay. So, want to carry these drinks into the kitchen and have dinner?”

“After, can we watch Battlestar in bed?” Violet asked.

“You’re staying?”

“I left a bag in my car in case I got an invitation.”

“So, you won’t be sleeping naked?” Stella joked.

Violet leaned in and said, “No, but if you want, I might borrow some of your clothes to sleep in.”

“Oh, I’d love that.”

“I know,” Violet replied and kissed her.


CHAPTER 31

“I don’t want you to go,” Stella said before she kissed her again.

“I don’t want to go, either,” Violet replied and rolled on top of her. “But I have to get home. I only brought clothes to sleep in.”

She kissed Stella once more and straddled her.

“You can’t do that if you’re trying to leave,” Stella said, running her hands over Violet’s thighs. “And you slept in my clothes last night.”

“I know. I’ll change out of them so that you can have them back, but I have to get home to change, Stella. I have a very important meeting today.”

“I hate that our first date was on a Sunday night.”

“Saturday night was–”

“I know; work to prepare for today, which is meeting number two with Asset. Hopefully, this is also where they present you with their offer and you can accept it.”

“I’m a little worried,” she said as she climbed off Stella.

“Why? I thought they were very impressed.”

“I think they were. And they asked us for more paperwork than I’d need to buy a house, so I’m hopeful, but that’s not it.”

Violet found her bag on the floor and rifled through it, deciding she’d just wear her sweatpants and T-shirt home and not bother with the sweater.

“What is it, then?” Stella asked. “And you can keep the clothes, by the way. You already have one of my shirts. What’s one more and a pair of pants?”

Violet turned and said, “I forgot I had your shirt.”

“I’m deeply offended,” Stella joked.

“It’s in my drawer. I’ll bring it back.”

“Just leave it there. I can wear it whenever I stay over.”

Violet stood up fully, still holding her clothes, and said, “Confident you’re getting a second date, aren’t you?”

“You woke me up by kissing my neck, so I’m feeling pretty good about it, yeah.”

Violet just smiled at her and said, “Can I ask you something?”

“Yes.”

Violet went around to Stella’s side of the bed then and sat down on the side, forcing Stella to scoot over a little, but she wanted to be next to Stella when she asked her question.

“Have you thought about it at all? I mean, I guess you have, given how you set up our date last night, but have you ever thought about what might have happened with us had we been able to put our egos aside for a minute and just talk to each other?”

“Why? Have you?”

“Arlowe was asking me the other day. What if I’d been single? What if we’d met under different circumstances?”

“How so?” Stella asked, running her hand into Violet’s hair and pushing it away from her face, which had Violet leaning into her touch.

“Just that if we’d met in a bar or something instead of through school.”

“And you were single?”

“Yeah.”

“I don’t know what would’ve happened. I guess I’m just glad we ended up here. I would’ve loved that plaque, though. Would’ve looked nice in my cubicle at work when I was just starting out.”

“What? You would have taken it to work with you?”

“My first boss went to that school, actually. Weird coincidence, but he was Dutch. I told him that I went there, and it was fine, but it would’ve been cool to show it off because he didn’t get into the regular business program there, and I got into the much harder one meant for the more advanced students.”

Violet chuckled a little and replied, “Well, for whatever it’s worth now, I’m sorry.”

“Babe, I’m kidding. I don’t care about that anymore,” Stella told her as she sat up.

“I know. I meant that I’m sorry for all of it; how I behaved.”

“Well, I’m sorry for my part in it, too.” Stella said and kissed her. “Now, can we get back to what you’re worried about?”

“I don’t know when their investment will kick in.”

“What do you mean?”

“I can stretch things for the next six or so months, but at our current run rate, we’ll be out of money in five.”

“What? You didn’t tell me that.”

“I may or may not be able to squeeze another month out of it, and I’m glad that they want to meet with us again, but at the same time, if they take a while to approve it and then not give us the money until after that, it could be cutting it close. It’s my fault, really. I thought we’d be okay. I thought we’d get Cerebral implemented quickly, but with the time Arlowe says it’s going to take to get it to work well, it might not make enough of a difference. I don’t want to let them down, but I only have a little left in my savings. I’ve been pulling from my trust fund. I still have some savings left from gifts I got as a kid, but that’s supposed to be my emergency money. I guess this is an emergency, but it wasn’t supposed to get this far, so I don’t know what I’m supposed to do now. I need that money for myself, you know? It was supposed to be for me to live off of, but I’ve put pretty much everything I’ve got into–”

“Hey,” Stella said, running her hand over Violet’s cheek. “It’s going to be okay. Asset will come through.”

“And if they don’t?”

“Will you let me help?”

Violet bit her bottom lip and asked, “How would you do any more? You emailed two VCs. Only one reached out.”

“I’ve got another one I can reach out to, but there are other options, you know?”

“Like what?”

“We don’t have time to talk about it right now. I know you have to go. But just be open to the idea of something else, and I’ll think about it today, okay? Can we talk tonight?”

“We’re dating; we can talk whenever you want.”

Violet kissed her quickly.

“We’re dating, huh?” Stella asked with a smile.

“Obviously.” Violet winked at her. “I’ll text you after the meeting.”

“Wear my clothes home, babe. Save some time.”

Violet smiled softly and asked, “Do you really think it’s all going to be okay? Be honest, Stella.”

“I do.” Stella kissed her this time. “I’ll walk you out. Do you want me to make you coffee or anything?”

“No, I’ll get it at home, but thank you.”

“Come on. Let’s get you on the road so you can go get that money.”

◆◆◆

“I can’t believe it,” Arlowe said. “We got it. They’re giving it to us.”

“It’s an investment, Arlowe, not a gift,” Enya stated and unlocked the front door.

“Semantics. What matters is we’re getting money for the business,” Arlowe reminded.

They all walked inside, and Violet was still in shock. Second in-person meeting after several phone calls, even more Zoom meetings, hundreds of emails, and what felt like thousands of pages of documents later, and they’d been told that Asset Capital was going to invest. It wasn’t a massive round, but it would keep the lights on and allow them to move at a faster pace for at least a few years. The paperwork still had to be reviewed and signed, but Violet had a lawyer who they reached out to for this kind of thing when they needed. He wasn’t exactly cheap, so they didn’t have him on retainer to save a little money, and on the drive home, she had to check their accounts to see how much balance they had liquid. Violet knew that if she paid him to review this agreement, that was the equivalent of about two weeks in company’s running time, which shortened how long they could last without this investment.

“When will the money hit our account, Vi?” Sarai asked, sitting on the sofa and kicking off her shoes.

“Not tomorrow,” she said as she sat down next to her. “I’ve got to get the lawyer to review it, but since we’re not on retainer, he won’t prioritize it. I can ask him to move it up on his list for a little extra money per hour if I have to. It’s not a big document or anything, but if he suggests changes, there could be a back-and-forth, and that could get pricey, so we’ll see.”

“But weeks, not months, right?” Arlowe asked her.

“I don’t know, Arlowe. My guess is at least a month or two. Also, remember, they’re not investing the full amount. We’re only getting a small portion upfront. We have to earn the rest. That’s the part of the agreement I want the attorney to review closely.”

“I know. It’s the carrot in front of the stick.”

“Why do you look worried and not happy, Vi?” Enya asked. “You were quiet on the drive home, and you don’t seem excited like the rest of us.”

“Um… Well, because we need this money a lot, and if there are any issues with it, I don’t have a backup plan.”

“We won’t need one now,” Arlowe said.

“I hope not, but I should’ve had one. I’m the CEO; it’s my job. But I was so focused on keeping the doors open and then the Cerebral thing, which I thought would make a difference faster, that I failed to pay attention to the fact that we only have about six months of runway left now.”

“Six months?” Sarai asked.

Violet sighed and said, “I guess my backup plan was to ask my parents for money, which I’ll still do if I have to because I don’t want to shut this place down, but that’s my last resort.”

“Vi…” Sarai patted her thigh. “Honestly, if we were doing so badly that you had to do that, I’d probably suggest we admit defeat. It’s been eight solid years of this; ten since we started working on it officially. I know some companies take forever to get profitable, but that’s no excuse for us to have drained your trust fund.”

“I’m the first investor. I knew it was a risk. I hoped it would pay off and I’d make that money back and then some, but I’ll have to dip into my personal savings soon or ask my family for money. That’s where we are. We need this investment now, and I just hope it’s not a slow process.”

“It’s been fast so far,” Enya shared. “And the carrot, as Arlowe called it, it’s enough, right?”

“It’s enough to get us to the stick part of the investment, I think, yes. By then, if we show them something, we’ll get the rest, and possibly more if they like what they see. That’s what I’m hoping for, anyway. I’m still a little nervous that it won’t happen, but if we can hire right and use that initial money well, I think it can.”

“I need engineers, Vi,” Arlowe said. “I know we can’t hire fifty, but can I at least get two with what we’re getting from Asset? I need time to implement Cerebral, and I don’t have much of that right now.”

“I think so,” she replied. “But we should start with assessing everything we need, so I’m thinking we go out to the garage and make a list on Sarai’s dry-erase board. We’ll narrow things down to our top ten priorities, see how much all of those cost, and go from there, picking what we can afford.”

“I need more in the marketing budget,” Sarai said.

“I could use a few more freelancers,” Enya added.

“Okay… Everyone, take an hour wherever you want in this house and come up with your own top-five list. We will meet in the garage after that and go over it. Rank everything because you’re not getting it all. Also, keep in mind that you won’t get any of it until the money comes in, and then, we’re not going to do everything all at once.”

“So, don’t go at it like kids in a candy store?” Arlowe said and stood up. “Got it.”

