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Praise for M. Ullrich

What the Heart Remembers Most

“Ms. Ullrich has written a beautiful romance with
this book that delves into how a loving couple can end up almost
destroying their love through neglect and lack of communication.
This is an angst ridden story that will pull at your heartstrings
so hard you may hear them protest the harsh treatment, but don’t
let that stop you from reading this book. It is beautifully written
with characters you can easily connect with because they are so
human.”—Rainbow Reflections

“[T]his is an emotional roller coaster, full of angst
and drama…but the characters were so lovable and vulnerable that it
made it easy to get into. Ms. Ullrich takes her time to develop the
story, with small details that seemed apparently unimportant but
later gained crucial relevance.”—LezReviewBooks

“What the Heart Remembers Most is a romance
that tears through the readers’ hearts. It is a reevaluation of
what is important in life. As we experience the traumatic recovery
of Gretchen along with all the characters, we feel the desperation
and tension and love. We live it all through with Jax and Gretchen,
and upon finishing, dare to believe in forevers again.”—Hsinju’s
Lit Log

Top of Her Game

“[T]his is a beautiful sports-related romance that I
thoroughly enjoyed.”—Rainbow Reflections

Pretending in Paradise

“Pretending in Paradise has real depth while
still maintaining the lightness and sexiness of a true romance
novel and it is this unique mix that really makes M. Ullrich’s
books the ones to look out for when you’re on the search for the
next steamy romance read.”—Curve

Against All Odds

“Against All Odds by Kris Bryant, Maggie Cummings,
and M. Ullrich is an emotional and captivating story about being
able to face a tragedy head-on and move on with your life, learning
to appreciate the simple things we take for granted and finding
love where you least expect it.”—The Lesbian Review

“I started reading the book trying to dissect the
writing and ended up forgetting all about the fact that three
people were involved in writing it because the story just grabbed
me by the ears and dragged me along for the ride…[A] really great
romantic suspense that manages both parts of the equation
perfectly. This is a book you won’t be able to put down.”—C-Spot
Reviews

Love at Last Call

Love at Last Call is “a very well written slow-burn
romance. Another great book by M. Ullrich.”—LezReviewBooks

“[I]f you enjoy opposites attract romances—especially
ones set in bars—you’ll love this book! I’ll definitely be looking
up the rest of the author’s work!”—Llama Reads Books

Love at Last Call is “exciting, addictive (I
was up all night reading it) and still gave me all the major swoon
moments I’ve come to love from this author. Can I give it more than
five stars?”—Les Rêveur

“This book was like a well-crafted cocktail—not too
sweet, not too bitter, and left me with a warm feeling in my
body.”—Love in Panels

“Love at Last Call is M. Ullrich’s fifth
full-length novel and it’s truly excellent. The writing is smooth
and engaging, with perfect pacing and a plot that’s sure to please
fans of contemporary romance. If you’re looking for a book to sink
into, have some fun, and get away from it all, you’ll want to pick
this one up.”—Lambda Literary

Against All Odds

“Against All Odds by Kris Bryant, Maggie
Cummings, and M. Ullrich is an emotional and captivating story
about being able to face a tragedy head-on and move on with your
life, learning to appreciate the simple things we take for granted
and finding love where you least expect it.”—The Lesbian
Review

Time Will Tell

“I adored the romance in this. I got emotional at
times and felt like they fit together very well. They really
brought out the best in each other and they had a lot of chemistry.
I really did care whether or not they were together in the end…It
was a very enjoyable read and definitely one I’d recommend.”—Cats
and Paperbacks

“M. Ullrich just keeps knocking them out of the park
and I think she’s currently the one to watch in lesbian romantic
fiction.”—Les Rêveur

“Time Will Tell is not your run of the mill
romance. I found it dark, intense, unexpected. It is also
beautifully romantic and sexy and tells of a love that is for all
time. I really enjoyed it.”—Kitty Kat’s Book Review Blog