“I’m going outside,” Enya said. “I need some fresh air. I still can’t believe it.”

Enya stood and headed toward the back door through the kitchen.

“I’ll be in the garage, using my dry-erase board before you all borrow it,” Sarai said.

“And I’m going to my room. I need to think about something other than code,” Arlowe added.

Violet watched them all go, and she allowed herself one sigh of relief because, at least for now, they were okay. Then, she went into her own room and closed the door behind her. She splashed water on her face in the bathroom, not worrying about the makeup she’d put on for the meeting because her friends had seen her look way worse than this, and sat down at her desk. She pulled her phone out of her pocket, checked the time, and hoped it was okay to call.

“Hey,” Stella greeted on a second ring.

“Hey. Are you busy? I should’ve texted you.”

“No, I’m good. How did it go?”

“Ant Flow didn’t call you first and ruin my good news?”

Stella laughed and replied, “No, she didn’t. But it’s good news?”

“So far. They’re going to invest, Stella. It’s a small investment first. Arlowe called it a carrot. Then, we’d get the stick later if we do what we need to do.”

“Babe, that’s awesome. I’m so proud of you.”

Violet smiled. No woman had ever told her that they were proud of her before, and it felt good. Hell, she wasn’t even sure that her parents had told her that, and if they had, it was only because she’d done something they’d wanted her to do and not something that was important to her.

“Thanks. It’s not done yet. The lawyer still has to review everything, and that could take time, so I’m still worried about running out of cash first. Maybe they could keep us afloat with a one-time injection or something if we need it. We’ll see. I’m just trying to be happy right now and worry more later.”

“Well, I think that’s a good call,” Stella said.

“Can I see you tonight? I’d love to go out with just you; maybe have some good wine at dinner and then see a movie or something and not think about my job for a few hours.”

“I’d love that. I should be out of here by six. I’ve got a meeting with my boss in about fifteen about that big client we’re chasing, so, hopefully, that’s good news. If I’m going to be any later than six, I’ll text you, though. Want me to pick you up?”

“You hate driving,” Violet said.

“I don’t hate it. I just don’t like it.”

“Well, it doesn’t bother me, so I’ll pick you up. Is seven too early?”

“No. Come over whenever.”

“Okay. I’ll see you at seven. And if you wanted to wear what you wore last night, I wouldn’t be mad at you.”

“You said you wanted me to wear it for you when you could take it off of me slowly. Is that a possibility tonight?”

“It might be.”

“Do I have to wear the hat at dinner?” Stella asked.

“No, you can leave that at home and put it on when we get back.”

Stella laughed a little and said, “Hey, I can’t wait to see you.”

“Me too.”


CHAPTER 32

“I can’t believe we locked them into a three-year agreement,” Stella said.

“It was all you. When I talked to their general counsel, he said the thing that sold him on Cerebral was the kind of service we’ve delivered so far, and that was led by you,” her CEO said. “This is the biggest deal in Cerebral’s history, and you even got them over the discount we could have given them. It’s amazing, Stella. Really great work here.”

“Thank you,” she replied. “I’ll put the implementation team together tomorrow since we’ve got the contract back now, and we’ll get the process going. I hope we can have them implemented by the end of the quarter, and we’ll have weekly calls after that for the next six months. Then, we should be able to switch to monthly or as needed.”

“Great. Put our best of everyone on this. We can’t afford to mess anything up during their implementation. The contract has an out clause at six months if they’re not seeing results.”

“I’ll have Monique on it as the project lead.”

“Good. Move everything else off her plate for this one. It’s the only one that matters.”

Hearing that, Stella immediately thought about Violet and her company. They were depending on Monique to help get them implemented. There were other amazing sales engineers and implementation specialists at Cerebral who could work with Violet’s company, but Stella had specifically put Monique’s name in the agreement, and she’d done that for a reason: she’d wanted to protect their account. Stella hadn’t even cared if Violet noticed and called that special treatment; she had done it. The only way she could legally pull Monique off their account would’ve been if she had left the company, and since that hadn’t happened, she now had to deal with this somehow.

“She’s got one client that she owes some hours to. She should be done by our second call with these guys, so I’m not worried about it, but she has to finish this one out because she was named in the agreement per the client,” she replied, telling only a little white lie because she’d been the one to put the woman’s name in the agreement.

“Okay. Fine. Just make sure she’s off everything else to focus on this one after that,” the CEO said.

“I will. She’s still here, so I’ll talk to her now. Then, I’m heading out.”

“Sounds good,” he replied, and Stella left his office and headed back toward her own.

Monique’s desk was on her way out, so she would grab her and let her know the good news then. Monique had been really excited for the company to get this account because it was the largest company they’d work with yet, and she loved a challenge. Stella was excited for an entirely different reason, though. Technically, she was a salaried employee without the opportunity to make commissions because normally, the SVP wasn’t the account owner, but in this case, the CEO himself had asked her to handle the whole thing from start to finish, and since she wasn’t eligible for commission and would miss out on that unless he added it to her quarterly bonus, he had told her that he’d do just that if she could get their agreement in by the end of the quarter and the sales team met their goals.

Her team had met all their goals, so the base part of her bonus, which was sizeable, was already on its way, but with this agreement turned in on time and above the possible discount that they could have offered, she was set to make a lot of money this quarter. It would be the biggest check of her entire career, and that included her previous company where she’d gotten an annual bonus instead of quarterly. It would be so massive, in fact, that had she wanted to, she would have enough money saved for a down payment on a much larger house than her own in the area, and those were going up in price by the day as more and more companies made the place their home.

Stella couldn’t believe it. This account was supposed to take close to a year to lock down, and it had only taken her two months to close. The incentives she’d get from it short-term were amazing, but because of the type of account this company was, she would also receive three percent of their total contract amount annually as long as they were Cerebral’s customer, and their total contract annually was over a million dollars. She’d make an additional thirty-five thousand dollars for the next three years this time of year as long as they were happy and she were still employed here. Stella didn’t have any specific plans to go anywhere else, and that money would be on top of her annual salary, which was already pretty good because of her position and it being a tech company.

She ran some numbers in her head as she walked over to Monique’s desk, and after she let Monique know about the plan, she walked to the elevator, doing some additional math in her head. She had an idea, and she wasn’t sure yet if it was a good one or a dangerous one where Violet was concerned, but she wanted to at least bring it up with her. It didn’t have to be tonight. It could be next month or the month after, and the check wouldn’t be hitting her bank account for another three weeks, so she had time to think further before suggesting anything, but she was excited about the prospect.

Stella liked her job. She had plans to move up to CRO here, and she liked those plans, but she’d joined the company when it had already had over fifty employees. They’d grown fast and had over three hundred employees now, so some of what she’d loved about the company when it had been small no longer applied. They seemed to be hiring more people by the week, too, which meant they’d soon be at five hundred and then a thousand employees, which was their goal by the end of the following year. In fact, this account alone might mean that the number had to go up faster because the client wanted a dedicated support line and twenty-four-seven access to it. When they’d run those numbers, it meant at least two new hires, which she’d have to get the director of support to start working on now.

She missed being part of something like what she had done that one weekend in Violet’s garage, but she knew she couldn’t just ask Violet for a job. For one, they wouldn’t be able to afford her, even if Stella was willing to give up what she had at Cerebral, but she and Violet had also just started dating. Even if she could work for free or a discount, which she couldn’t – at least, not yet, anyway – she didn’t want to risk their relationship, or what might end up being their relationship, by working together so soon.

◆◆◆

“I was wrong… Wear the hat,” Violet said when Stella opened the door.

Stella laughed and replied, “But I did my hair.”

“I know. I’m kidding,” Violet said and walked inside. “Your hair looks great.”

Violet ran her hand through Stella’s short locks.

“Hey, I put product in there.” She laughed.

“I like it better when it’s a little messy.” Violet smiled at her and leaned in for a kiss. “Hi.”

“Hi,” Stella said and kissed her sweetly. “I missed you today.” She pulled Violet closer. “Still can’t believe that’s a true statement. I used to hate having to see you in class because I knew you were going to one-up me every chance you got.”

“Like when you messed up that P&L equation and told the professor that your fake business had only a million point five in losses, and you really had two point five?”

“You just had to tell him that, didn’t you?” she said with a little laugh. “It was a typo.”

“Because your Excel formula wasn’t set up correctly. I could’ve helped you with that, you know? I’m an expert at Excel formulas,” Violet said as she wrapped her arms around Stella’s neck.

“As if you would’ve offered to help me back then.”

“You’re right. I would’ve told you that the professor’s office hours were your friend. I was very mean to you. What ever can I do to make it up to you?”

“I have a few ideas,” Stella said, leaned in, and pressed her lips to Violet’s neck. “But you said you made a reservation for dinner, and we’ll be late if we don’t leave soon.”

“After?” Violet asked.

“After,” she replied.

“Good,” Violet said and pressed her lips against Stella’s ear. “I’m not wearing any underwear.”

Stella’s eyes grew three sizes, and she had to clear her throat and pull out of Violet’s embrace to look at her.

“You couldn’t have mentioned that later? Now, I know, and I can’t unknow that. I’m picturing it right now.”

She looked down and lifted Violet’s pleated skirt. Violet laughed and pushed it back down.

“Come on. Let’s go. You can see later. I have a gift for you, by the way.”

“Yeah? Is it you not wearing any underwear?”

“No, it’s an actual gift. It’s silly, but it’s in the car. Come on.”

Violet pulled her out of the house, gave her a minute to lock up, and they walked hand in hand to Violet’s car, where Stella found a pastel blue gift bag with white paper sticking out of it on the passenger seat.

“Do I open this now?” she asked after sitting down and placing it in her lap.

“Yeah. Like I said, it’s silly.”

Curious, Stella pushed the paper aside and pulled out a sort-of-flat object that was heavier than she expected.

“What the–”

“It’s the plaque,” Violet said.

“I can see that.” Stella laughed a little. “Wow. Why am I holding it?”

“Because I’m giving it to you. It’s yours now. It probably should’ve been yours then, but as you just pointed out, I might have been an asshole to you and told the professor about some of those very small and unimportant errors you made.”

“Babe, it has your name on it.”

She held it up to show Violet as if Violet hadn’t known that already.

“I know, but I can have that taken off, or we can put both of our names there. My GPA that semester was only one-tenth higher than yours. We basically tied anyway.”

Stella smiled at her, leaned over, and kissed her cheek.

“That’s not how it works. You got the higher score. You earned the plaque and whatever else came with it. I came in second to a very intelligent woman. I can handle that now. I couldn’t then. I thought about keying that bicycle you bought that you always chained up outside the dorm, but–”

“You did what?”

“I thought you could afford a new one.”

“You were going to key my bike?” Violet laughed.

“I didn’t, did I?”

“Well, I am glad you had a little self-control,” Violet replied and started the car. “And it’s a gesture, Stella. It’s just me trying to say that I’m ready to start over with you.”

“I thought we were already doing that.”

Stella put the plaque back in the bag and set the bag on the floor in front of her.

“We are. This is, I don’t know, a moment. It’s just something I thought we could look back on later and maybe say that it was when we recognized that we’d let all of that go and we were ready to have this new, maybe great thing developing between us.”

“And you’re good with that now? You’re not scared of it anymore?”

“Oh, no.” Violet chuckled. “I’m still very scared. I’m scared of a lot of things. I always have been. I was scared that my parents wouldn’t ever really love me for me for a variety of reasons, so I did whatever they wanted up until one rebellious move to go to Amsterdam instead of Oxford or Barcelona or even just staying at home.” She backed them out of Stella’s driveway. “I’m scared that I won’t ever fall in love or have someone who would be faithful because of what happened with my first girlfriend and because of what has happened since. No one has ever wanted to put up with me so far. I’m really scared about work. I’m excited about the prospect of having more investors, but I’m terrified that I’m still going to let everyone, including them now, down. I’m scared of this.” Violet stopped the car when she got to the end of the driveway. “Because it wasn’t supposed to be you.”

“No, I don’t imagine it was supposed to be me,” Stella said as she took Violet’s hand to move it to her lap.

“But I like you, and I like this. So, if you can deal with me being scared and probably messing up a few more times even by next week, I’d like to go on our second official date now.”

“I can deal with that.” Stella smiled over at her. “Come here.” She leaned in, and Violet connected their lips. “I’m a little scared, too, if I’m being honest, but it feels right to me. I can’t believe it, but it kind of feels like maybe you and I are supposed to date.”

“Picture your twenty-two-year-old self saying that.”

“Oh, God! She’d tell me that I’m crazy.”

Violet backed the car out the rest of the way and turned them on to the street. She placed her hand back in Stella’s lap, and Stella took it in her own. She looked over at Violet, who was just so very beautiful, and she did picture herself in her early twenties, staring at Violet from across a classroom. She had been seething on the inside multiple times because Violet had, yet again, raised her hand to answer another question, but she knew she’d also recognized this woman’s beauty and intelligence even then. She had this vision of the future that followed, and the plaque that Violet had presented her with was hanging on a wall at the top of a staircase outside a bedroom. Stella smiled because, in that vision, it was their bedroom.


CHAPTER 33

“I regret asking you to wear that,” Violet stated.

“What?” Stella asked, looking down at the ensemble she had worn the previous night on their first date.

“You look too good for us to be in a public place,” she replied with a smirk.

“Well, if that’s your problem, you can’t smirk at me like that, either.”

“Huh?” she asked.

“That sexy smirk thing you do – you can’t do that when we’re in public because it makes me want to take you home.”

“You think–” Violet stopped. “Your smirk is sexy. Mine is an attempt at cool, at best.”

“What? No way. You looked up from between my legs one night with that smirk, and I about came again just–”

A throat cleared from beside them then. Violet looked up to see two women standing next to their table, and when Stella looked up, too, she shook her head.

“Jen, what are you doing here?”

“Jen?” Violet asked.

“This is Jen, yes. And I have no idea what she’s doing here.”

“Apparently, hearing about your plans for later back at your place,” Jen replied before she turned to Violet. “I really hope you’re Violet, because if you’re not, she has some explaining to do.”

“I am.” Violet chuckled and held out her hand for Jen to shake. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“You too.” Jen shook her hand before she motioned to the woman standing next to her. “This is Haley. We’re on a date. I didn’t know you two were also coming here tonight.”

“Violet made the reservation, so I didn’t know we were coming here, either. It’s nice to meet you, Haley.”

“Maybe I can have them just put us with you two,” Jen said. “You have the extra chairs. We can have a double date.”

“No,” Stella replied quickly.

“Stella, it’s fine,” Violet said.

“No, it’s not. It’s only our second date. I want it to be just ours. No offense, Haley.”

“None taken. I wanted her all to myself tonight anyway,” Haley replied as she wrapped an arm around Jen’s waist.

“But, babe, I want to grill Stella’s date.” Jen placed her hand between Haley’s breasts over her shirt. “I haven’t told you their whole story yet, but it’s a good one.”

“Jen!” Stella exclaimed, and Violet smiled at her from across the table, liking the little flush on her cheeks.

“Why are you dressed like you’re about to go to a 1920s-themed party after this?” Jen asked.

“It’s a thing,” Stella said. “Let it go.”

“I put in a request,” Violet explained. “She’s wearing it for me.”

“Is this a sex thing?” Jen asked Stella as their waiter approached.

“You know what? We’ve already eaten, and we just have dessert coming, so I think you two should follow that hostess over there, who is waiting for you over at your very own table, and I will text you later, Jen.”

Jen laughed and said, “Fine. We’ll double date another time. You ready, babe?”

“Yeah. It was nice meeting both of you,” Haley said.

“You too,” they both said at the same time.

Jen and Haley walked off, but the waiter stood there expectantly.

“What can I get for you tonight?” he asked.

“Stella, we haven’t even ordered, but you just told them that we were on dessert.”

“Can we have a dessert menu?” Stella asked the waiter.

“You want drinks and dessert?” he asked.

“Yes. Thanks,” Stella said and looked at Violet as the waiter walked off to get them menus. “We can grab something else back at my place if you want. Maybe… after?”

“You don’t want dinner now?”

“I just… Violet, I know we’re supposed to go on dates because we’re dating and that we shouldn’t just have sex, but we don’t have to go to restaurants or just have sex at my place. We can actually have a date there, like we did last night, and we can get naked whenever we want there.”

“That is an advantage,” Violet agreed as the waiter returned with their menus. “Can you bring us the tiramisu and the cheesecake to-go?” she asked without even looking at hers.

Stella laughed.

◆◆◆

When they pulled up to Stella’s house, Stella’s hand was already under Violet’s dress, sliding higher and higher up her thigh by the second.

“Eager?”

“Yes. It’s been too long.”

Stella moved her hand all the way up to cup her.

“Babe!” Violet laughed and put her car in park in the driveway. “Inside.”

“Yeah?” Stella asked, shifting her hand.

“What? No! Inside the house.” Violet laughed again.

“So, no car sex?”

“Not tonight anyway,” Violet said.

“Does that mean it can happen another time?”

“Stella, you have a whole house that we can have sex in. You really want to keep talking about this?”

“Nope. Let’s go.”

They got out of the car, and just as Violet locked it with her key fob, her phone rang in her purse. She pulled it out and saw that it was Enya calling.

“Hey, one second.”

“What? Just let it go to voicemail, Violet.”

Stella unlocked the front door of the house.

“It’s Enya. I just need a second.” She answered the call. “Hey. Everything okay?”

“Have you checked your work email?”

“While I’m on a date? No. Why?”

“Asset Capital emailed.”

“What did they say?”

“They’re going to have the money in our account in eight to twelve weeks.”

“Really?” she asked, following Stella into the house.

“Yeah. You said we were good for five to six months. We’re going to be okay waiting for two to three, right?”

“As long as they don’t take any longer than that, yes, we should be more than fine.”

“It’s happening, Vi. It’s finally happening for us. I just thought you should know. Sorry for interrupting your date.”

“It’s okay. This is good news, so thank you. Stella and I just got to her place, though, so I’m going to hang up now. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Violet hung up the phone and slipped it back into her purse as Stella closed and locked the door behind her.

“What’s going on?” Stella asked.

“The money will be there in eight to twelve weeks,” she said and placed her purse on the floor next to Stella’s couch.

“Why do you not sound happy about that? That’s good news.”

Violet sat on the couch and said, “Because there could still be delays, and I can’t count on that money until the lawyer approves the agreement that we haven’t yet signed. I asked them for a timeline post signature, so that’s what Enya just told me they said. It’s still great, obviously, but lawyers aren’t cheap, and there’s a chance that we’ll be coming up against me having to use my savings or ask my parents for a short-term loan if it gets that far.”

“You’re still worried about that?” Stella asked and sat down next to her.

“Yeah. I mean, I’m always going to worry about money, aren’t I? I’m the CEO. It’s always going to fall on me. I suppose if we actually had any money, I’d be less worried about it, but I’ll figure it out. It’s fine. I don’t want to ruin our night with yet another freak-out about work.”

Stella cleared her throat and said, “Hey, I wanted to celebrate your good news and, well, us tonight, so I didn’t say anything before, but we signed that major client today at work.”

Violet turned to her and replied, “You did? Stella, that’s amazing. They’re the biggest client for Cerebral yet, right?”