Fake It till You Make It

“M. Ullrich’s books have a uniqueness that we don’t
always see in this particular genre. Her stories go a bit outside
the box and they do it in the best possible way. Fake It till You
Make It is no exception.”—The Romantic Reader Blog

“M. Ullrich’s Fake It till You Make It just
clarifies why she is one of my favorite authors. The storyline was
tight, the characters brought emotion and made me feel like I was
living the story with them, and best of all, I had fun reading
every word.”—Les Rêveur

Life in Death

“M. Ullrich sent me on a emotional roller coaster…But
most of all I felt absolute joy knowing that in times of darkness
you can still love the one you’re meant to be with. It was a story
of hope, tragedy, and above all, love.”—Les Rêveur

Life in Death “is a well written book, the
characters have depth and are complex, they become friends and you
cannot help but hope that Marty and Suzanne can find a way back to
each other. There aren’t many books that I know from one read that
I will want to read time and time again, but this is one of
them.”—Sapphic Reviews

Fortunate Sum

“M. Ullrich has written one book. That one book is
Fortunate Sum. For this to be Ullrich’s first book, well, that is
just stunning. Stunning in the fact that this book is so very good,
it was a fantastic read.”—The Romantic Reader Blog
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Thanksgiving: Billie and Leah


Chapter One

“I think we’re good to go,” Billie said, making sure
the potted mums and several wine bottles wouldn’t topple over in
the trunk of her car. “We just have to stop by Lena’s bakery for
the pies.” She slammed the trunk shut and turned back to Leah, who
stood on the stoop of her modest home, beautiful in the autumn
sunshine. “How are you feeling?”

Leah tucked a strand of her chin-length red hair
behind her ear and smiled softly. Her eyes were closed, and she
faced the sun. “I feel fine, but the more you ask me, the more I
feel like I should be worried.” She cracked one of her blue eyes
open and looked at Billie.

“Meeting the parents for the first time is a big
deal.” Billie walked over and wrapped her arms around Leah’s waist.
The breeze around them was brisk and smelled of dry leaves and the
start of the holiday season. “It’s completely understandable if
you’re nervous.”

“Except I’m not nervous,” Leah said as she adjusted
Billie’s necktie. She ran her fingertips from the Windsor knot to
where the tie disappeared into Billie’s V-neck sweater. “Where did
you manage to find a tie with turkeys on it?”

“You can find anything online.” Billie kissed Leah’s
forehead and relished its warmth. She thought for a moment about
her own nerves and found it hard to believe Leah had no concerns.
“Not even a little nervous?”

Leah held Billie’s face in her hands. “Do you want
me to be nervous?”

“No, I just—”

“Good,” Leah said, kissing the tip of Billie’s
nose.

Billie turned and watched as Leah skipped toward the
Prius. She couldn’t help but imagine what her dad would think or
how her mother would act around Leah. Billie had never brought
someone special home for a holiday, and as far as she was
concerned, Thanksgiving was the major leagues.

Leah stuck her face out of the open passenger
window. “Are you coming or not? I’m starving, and I will leave
without you.”

Billie laughed and went back to the car. She waited
until she was settled and had her seat belt buckled before leaning
across to kiss Leah sweetly. “I love you, and I’m very excited
about today.” She started the car and pulled out onto the empty
street. “Thanksgiving has always been big in my family, but the
guest list has slimmed down over the years thanks to petty family
feuds.” She glanced over to catch Leah craning her neck to watch
the trees pass the windows. “Do you want to go over everyone’s
names again? We have a thirty-minute ride to study.” She knew Leah
had everyone memorized, but Billie was a firm believer in being
triple-study-safe instead of sorry.

Leah rolled her eyes, but her small smile let Billie
know she wasn’t truly annoyed. “I got the names. I promise.”

“Humor me.” She lowered the radio and hooked her
fingers around the steering wheel. Out of the corner of her eye,
she noticed Leah starting to play with the belt of her wool trench
coat and wondered if she was starting to maybe get a little
nervous.