“Yeah, it’s a pretty big deal.”

“You should’ve said something. Babe, we can celebrate all of it tonight. Let’s have our–” She stopped. “Shit. We left the desserts in the car.”

“I don’t care about the desserts right now. I wanted to talk to you about something.”

“Yeah, your massive success. I think now I’m going to reward you a few more times than I’d already planned to.”

“Violet, can I talk to you about something?”

“You still want to talk?” she asked and spread her legs.

Stella looked down, eyes wide, as Violet lifted her dress slowly, inch by inch, and said, “Not fair.”

“You know, I think you’re the only woman who’s ever found me sexy.”

“No, I’m not. I might be the only woman who’s ever told you that, but there’s no way women haven’t found you sexy.”

“Should I stop doing what I’m doing?” she asked, moving her dress up higher and higher.

“No, but… yes.” Stella placed her hand on Violet’s now-bare thigh, so Violet ceased and left the dress where it was. “With that big client, I get a pretty big bonus.”

“That’s great. What are you going to do with it?”

“Well, I was thinking about being an investor.”

“Your bonus is that big? Who is this customer? The US military?”

Stella laughed and said, “Act like they could afford us. And it’s not enough to invest millions of dollars or anything. I would be a very small investor somewhere.”

“Okay. Where?”

“Babe?”

“What?”

“Violet, I’m talking about your company. I want to invest in your company.”

“My–” Violet hadn’t expected that. “My company?”

“It’s only two hundred thousand dollars. That’s what I can afford to invest right now anyway. It’s my bonus with a little of my savings mixed in. I know it’s not much and that we’d have to work out terms to make it official.”

“You’re trying to give me money?”

“No, it’s an investment. And it’s not for you; it’s for the company. I want to be an official investor, and I want to talk about–”

“Stella, no.”

“Just no?”

“I want to date you.”

“I want to date you, too.”

“I wouldn’t be able to guarantee that you would get that money back, Stella. That’s not okay.”

“It’s an investment. That’s what an investment is. I’m aware of the risks.”

“I can’t do that. Not with you. I don’t want money to come between us, kind of like it did back then.”

“Can I at least tell you why I want to invest before you turn me down?”

“Can you tell me why you had to bring this up tonight, when I was about to get naked on this couch?”

“I have never had money in my life. I could only afford to buy this house because it was in foreclosure. I have spent some money fixing it up since, but I only had enough for the down payment. That was it. I had to save and save just to get this place. I love it, yes, but let’s be honest: it’s a one-bedroom and isn’t anything fancy.”

“Your house is nice, and it’s yours, Stella. I’m renting.”

“When I bought it, that depleted my savings, so I had to start over again. I worked my way up. Now, I make really good money, and since the house was very cheap when I got it, it’s already paid off. My car is new, but I’ll pay it off ahead of schedule, and I have no other debt because I paid off my credit cards before I bought the house. My point is that I don’t need another house; at least, not right now. I don’t know how to handle the stock market, and I’d hate to just hire a financial planner because I’ve heard some people have bad experiences with them, and… I want to invest in something. I learned a lot about what you all do, and I like it. I’ve done my research. I’m interested in investing. I believe in what you all are working on. It’s not much money; I know that. If I get in now with what I can invest, I might be able to invest more later, but it’s more than that for me, Vi. I liked being in that garage with you and Arlowe, Sarai, and Enya. I know I can’t work with you guys, but if I invest, maybe I can join a meeting every so often and help out.”

“You can do that now. You don’t have to invest.”

“It should be official, though, Vi.”

“Stella, for real… Your idea about the partnerships and how you suggested that we change up the deck is probably the main reason Asset invested in us. If you want to help us out on the side, you can do that whenever. I can’t guarantee we’ll take all of your advice, but I’ve learned my lesson now. I’ll at least listen to it.”

“Will you still argue with me?” Stella asked her with that smirk Violet loved.

“Oh, definitely. Then, we’ll go to my room for a break.” Violet winked. “You really want to sit in my work meetings sometimes?”

“I miss being part of things from the beginning. Cerebral is so big now. I still love it, I do, and it’s why I have my position and have a chance to be CRO soon, but I was thinking about how I liked it when we were small. I was thinking that if I invested, we could work out an arrangement that allowed me to participate and, I don’t know, help make some decisions or just be part of the process or something.”

“You can just do that if you want,” Violet said, smiling at her. “Invest your money in some other way.”

“What, my IRA? Boring.”

Violet laughed and replied, “Boring, but practical. You could also just save it.”

“Sure. But for what? An emergency? A trip? A bigger house that I don’t need?”

Violet moved into Stella’s lap, straddling her, and said, “Oh, I don’t know. I hope there aren’t any emergencies, but a trip sounds nice. I’m thinking about a beach, a chair in the sand, a cold drink that’s mostly sugar, and maybe a very nice hotel room close by where we could be naked and together.”

“Speaking of naked…”

Stella ran her hands up Violet’s thighs.

“You really wanted to invest in me? In our company?” Violet asked as she wrapped her arms around Stella’s neck.

“Yes, of course. I know you all haven’t made as much progress as you wanted to, but I’ve seen what you’ve got so far. With more money and a few more people, you’re going to be able to build even better and faster. I believe in it, Violet. I believe in you. I mean, you are the winner of the officially engraved plaque that I also left in the car.”

Violet smiled down at her and said, “How about this? If, for some reason, the money from Asset takes longer to drop into our account, I’ll talk to you about maybe investing enough to get us through the gap.”

“Okay. I can accept that.”

“And maybe you can save that money for a house that has at least two bedrooms.”

“Two?”

“Or three.”

“Why do I need a three-bedroom house, Violet?”

“You might not need one today, but you never know what you’ll need in the future.” Violet reached down for the zipper on her left side and lowered it. “You might find yourself with someone who actually wants to live with you. I mean, I can’t imagine that will ever be me, but maybe someone who would need an office. Maybe you’d want an office for yourself, too. I don’t know. It would have to be someone who’s willing to put up with you.”

She smiled down at Stella before she dropped it, trying to keep up the act.

“As if I could ever put up with you,” Stella teased her back. “You’re unbelievably annoying, like when you correct things like formulas that were actually just typos and do not at all indicate that I don’t understand how to make them to begin with.”

“If you don’t want me to correct your typos, don’t make them,” Violet challenged.

Stella’s hand slipped between her legs then, making Violet gasp.

“And if you don’t want me to touch you here, don’t get so damn wet.”

“Not possible around you,” she replied.


CHAPTER 34

“We were right: arguing is great foreplay,” Violet said, and she was finally naked and on top of Stella, who had her hand between Violet’s legs.

Stella was stroking her as Violet moved her hips, and it was near perfect, but she wanted something more.

“Babe, bed,” she said.

“What? No, I’m already close,” Violet replied before she kissed her hard.

“Vi…”

Stella stopped stroking and pulled her mouth away.

“Is something wrong?” Violet asked, looking concerned.

“No, I just… This is the first time since we got together, and we’ve always had fast. I want slow. Is that okay?”

Violet smiled down at her softly and replied, “Yes, it’s more than okay. I wanted to take those clothes off you slowly anyway, remember?”

Violet kissed her gently and stood up. Stella stared for a moment, and she regretted instantly that she’d suggested they stop and take things slowly as much as she knew that that was what she wanted and possibly what they both needed.

“Come on, stud,” Violet added with a little laugh and held out her hand for Stella to take.

“Oh, I’m a stud now?”

“You are when you wear that outfit. Where’s the hat?”

Violet wrapped her arms around Stella’s neck when she stood.

“I’m skipping the hat tonight, and I’ll be pressing you against that wall before we walk back to my bedroom.”

Stella moved Violet to the wall next to the hallway.

“You have a thing for walls, huh?” Violet teased.

“I have a thing for you being up against them specifically,” Stella replied and then kissed Violet’s neck and ran her tongue up to her earlobe.

“You feel so good,” Violet said as she unbuttoned Stella’s vest, and soon, it, as well as the silly fake pocket watch, were shoved off her shoulders, landing on the floor.

“What happened to undressing me slowly?” she asked before she kissed Violet deeply.

“It’s just the vest. I’ll take my time with everything else.”

Stella kissed Violet again before she gripped her by the hips, moved them into the hall, and turned Violet around in her arms. She ended up behind her, kissing Violet’s neck and massaging her breasts as they walked down toward the room and then, into it.

“Where are the candles?” Violet joked.

“In the drawer they came from in the first place.”

“Should we pull them back out and put on some soft, romantic music? Maybe you have a playlist?”

“No,” she replied, moving them to the bed, where she gave Violet a light shove. Violet laughed and moved further on the bed until her head hit the pillow, so Stella stood there and asked, “What about undressing me?”

“Can you undress for me?”

“I thought–”

“Another time, babe. Put the suspenders back up after you take off your shirt.”

“Really?”

“For a minute. Not forever.”

Stella chuckled and reached for the button and zipper on her jeans. Once they were undone, she untucked her shirt, unbuttoned it, and lowered the suspenders. Then, she slowly removed her shirt and held it out in her arm before she let it fall to the floor. Violet smirked up at her, and Stella watched her as she moved her own hand between her legs, which she was spreading wider and wider.

“Babe!”

“What? You’re hot. I can’t get a little head start?” Violet asked while she slowly circled her fingers around her clit.

“Fuck,” Stella let out and went to move onto the bed, but Violet held up her index finger on her other hand.

“Pull up the suspenders.”

Stella grunted impatiently but obeyed. The suspenders were up, but her pants were undone, so she decided that two could play this game. She lifted and lowered her eyebrows and moved her hand inside her underwear.

“Oh,” Violet said.

“Want to know how wet I am?”

“Yes,” Violet whispered.

Stella licked her lips and replied, “I’m soaked.”

“Me too.”

Stella looked down and said, “I can tell.”

“And do you want to taste?”

“Yes,” she whispered this time as her fingers picked up speed.

“Then, stop.”

“I don’t–”

“Stella, stop.”

Grunting a second time, Stella pulled out her hand. Violet then stopped stroking, too, and moved until she was on all fours, facing her. Stella got closer to the bed and waited to see what Violet would do next. Violet crawled the short distance toward her and licked one of Stella’s nipples through the suspender.

“Shit,” Stella said.

“Your nipple seemed to like that.”

“God… Will you suck it?”

“Yes,” Violet said and pushed the suspender aside before she sucked on Stella’s nipple.

“Yes, baby,” she encouraged as her hand moved to the back of Violet’s head, and she lowered the other suspender so that she could nudge Violet’s head to that nipple, making Violet chuckle before she sucked it into her mouth. “I take it back: I don’t want slow.”

Violet let Stella’s nipple go with an exaggerated pop, sat back on her heels, and as her hands went to Stella’s jeans, she said, “Off.”

“Yeah? No more slow?” Stella asked.

“More? We haven’t even gone slow yet.” Violet laughed. “Just start by taking these jeans off.”

Stella backed up, pulled off the remainder of her clothing, and looked at Violet, who was, again, moving back on the bed.

“Make love to me?” Violet asked.

Stella gave her a soft smile and a nod before she moved on top of her.

“This is what you wanted, right?” Violet asked after she wrapped her arms around Stella’s neck.

“Definitely,” she replied.

They stayed like that for a while, kissing and letting their tongues dance together, and Stella held herself above Violet, trying to prevent her hips from rolling down into her because she really did want slow with her, and once the rolling started, she knew it wouldn’t be stopping. Her lips moved to Violet’s neck after a few minutes, and she nipped, licked, and sucked while she listened to Violet’s soft sounds fill the room.

Touching her slowly like this, something she had never thought she would get to do, felt so perfect to Stella that she thought back to their days in college and wondered back to Violet’s question about what might have happened between them had they met under different circumstances. Had Stella been able to knock the chip off her own shoulder and had Violet been ready to tell her parents that she wanted to make her own path in life, they might have ended up here a decade faster, but Stella knew neither of them had been ready for that back then. Now, though, they might be.

“That’s good,” Violet whispered when she sucked on her nipple.

Stella made it form a hard peak in her mouth prior to letting it go, and she watched it remain hardened like that as she slowly dragged her index finger around it before going in for more. She repeated the same actions on the other nipple and then moved her lips down Violet’s body, loving the feel of the soft skin as goosebumps formed after her warm mouth pressed against it. Stella let her lips travel down wherever they wanted, and they eventually landed between Violet’s legs, but only to suck and kiss on Violet’s inner thighs.

“Slow,” she reminded as Violet squirmed beneath her, clearly ready for more.

“Still?”

Stella laughed silently and moved back up Violet’s body, slowly kissing her skin as she went. When she settled her hips between Violet’s spread legs, she kissed Violet again and then finally began to roll them down into her.

“Yes,” Violet said between kisses. “Touch me. It’s been too long.”

‘Maybe about ten years too long,’ Stella thought to herself as she lowered her hand and placed it between Violet’s legs, searching for what she knew Violet wanted.

She stroked Violet’s clit and kissed her through her first orgasm, which came quickly because Violet had already been so close when they’d been on the couch. Then, she slid her fingers inside her moments later, causing Violet to gasp and nod rapidly. Stella kissed her neck and slowly pushed in and pulled out, letting Violet’s orgasm build this time. Violet held on to her tightly, but Stella managed to place her center over Violet’s thigh and began to rock, pressing down to give herself some relief.

“Yes, baby,” Violet encouraged. “God, you’re so wet.”

“All for you,” she whispered and sucked on Violet’s earlobe.

She continued to build Violet up as she moved against Violet’s strong thigh, and when Violet begged her for faster, she gave it to her, flicking inside her while she let her thumb graze over Violet’s hard clit. Violet’s hips began to rise and fall, and Stella could barely hang on, she was so close.

“Stella… Please, baby.”

Stella knew what she wanted, so she pushed in deep and began to focus solely on Violet’s orgasm. She thrust hard and fast while Violet held on for the ride, and when she came in Stella’s ear moments later, Stella smiled and thought about how she could see it all. The plaque on the wall. Violet in her office. Maybe an office for Stella, too. It was far too early for all of that, but it was the first time that Stella had ever even allowed herself to consider taking those steps with a woman, and she’d never thought she’d be thinking about taking them with Violet Russell.

“Are you close?” Violet asked, bringing her attention back to the present.

“Yes,” she replied.

“Tell me. It’s yours.” Violet pulled Stella’s face to her own and kissed her hard. “God, Stella, it’s yours. Whatever you want.”

“You,” she replied.

“How?”

“Your fingers. Now.”

Violet pushed her legs together, and Stella shifted until she was straddling her. Seconds later, Violet’s hand was between her legs, and Stella was the one who positioned herself to slip onto Violet’s fingers. Then, she lowered herself, put a hand on either side of Violet’s head, and rocked down into Violet’s palm that pressed to her clit in the best way while she kissed her. It didn’t take long. Soon, Stella was coming and moaning into their messy kiss.

When she pulled back to breathe, she sat back up and raised up on Violet’s fingers, dropping back down a moment later. Stella watched Violet watching her own fingers disappear inside her body until she rode out her orgasm and came down completely as she massaged Violet’s breasts with both hands.

They stayed like that, both of them catching their breath while they stared into each other’s eyes, and Stella swallowed as she thought back to the time she offered to wash Violet’s hair. She understood it now. It had been way too intimate for Violet, something a girlfriend might do, and Violet hadn’t been ready for that then, when it had only been sex between them. Stella had a feeling that Violet would be ready for that now.

“That was…” Violet’s words faded, and she shook her head while she smiled. Then, she laughed a deep post-orgasm laugh and added, “Really, really good.”

“Yes, it was,” she agreed, still massaging Violet’s perfect breasts.

“But as much as I loved it – and I did, trust me – can we maybe go fast this time?”

Violet smirked up at her, and Stella still couldn’t believe that Violet thought no woman had ever found her sexy before.

◆◆◆

“Babe, your phone,” she said.

“Huh?”

“Violet, your phone is ringing.”

“It is? Why?”

“I don’t know.” She rolled to face Violet. “I think you have to answer it to find out.”

“Early.”

“I know, beautiful.” Stella chuckled and kissed Violet’s bare shoulder.

Violet’s hand sort of knocked the phone around on the table before she was actually able to pick it up.

“What?” she said in lieu of a greeting, and there was a pause before she shot up in bed. “Oh. Sorry, Mr. Silver. Good morning.”

“Who is Mr. Silver?” Stella whispered her question and sat up as well because Violet was naked in her bed, and in this position, Stella could slip behind her and kiss her back as she let Violet lean back against her, which sounded like a pretty perfect morning to her.

When Violet held her hand out and pushed Stella’s face away, Stella laughed and moved behind her anyway. She had a feeling that as long as they were doing this – and she hoped that was for a long time – Violet would always keep her on her toes, which, to her, was a good thing.

“You’re sure?” Violet asked.

Stella pulled her in by the stomach, trying to get Violet to lean back against her, but Violet kept smacking her hands away, which only made Stella laugh more.

“I’m going to kill you,” Violet whispered as she covered her phone and turned her head to her.

Stella just kissed her shoulder before she pulled her back again, and Violet finally let her have her way. Stella wrapped her arms around Violet’s middle and began kissing her neck and nibbling on her earlobe for good measure.

“There’s nothing big that needs to change in it?” Violet asked whoever she was talking to. “And we’re good to sign?”

Stella stopped kissing her and started paying attention then, recognizing what Violet was talking about now.

“Any issues with the upfront amount, the terms to get the money later, or that amount?”

As far as Stella knew, there was no Mr. Silver at Asset Capital, so it was likely that Violet was talking to the lawyer she’d hired to go over the agreement between the company and the VC. If he was telling Violet that it was okay to sign, that was definitely good news.

“Okay. Great. Thank you for getting this done so quickly. As soon as I get it back from you with those changes, I’ll send it over to them for review, but if it’s as minor as you say, they should have no problem accepting the revisions and sending it back to me to sign. When they do, do you need to review it again?” Violet paused to listen. “Okay. If they don’t accept the changes, then I’ll let you know, but if they do, I’m good from there. Thank you again for prioritizing this.” She paused. “Goodbye.”

Violet tossed the phone onto the bed and leaned back more fully into Stella’s front, seemingly a little more relaxed now.

“Well?” Stella asked.

“The lawyer said it was good to sign. He only had two small changes. One was a typo. The other was that he wanted something to say twelve months instead of eighteen. It’s fine with me, and I don’t think they’ll have a problem with it. He said I can sign it, Stella.”

“That’s great, babe. So, this means that you might have it signed by the end of the week, and it’s eight to twelve weeks from then that the money shows up, right?”

“Mr. Silver also wanted that changed to eight specifically, but he said that that was common, so they shouldn’t have an issue with that, either. He said if they push back on it, to suggest a smaller initial amount at eight and the rest at twelve based on new terms, but he seems to think that they’ll be fine with the change. I think I can finally, maybe, breathe a sigh of relief – we might have real money soon that didn’t come from me.”

“I’m so happy for you.” She kissed behind Violet’s ear. “And really proud of you.”

“I’m guessing when I tell my friends, they’re going to want to go out again tonight to celebrate.”

“You sure do celebrate a lot.” Stella chuckled.