“Well, I already know Jesse. I’m very happy she’ll
be there because I know we’ll have plenty to talk about if you get
pulled away from me.”

“Just no trash-talking me.” Billie raised a
finger.

“No promises, babe.” Leah pinched her thigh. “Your
mom and dad and your aunt Tiffany, who’s your mom’s sister and a
pity invite.”

Billie winced. “For lack of better wording.”

“And Pops.”

“Who will disagree with everything you say.”

“I will let him.”

“Even your personal life experiences.”

“Old men love me.”

Billie placed her hand on Leah’s thigh and squeezed.
Leah’s thick tights made her muscular thigh feel firmer. “Pops is a
tough one to soften.” Leah traced the sensitive skin between
Billie’s fingers, her touch soft and teasing. Billie felt it in her
chest.

“Some people said the same thing about you in the
beginning.”

Billie couldn’t control her squawk of surprise.
“What? What do you mean? Who? Who said that?” She kept turning her
head from the road to Leah and back again at such a fast speed her
neck started to hurt.

“The first year I saw you at Career Day.”

“I talked to you.”

“That wasn’t the first year—that was the second
year.”

Billie racked her brain for the memory, but nothing
came. “You were there, and I didn’t know it?”

Leah nodded coyly. “I was new to the squad, and they
thought it would be good to send a fresh, young face to meet with
the high schoolers. At that time everyone with the EMS was over
forty. Old? No. Old to teenagers? Yes.” They shared a laugh. “I
mostly stood there and let the veterans field any questions, but
having me there did help. They had double the turnout.”

Billie could very easily picture Leah, young and
eager, surrounded by chatty teenagers. “Were most of kids who
approached boys?” Billie said with a smirk. She could practically
feel Leah’s eye roll from across the car.

“Actually, smarty-pants, a lot of young women didn’t
even know they had a place in emergency services.” Leah poked
Billie’s arm. “But yeah, that year it was mostly boys.” Billie
snorted. “Anyway, the point to this story is about how I saw
this striking woman standing in the corner of the gym with her arms
crossed and all authoritative. I kept watching you walk around and
talk to students or workers. Each and every time you came close to
our table, I’d be too intimidated to talk to you.”

Billie couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “I am
not intimidating.”

“I’m serious. I waited until we were just about
ready to go and thanked the principal for having us. I tried to be
cool and asked a bit more about the school’s staff and thought I
was very casual when I pointed to you.”

“And what did Principal Whitman say about me?”
Billie fidgeted a bit in the driver’s seat. She and Mr. Whitman
didn’t always see eye to eye.

“He told me the students seemed to like you, but
that you were a bit of a loner among the teachers. Imagine
that.”

“You know it takes me a while to warm up to people,”
Billie said earnestly, her defenses going up immediately. “Now
everyone loves me.”

“All I’m saying is maybe Pops has been waiting
eighty-plus years to warm up to the right person.”

Billie had to laugh at Leah’s reasoning. She shot
her a sideways glance. “Were you really too intimidated to talk to
me?”

“I was,” Leah said, shrugging as if being
intimidated was normal for her, which was not the case. “I was
completely out of my element, and you were totally in yours. It
also didn’t help that I thought you were really hot. I was
basically drooling.” Leah started chuckling, the memory obviously
tickling her now. “I was very obvious, too. My chief teased me
about it for the rest of the week.”

“You didn’t say anything when we met at Nancy’s
party later that year.”

“Because I was also introduced to your
girlfriend.”

Billie slowed to a stop at a red light. She looked
over at Leah and couldn’t help but get lost in a gigantic what-if.
What if Leah had talked to during her first Career Day? Would they
have hit it off then? “And then the next time we talked—”

“I had a girlfriend,” Leah said, finishing
Billie’s sentence and proving, yet again, they were on the same
wavelength.