Violet laughed, too, and said, “I know it probably seems like that, but we haven’t had anything to celebrate in a long time, so we’re taking advantage of it.”

“Well, do you want us to go out tomorrow night? You can come over tonight after you go out, and we can just sleep, if you want. I like the idea of sleeping next to you again soon.”

“Oh. Are you busy tonight?” Violet asked.

“No.”

“Then, why aren’t you coming with us to celebrate?”

“I didn’t know I was invited. I wasn’t last time.”

“We weren’t dating then. So, can you come? I want you there. I’m going to demand that we go to the bar and not that club.”

“I’m more of a bar girl myself, so that’s perfect.”

“And you can stay at my place tonight,” Violet told her. “We can watch BSG in my room, all snuggled up in bed, if you want.”

“Can you be naked then, too?” Stella asked before she began massaging Violet’s breasts.

“That can be arranged,” Violet replied.

“Can it be arranged that I give you an orgasm before you have to leave?”

“I don’t have to leave yet.”

“You don’t?”

“I told my friends that they were on their own this morning. Can you work from home today?”

“I have to send an email to an implementation team and do a meeting, but some of them are remote anyway, so I can do that from home. Now, it’s only seven, so I don’t have to do any of that yet,” she said and slipped one of her hands down between Violet’s legs.

“In that case, after we make each other come out here, we can do it again in the shower before I head home to let you work. Slow, baby,” Violet said of the strokes Stella was making against her clit.

Stella slowed down and asked, “Can I wash your hair this time?”

“You can do whatever you want if you work me up before you let me come.”

“You’re going to have my shampoo in your hair, and when I see you later tonight, I’ll have my arms around you, and I’ll be able to breathe you in and smell it on you.”

“That’s important to you?” Violet asked, her breathing a little more erratic now.

“I like the idea of you smelling like me and wearing my clothes, yes,” she replied and bit down on Violet’s shoulder. “And marking you.”

“You can, you know?”

“I can?”

“Yes,” Violet said.

“What about work? They might see it.”

“I don’t care. Just…”

Violet’s head went back against Stella’s neck, and Stella looked down and watched her hand as she worked her fingers against Violet’s clit. She wanted to go inside her, but the angle wasn’t great, so she’d save that for later. She stroked Violet slowly and sucked on her neck while her free hand twisted at Violet’s nipple.

“Are you ready?” she asked after several minutes.

“Yes,” Violet replied.

Stella stroked faster, licked the spot she’d just sucked on, twisted that nipple a little bit harder, earning a groan, and soon, Violet was coming against her hand as her hips rose and fell against it. Her breathing erratic until it finally wasn’t, Violet came down and practically crashed back against Stella’s body.

“God, that is the best way to start the day.”

“Feel free to ask for that any morning you want it.”

“Tomorrow morning? You’re staying over.”

“No problem,” Stella replied and kissed her on the neck.

Violet then turned to face her and slid them both down on the bed until she was on top of Stella. They kissed for long moments before Violet moved her hand between her legs, and Stella spread them, welcoming her inside. Violet stroked her gently at first while they kissed, and it was reminiscent of the previous night when they’d done the same thing, going slow and not focusing solely on the orgasm, but on everything else, too. Finally, Stella felt her muscles clench around Violet’s fingers, and she released, kissing Violet hard and messily as she went over the edge.

“If you want, you can join our Saturday morning meeting,” Violet said as she kissed down Stella’s body. “We don’t always have them, but when we’re close to a deadline, we meet for an hour or two before we all go our separate ways to work on whatever. We usually start at nine.”

“So, I’d have to get there early?” she asked and brushed hair out of Violet’s face.

“You won’t have to get anywhere because you’ll stay over Friday night.”

“Oh, I will, huh?” she teased, laughing a little, but then, Violet licked her hard, shutting her up.


CHAPTER 35

“I think we would’ve had more fun at the club,” Arlowe said when she pushed open the door to the house.

“You mean you would’ve had more luck getting laid if we’d gone to the club,” Sarai noted, walking in behind her.

“You still could’ve gotten laid tonight. That bartender was interested,” Enya added, following both of them.

“It’s not too late for us to go to your place instead, if you want,” Violet suggested as she turned to Stella, wrapping her arms around her neck. “You don’t have any roommates. I can just grab some clothes and stuff, and we can go. I only had one drink two hours ago, so I’ll drive.”

Stella laughed and patted Violet on the ass.

“Babe, your roommates are great. I like your friends.”

“I do, too, but you don’t have any roommates, and that means we can do whatever we want.”

“But the meeting is here tomorrow. You really want to pack stuff, drive to my place, sleep, and have to come back here early tomorrow morning? You know they’ll expect us to bring coffee and donuts, too.”

“We’re more of a bagel crowd,” Arlowe noted, leaning back outside. “And are you coming in or what? You’re letting the bugs in.”

“Come on. It’s fine.” Stella took Violet’s hand, and they walked inside. “I already have my stuff here.”

“Yeah, you left your bag on the floor by the couch. Enya stepped on it,” Sarai said. “You didn’t have anything fragile in there, did you?”

“Um… Yeah, my laptop.”

“She’s kidding. I didn’t step on it,” Enya said while she looked down at her phone. “Also, are we doing anything, or can I go to bed?”

“You’re an adult, Enya. You can go to bed whenever you want to,” Violet reminded her and closed the door behind them.

They’d ended up saving their celebration drinks for Friday night since Enya hadn’t felt well the night they’d originally planned to go out, and Violet had stayed at Stella’s every night since their first date. She had to admit that she’d loved it, and it had only partly been about having the whole house to themselves and not having to hear doors open and close at all hours of the night. Arlowe was the primary culprit, of course. Sarai and Enya were guilty of that, too, at times, but because she was the one with the biggest room in the house, with a private bathroom inside it, which meant that she didn’t have to share the shower with the others and didn’t have to go into the hallway just to pee in the middle of the night, Violet had never complained to them about that.

Mostly, though, it had been about being with Stella to her. They’d shared all their nights in after their attempted dinner in the restaurant where they had run into Jen and Haley, they’d cooked together, done the dishes together, watched episodes of their shared favorite TV show together, and Violet had been feeling less tense, less worried, and a lot calmer in general. It had helped that Stella’s house had been quiet compared to the one she shared with her friends, which was often anything but quiet, but it had also been because of Stella. She made Violet want to relax, grab some popcorn, cuddle up on the sofa, and just be in the moment instead of worrying about what was coming next.

She’d wanted that for tonight, too, but they’d gone to the bar on karaoke night, which had been a mistake. Violet was not a fan of karaoke. People drank too much, got a little too confident, and ruined good songs. On top of that, she could usually sit there with her friends and have a drink of her own to drown it all out, but tonight, Arlowe and Sarai had decided to perform several duets, and they had even convinced Enya to get up there for their awful rendition of Single Ladies that would’ve made Beyoncé unplug the sound system had she walked into the bar.

The best part of the night was that Stella had been there with her. If her arm hadn’t been around Violet’s shoulders, it had been on her thigh or holding Violet’s hand, and they’d shared a few kisses; one a little longer than the others since they’d been in line for the bathroom at the time, where her friends couldn’t make fun of them. It had been the first time that Violet had brought a date out with her friends in a very long time, and it had been the only time she’d wanted to do it.

“Are you two going to bed?” Sarai asked, flopping down on one of the sofas.

“I don’t know. Are we?” Stella asked.

“We’re up to season two,” Violet said, leaning into her.

“You two are big nerds,” Sarai noted with a laugh.

“Hey!” Stella said.

“How did you two not realize that you should’ve been dating all along? I mean, just telling each other your favorite TV show got you both all weak in the knees. You could have done that, like, ten years ago. Stella, I know she’s annoying, but you really couldn’t have just asked her out or fucked her brains out back then?”

“She wasn’t single, Sarai,” Stella replied.

“Yeah, she was. She just didn’t know it,” Sarai argued. “I’m just saying… You two could’ve been married by now, living in that house and not having to put up with us here. I know Vi couldn’t have made the first move; that wasn’t her thing and still pretty much isn’t, but it seems like it’s yours, Stella.”

“Will you leave my girlfriend alone, please?” Violet said with a little laugh, running her hand over Stella’s back.

“Uh…” Arlowe walked back into the room, chip bag in one hand and the index finger on her other hand pointing at Stella. “Your face,” she said and laughed hard.

“What’s going on?” Enya asked as she walked in from the hallway.

“When did you leave?” Sarai asked her. “When did you change into your pajamas?”

“I told you I wanted to go to bed. But I heard you were all out here still, and I didn’t want to miss anything,” Enya replied as she sat down next to Sarai.

Violet had heard her friends talk, but her brain couldn’t process their words properly at the moment. She’d just called Stella her girlfriend for the first time, and while she hadn’t seen Stella’s face, Arlowe, apparently, had, and she was laughing about it, which meant that Stella’s facial expression at hearing her definition of their relationship had been something to laugh at. That couldn’t bode well.

“Now, Violet’s face,” Arlowe noted as she continued to laugh on her way to the other couch, where she sat down. She then picked up a chip, ate it, and added. “Hilarious, you two.”

“What are you laughing at?” Enya asked Arlowe.

“I think Violet might have just called Stella her girlfriend for the first time,” Sarai said, nudging Enya’s shoulder with her own.

“She did, yes,” Stella confirmed. “And I think my eyebrows went up, which was why Arlowe started laughing, and now, Violet might be hyperventilating. Babe, are you hyperventilating?”

“What? No.”

“You are breathing really hard,” Arlowe noted.

“Eat your chips, Arlowe,” she told her through gritted teeth.

“I think we’re going to bed now,” Stella said with a little laugh. “She’s being really cute.”

“Just keep it down, please. I’m going to sleep,” Enya replied.

“And we all live here,” Arlowe added. “So, maybe no yells or screams.”

“Arlowe, just shove a handful of those chips into your mouth and chew for the next hour,” Violet replied.

Stella laughed and said, “Babe, come on.”

“But are you Violet’s girlfriend?” Sarai asked. “I’m interested because tonight, the two women we sang Eye of the Tiger with asked about you two. They weren’t into women, but they both knew someone who was, I guess, and they were curious. I said that you two were just dating, and Arlowe told them that you were meant to be. Arlowe was drunker than me. I think we just confused them, so they didn’t ask us anything else.”

“I am Violet’s girlfriend, yes,” Stella replied, taking Violet’s hand. “So, I’m going to take my possibly hyperventilating girlfriend to bed, where we will watch some nerdy show that we both like, even though there’s nothing nerdy about it and the concepts are universal, but if you want to see a slide presentation on the proof of that statement, I have it on my laptop and can show it during your meeting tomorrow morning. Then, we’re going to sleep.”

“So, no loud sex? That’s great. I’m exhausted,” Enya said without moving from the couch.

“Go to bed!” Arlowe, Sarai, and Violet all yelled at the same time.

“But you’re all having fun. I don’t want to miss anything. If I had gone to bed, I wouldn’t have known that Violet has a girlfriend.”

“We’re going to bed, too, so all you’ll be missing is Arlowe choking on that handful of chips she just ate,” Violet stated.

“Love you, too, Vi,” Arlowe replied and shoved more chips into her mouth as she squinted her eyes at Violet.

“Good night, everyone,” Stella said.

“Night,” Enya replied with her eyes closed.

“Oh, my God. Come on. I’m walking you to your room before Arlowe and I have to carry you like last time,” Sarai stated and stood, holding out her hands to Enya.

Violet just smiled at her friends, happy that she hadn’t missed these ridiculous moments with them, and she was also happy that these ridiculous moments had given her an opportunity to refer to Stella as her girlfriend. Now that the initial panic was over because Stella seemed to be fine with that, Violet felt like she could try and stop that fast breathing that she hadn’t noticed starting up to begin with.

Stella picked her bag up off the floor and held her hand as they walked down the hall and into Violet’s bedroom. Violet closed it behind them, making sure to lock it, and leaned back against it, letting out a deep breath.

“So, you’re my girlfriend now,” Stella said with a smirk as she moved into her and placed her hands on Violet’s hips. “Are you standing there for any particular reason? I know we just told them that we were going to chill, but I’ll happily–”

“As much as I would love that – and trust me, I would – I do not have the energy to have sex right now. We’ve had sex every night this week. You’ve exhausted me in the best way, and I need at least six hours of sleep tonight.”

“So, does that mean my chances at morning sex are also zero?” Stella teased.

“I didn’t say that.” Violet kissed her. “But I feel like I might have distracted us from my first point.”

“The girlfriend point,” Stella said with a nod.

“Yes, that one.”

“It’s only been a few weeks. Technically, only one where we were actually dating. Are you sure? We can go as slowly as you need to, Vi. I don’t want to rush anything here. I know how we started might make that statement seem like a lie, but it’s not. I want this with you. I don’t want anyone else, but–”

“Honestly, out there, it did just kind of slip out,” she admitted, wrapping her arms around Stella’s neck.

“Oh, okay. We can just keep dating. I–”

“Stella, hold on.” She chuckled a little. “I was trying to explain; that’s all.”

“Oh,” Stella repeated and looked at her expectantly.

“Out there, it was an accident. But in here, it’s very much deliberate, okay?” Violet pressed her forehead against Stella’s. “You are my girlfriend. I don’t want anyone else, either.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah,” she confirmed. “It’s been a while since I’ve had a girlfriend, though, so you might have to help me out a little here.”

“No problem,” Stella replied. “So, now that we’ve said that we only want each other and that we’re together, we kiss. It’s going to be one of those long, slow kisses, like at the end of a movie. Then, I’m going to move us to the bed, where I’ll get on top of you, and we’ll continue to make out until our lips get so swollen that we have to stop. We’ll change into our pajamas, I’ll put on the show for us, and we’ll snuggle up. I’ll be behind you, with you leaning back into me, and we’ll talk through the show because we’re alone and we can, and we’ve seen it a million times. After that, we’ll brush our teeth, take care of everything else that we need, and we’ll go to sleep. I’ll hold you until you eventually get too hot and push me away.” Stella smiled, and even though Violet’s eyes were closed, she could still feel it. “Then, tomorrow, we’ll wake up together – in fact, we’ll do that at least three to four times a week, if not more – and we’ll go from there. How does that sound?”

“Perfect,” Violet replied with a smile. “Can the kissing start now?”

Stella didn’t answer. Instead, she leaned in and captured Violet’s lips.

◆◆◆

“I thought you were bringing coffee and bagels,” Sarai said the following morning when Violet and Stella walked into the kitchen.

“What? Why did you think that?” Violet asked.

“Arlowe said it last night when we all got home.”

“If Stella and I had stayed at her place, you all would’ve expected us to bring something for the morning meeting, yes. That’s what we were talking about.”

“So, there aren’t any bagels?” Enya asked, walking in behind them.

“No, there–”

“Make way for the hero!” Arlowe said, swiftly moving around Enya and then Stella and Violet before she set a bag of bagels, as well as four coffee cups in a holder, on the kitchen table.

“Did you forget that Stella was joining us today?” Violet asked, worried that Arlowe hadn’t gotten Stella a coffee.

“No, one of those is hers. Mine is still in my car. I grabbed donuts, too, but I couldn’t carry them all in at once. I wasn’t sure if Stella was a donut or a bagel person, and the coffee is just a latte because I didn’t know what you drank. Hopefully, that’s okay.”

“That’s amazing. Thank you,” Stella replied.

“And I got Violet her triple chocolate on top of chocolate with extra sugar and chocolate thing she calls coffee.”

Stella laughed at first, but when she turned and noticed that Violet wasn’t laughing, she stopped immediately.

“What? That was funny.”

Violet tilted her head.

“It wasn’t funny?” Stella asked more than said.

Violet laughed, leaned in, and kissed her.

“You’re cute,” she whispered into Stella’s ear.

“You two had sex this morning, didn’t you? Violet looks flushed.”

“Enya!” Violet laughed.

“I’m going back to the car for my coffee and donuts. Can we start the meeting right after? I haven’t gone to sleep yet, so I’d like to get this over with and take a nap.”

“We’ll carry the bagels and coffee to the garage,” Sarai replied.

They all went about whatever tasks they needed to complete and, a few minutes later, ended up in the garage, where Violet stood by the big monitor and Stella sat next to Sarai.

“Okay,” Violet began. “We’re about to get investment dollars. Real money. For the first time ever. Which means, we need to act like a business that’s actually had money before and put it to work for us. We’ve already established our list of priorities, which includes hiring two junior engineers to work remotely and report to Arlowe, giving Sarai a little more marketing cash, and paying for contractors to help Enya with translations, so we’re going to start there, take stock, and then make more decisions. Today, though, I thought we could focus on what’s important and allow our guest to make a presentation of her own.”

“Huh?” Stella said with half a donut in hand.

“Yeah. What?” Enya asked.

“We’re going to learn more about a certain television show that’s near and dear to our hearts today.”

“Oh, my God,” Sarai grunted.

“This is important?” Enya asked.

“Very,” Violet said. “Stella, you have the floor.”

Stella laughed and replied, “Let me go get my laptop.”

With Stella out of the garage for a minute, Arlowe said, “I like you with a girlfriend. You’re happy, aren’t you?”

“Yeah. I’m even willing to endure whatever the hell this presentation is about to be because you seem really good, Vi,” Sarai stated.

“I am. I can’t believe it, but I am. She makes me really happy.”

“Let the countdown begin, then,” Enya said.

“Countdown?” Violet asked.

“It was only a matter of time,” Sarai added.

“What are you all talking about?”

“We’re talking about the house, Vi. You’re already over there a lot,” Arlowe reasoned. “You and Stella spend most of your time there, which makes sense because she doesn’t have any roommates, but if you two work out, you would probably move in with her, so we’re on the clock.”

“It really was only a matter of time,” Sarai said.

Violet thought about it, and while it had only been a few weeks, she could see it. Not tomorrow, and not next month, but she did like the idea of living with Stella one day, assuming they got that far. And by the look on Stella’s very happy, adorable face when she hurried back into the garage to tell them all why she liked her favorite TV show, they just might.


EPILOGUE

“Nervous?” Stella checked, squeezing her hand before they walked into the bar. “Are you sure you want me to be here for this? I can go home. Or, maybe I should just sit at the bar and wait.”

“Are you afraid of my friends?” Violet asked, laughing.

Then, she stopped their progress and turned toward her girlfriend on the sidewalk just in front of the door.

“I’m not afraid of them, but Arlowe is going to glare at me.”

“So, you’re only afraid of Arlowe? You know, it’s really Sarai you have to worry about.”

“She’s probably going to punch me on the shoulder, and she punches hard, Violet.”

“Poor baby.” Violet leaned in and kissed her. “I’ll protect you from Sarai’s oddly strong arms for someone who doesn’t work out.”

“You’re sure you want to tell them tonight?”

“Yes, I’m sure. We’ve been waiting. They’re starting to notice, Stella. Besides, we invited them here specifically to tell them.”

“I know. I heard Arlowe make a comment about how we are a we now.”

“Huh?” she asked.

“You don’t say you invite them somewhere. We do. It’s we’re going somewhere. It’s all we now and not you or me.”