“Three years and several broken hearts later, we’re
finally getting our chance.” Billie knew her smile was goofy and
beaming, but she could never control the happiness Leah made her
feel. “Eight months together, and you’re finally meeting my
parents,” Billie said, leaning across the center console and
watching Leah start to pucker her lips. “You should be
nervous.”

Leah dodged Billie’s kiss. “You’re a jerk. Turn the
car around. I changed my mind about Thanksgiving. I’d rather spend
it alone.”

Billie laughed much harder than she should’ve. “I’m
sorry.” She tried to kiss Leah again but was swiftly denied. “Come
here.” She made kissy noises as she strained her neck for a kiss.
“Let me make it up to you.”

A blaring car horn from behind forced Billie back
into her seat, and she paid attention to the road. She never got a
kiss, but judging by the small smile on Leah’s full lips, she knew
she’d get one soon enough.


Chapter Two

Leah was nearly caught up on all the latest
celebrity gossip and couldn’t understand why Billie was begging her
to run into the bakery. She didn’t even look away from her phone
when she spoke. “You could’ve had the pies and been back in the car
already.” She needed to know whether Kim K. was going to stay with
that leech of a boyfriend or not.

“Because Lena will chat my ear off, and I’ll never
make it out,” Billie said, her voice reaching a whiny pitch.
“Please, babe. Please do this for me?”

Leah could hear the pout and puppy dog eyes in
Billie’s tone. Against her better judgment, she looked at Billie
and knew she’d get a pie from every bakery in the area for this
woman. But that didn’t mean she’d make it easy for her. “Hurry up,”
Leah said, ducking her head to hide her smile. “I don’t want to be
late. That’s a terrible first impression.” She could feel Billie
staring at her and barely held back her laughter. “Lena will be so
happy to see you. How long has it been?”

“A year.”

Leah faked shock. “That’s such a long time. I can’t
imagine going an entire year without seeing your adorable face.”
Leah bit the inside of her cheek. Billie blinked, her expression
blank. “And from what you’ve told me, she’s like a second mother to
you. Imagine not seeing someone who’s like a daughter to you in a
year? Wow.” Leah made a sound of disbelief in the back of her
throat.

Billie pursed her lips, distracting Leah
momentarily. Billie’s lips had a personality of their own. The bow
of Billie’s upper lip was deeply defined, and the shape of her
mouth was perfectly pouty and decadent. Those lips were moving
again.

“I guess I’ll be right back.” Billie reached for the
car door handle, but Leah stopped her.

“You know I’m a sucker for when you beg. I’ll run in
for you.” She pulled Billie in and planted a scorching kiss on her
mouth. She savored the way their lips fit so perfectly together.
She pulled back slowly. “You owe me, though.”

Billie touched the tip of her nose to Leah’s softly.
“Anything.”

Leah ran her hand from the back of Billie’s neck
down her throat and chest and came to rest on her thigh. “I’ll be
thinking about that all day.” She climbed out of the car before
temptation for another kiss grew too intense, and she fixed her
coat. She didn’t want to look rumpled if she was about to meet Lena
for the first time. A thought hit her, and she turned back to the
car. She tapped on the window and waited for Billie to roll it
down. She leaned into the car slightly. “You’re not going to
formally introduce me?”

Billie shrugged, looking only mildly ashamed.
“You’re on your own.”

“And you’re lucky you’re cute.”

Leah turned back to the bakery and fixed her hair.
The bell above the door shouldn’t have surprised her, but Leah
jumped a little at its loud chime. A line of eager waiting patrons
filled the small space. Many pressed their faces to the glass
showcases, and small children stood on tiptoe to stare at baked
goods in awe. Leah fell immediately in love with the charm of the
bakery.