“Those are confusing sentences, but I get what you’re saying. We’re a couple, Stella. We have been for over a year.”

“I know. And I’m more than ready for us to make this official.”

“Me too. So, let’s go in there and tell them,” she said.

“I brought Kleenex.” Stella shared, holding up a travel pack of tissues. “Just in case.”

Violet laughed and said, “None of them will cry, but you are so fucking adorable sometimes.”

“I love it when you curse.”

“Maybe I’ll do that a little more for you later.”

“I hope that’s true,” Stella replied.

“You realize that for that to happen, first, we have to go inside and take care of that thing we came here to do, right? Then, you can maybe have the thing you really want,” Violet told her.

“How quickly can we tell them? Can we blurt it out, toss the tissues, and run?”

Violet laughed and kissed her once more.

“I love you,” she said.

“I love you, too,” Stella replied.

They’d been together officially for thirteen months and twelve days. On their one-year anniversary, they’d exchanged gifts, and Stella’s had been to ask Violet to move in with her. Violet had said yes. She’d wanted to move in with Stella even earlier than that, but she’d wrestled with what it would mean to no longer live with her friends. It was going to be hard to be away from them, but it was time. She’d already spent four to five nights a week at Stella’s place anyway, but for the past month, she had spent pretty much every night there to help them all begin to get used to her not being there. She’d also started to move some of her stuff over to Stella’s.

Initially, they had carried bags of things back and forth, but over time, more of her stuff had ended up at Stella’s, and after Stella had asked her to move in, she had begun to more purposefully migrate her belongings when her friends hadn’t been paying attention. Now, all that was left in her room was the furniture, and she didn’t need to keep her bed. Stella’s was better, so she’d see if one of her friends wanted it, or she’d sell it instead. Her desk would come with her, though, and they’d planned for it to sit in the living room for now. Her dresser could come or go. She didn’t care either way because Stella’s had enough space for her stuff, too, and they’d made a plan for the bedside tables already. All Violet had to do now was actually tell her friends that she was moving out.

“Hey,” Enya greeted when they walked in. “Sarai is at the bar, ordering us drinks. I told her to just get your usuals. Hope that’s okay.”

“Yeah, thanks,” Stella said for both of them, and they sat down across from her in the booth.

Arlowe sat down next to Enya and said, “Hey. About time. You’re late.”

“By one minute. We had to park,” Violet said.

“We, huh?”

“Oh, calm down. We’ve been together for over a year, and the we thing started a long time ago. You should be over it by now.”

“So, what is it that you needed to talk about?” Arlowe asked and took a sip of her beer.

“We should wait for Sarai. And in case you’re going to make fun of us again, I meant the whole group. That’s the we I was referring to,” Violet said.

Arlowe laughed.

“Who’s that?” Stella asked.

Violet followed her gaze and noticed Sarai talking to a woman at the bar.

“Maybe someone is finally about to get lucky. It’s been a while for her,” Arlowe suggested.

“No, wait. I recognize her. Why does she look familiar?” Enya asked.

“Because it’s Gabrielle,” Violet replied.

“Gabrielle? As in, Gabi?”

“I think so. Looks like her, anyway. Older, obviously,” Violet said to Arlowe.

“Who’s Gabi?” Stella asked.

“We all met her in Amsterdam. She was, like, eighteen, back then, I think,” Violet explained. “She’s an American, but she was living in Paris, going to some international school because either her mom or dad was a diplomat or something. I don’t remember exactly. Sarai introduced us to her when she came to Amsterdam for the weekend.”

“They had a fling?” Stella asked.

“No, Gabi was too young for Sarai, in her mind. And I get it. Four years isn’t a big deal when you’re in your thirties, but it is when one of you is eighteen and on a gap year, and the other is twenty-two, about to graduate college. They met through some connection with their parents, or maybe it was Sarai’s aunt. I really don’t remember much about it, honestly. They didn’t stay in touch, I don’t think. I can’t believe she’s here.”

“Me neither. Sarai told me that Gabi wanted to stay in Europe to go to school and then, possibly forever. Maybe she’s here on vacation or just visiting family,” Arlowe suggested.

“Maybe,” Enya said.

Violet watched Sarai nod toward the table. Gabi looked over and waved when she realized they were all sitting there.

“They’re coming over. Act cool,” Enya added.

“We weren’t acting cool already?” Stella asked. “And, Arlowe–”

“Oh, my God! I know. You meant we as in the whole group. I’m letting it go.”

Violet smiled at Arlowe and patted Stella’s knee.

“Hey, do you guys remember Gabrielle Durand?” Sarai asked as she placed the drinks she’d ordered for them on the table. “Gabi, you remember Violet, Enya, and Arlowe?”

“Yeah, hi. Wow! Small world, huh?” Gabi said.

“And this is Violet’s girlfriend, Stella. She was actually in Amsterdam when we all were, but they just got together about a year ago.”

“Nice to meet you,” Gabi said.

“You too.”

“Do you want to join us?” Violet asked. “Sarai can pull up a chair.”

“Maybe we should tell them another time now,” Stella whispered to Violet.

“No way. We’ve been waiting.”

“Waiting for what?” Sarai asked.

She pulled up a couple of chairs and set them at the end of the booth, where she and Gabi sat down.

“To tell you what we asked you all here for. I’m moving in with Stella. She asked me on our anniversary, and we’re… I’m ready.” Violet glanced at Arlowe, who rolled her eyes at her. “I’m ready to move out of the house.”

“Oh. Well, duh,” Sarai said.

“Duh?” she asked.

“We assumed you’d done that already and didn’t want to make a big deal out of it. Your bedroom looks like a dorm room after a student moves out and they come in to inspect the place to make sure that nothing’s missing or damaged,” Arlowe noted.

“It does not.” Violet laughed.

“Your mattress is bare, Violet.”

“I’m washing the bed linens,” she argued.

“You’ve been sleeping at Stella’s every night,” Enya replied.

“Yeah, to help us all make the adjustment.”

“Can I have your room?” Sarai asked.

“Nope. I have dibs, remember?” Arlowe said.

“She’s right,” Violet replied.

“You guys don’t care?” Stella asked. “I brought Kleenex because I thought you might cry.”

She held up her cute little pack of tissues.

“I love her,” Violet said and laughed before she rested her head on Stella’s shoulder.

“Yeah, we know,” Sarai stated. “And we’re happy for you, Vi. We all knew this would happen eventually, and we’ve been preparing for it.”

“I’ll pay rent until you find another roommate, so you don’t have to worry about that. Arlowe, are you paying attention to anything I’m saying?”

Arlowe had her head down, looking at her phone.

“Sorry. You two think this is a big deal, but we’ve been expecting it for months.” She finished typing something on her phone and looked up. “It was Mitchell. He had a question for me about the patch he’s working on.”

Mitchell was one of three engineers they’d hired since the investment money had landed. They also had a part-timer who helped Enya work on the gamification side of things, and an intern for Sarai, who was in college for marketing. Their little company now had ten full-time employees, five regular freelancers, and a consultant who was sleeping with the CEO. Most of them were fully remote, but two of them lived in town, so sometimes, they’d come to the garage for meetings or to work.

Violet patted that consultant’s thigh, kissed her on the neck, and said, “I don’t think they’re going to miss me.”

“Yes, we will. This sucks. Everything’s changing,” Enya said. “But it’s also supposed to change. Hopefully, we will all move out of the house one day because we’ve found our person how you found Stella.”

“I hope so. I want that for all of you. Well, you and Sarai. I’m not sure about Arlowe because she’s an ass.”

“Plus, she already found her, about–”

“If you say about eleven years ago, I’m going to punch your shoulder harder than Sarai does, Enya,” Arlowe stated.

“You punch hard?” Gabi asked Sarai, and Violet turned to her because with all the conversation about her move, she had forgotten that Gabi was there.

“Only when they deserve it, which is often,” Sarai said.

“So, Gabi, what have you been up to? Are you here on vacation or something?” Enya asked, and that had been the extent of what Violet had heard because she was no longer paying attention to whatever else was being discussed.

That was probably rude, yes, but Violet was too focused on how good Stella’s arm around her shoulders felt and how amazing it was that they were taking this next step together. They had already argued about how to redecorate the house, with her living there, and it had led to some pretty hot sex and a few compromises on Stella’s part. Violet had given her a few extra orgasms to make up for it, and she knew that they had a few more arguments in their future and that not all of them would end in orgasms, but she also knew that she could handle that now. Things at work were stable, bordering on good, and she had an amazing girlfriend whom she was going to live with officially now.

“Hey, I have a question for you,” Stella said when they had a moment alone at the table after Gabi and Sarai went to the bathroom and Arlowe and Enya went to the bar to order more drinks.

“What’s up?”

“When do you want to go home?” Stella asked, smiling at her.

“After this next round,” Violet replied, causing Stella’s smile to widen. “But you’re driving because this is my third martini and you’re still on your first beer.”

“We should’ve taken an Uber. I hate pulling out of the parking spot when you parallel park.”

“Because you can’t parallel park.”

“Because it’s stupid,” Stella said.

“That’s parking in a city, babe. You really need to learn how to do that.”

“Who’s going to teach me? You?”

“No, I’d like to remain in a relationship with you, and I fear that me teaching you how to parallel park will result in you either breaking up with me or the car getting damaged. Maybe even both,” Violet replied.

Stella chuckled, and their friends returned to the table. Sarai and Gabi were laughing about something. Arlowe and Enya were arguing about some product feature Enya wanted but Arlowe said would take forever.

“After this round, we’re going home,” Violet told them once they all settled down.

“You just wanted to say that out loud, didn’t you? That you’re going home,” Sarai teased.

“Yes, I did,” Violet replied.
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