Christmas lights already lined the shelves, and a
cornucopia filled with individually wrapped muffins caught her eye.
She grabbed a corn muffin for Billie and a pistachio one for
herself. A small display of house-made brittles caught Leah’s
attention next. She took a few packages and moved to the next
station, where plastic containers were stacked in the shape of a
Christmas tree. They appeared to be filled with chips of some kind.
Leah leaned in closer to see what they were, and a young woman
popped up from behind the counter.

“Those are cannoli shells cooked flat. We sell the
filling on the side as a chip and dip dessert.” She finally looked
up from the box she was filling with pastries and gave Leah a
brilliant smile. “Leah!”

Leah stared at this stranger who apparently knew
her. Nothing about the woman was familiar, not her perfect teeth,
wavy blond hair, or her vibrant eyes. “I’m sorry, do I know
you?”

“No, oh God, I should be the one apologizing.” She
fumbled with the eclair in her hand before fitting it into the
bursting box. “Give me a minute, and I’ll explain.”

She walked away and left Leah to consider whether
she should just leave or if cannoli chips and dip would make for a
nice dessert bonus to bring to Thanksgiving. “There’s no such thing
as too many desserts,” Leah said quietly.

“I’m so sorry about that,” the worker said as she
reappeared in front of Leah. “I’m Eloise.” She reached her hand
across the counter.

Leah shook her hand and smiled as if the name meant
something, but she was still drawing a blank. “Nice to meet you,
Eloise.”

“I know you because I’m friends with Billie. You two
are very cute together.” Eloise wiped her hands on her spattered
and smudged apron.

Leah was intrigued by Eloise’s almost nervous
behavior. She was also intrigued by this friendship she knew
nothing about. “Billie never mentioned you.” She didn’t mean for
the words to come out as harshly as they did. Leah winced. “I just
mean I haven’t heard much about her old friends.”

Eloise’s smile looked stiff as she nodded. “We’re
mostly friends online now. We used to be really close through grade
school and high school. But I went away to college, and we sort of
went our separate ways then. I’m grateful for social media because
it keeps me in the loop, but it also makes me look like a total
creep.” Eloise laughed quietly, a sweet and self-deprecating sound.
“Are you headed to the Mullins’ for Thanksgiving?”

The freshly baked loaves of bread and rolls
displayed on the wall behind Eloise momentarily distracted Leah. “I
am. We just stopped for the pies. Are those rye rolls?”

“They are. Fresh baked this morning. I’ll grab the
pies for you.”

“I’ll take a dozen rolls, too.” We can always
freeze them.

“You got it.”

Leah watched Eloise disappear into the back before
continuing to shop. How much was too much when it came to bringing
food to Thanksgiving dinner? She noticed chocolate-covered graham
crackers surrounding a charming Hanukkah display. Leah had a
weakness for anything involving graham crackers.

“Here we go,” Eloise said as she reemerged. “Two
pumpkin and a pecan for Pops.”

Leah heard Billie’s earlier words echo in her head.
“Pops even gets his own pie?”

Eloise snorted. “Or else.” She fit the three pie
boxes in one bag and started to fill another with all the goodies
Leah had accumulated. Leah topped the bag with a container of
cannoli filling and chips. “I think that’ll satisfy everyone.”

Leah lifted and tested the weight of the bags. If
these treats didn’t win the Mullins over, nothing would. She smiled
to herself, feeling quite smug. “How much do I owe you?”

“Nothing,” Eloise said with a wave of her hand. “The
Mullins never get charged, but please tell Billie I said hi, and
I’m not mad she didn’t come in herself. I know how my mom can be
with her.” Eloise opened and closed her hand like a running
mouth.

“Your mother?” Leah knew her brain wasn’t connecting
something. The light bulb finally went off, and she wanted to smack
herself. “Lena’s your mother.”

Eloise nodded.

“You’re Ellie!”

Eloise’s cheeks grew a touch rosier. “Wow, I haven’t
heard that nickname in years.” Eloise touched her hand to her
face.

“I’m sorry. If I had known you were Ellie, I
wouldn’t have been so stiff before. Billie talks about you and Lena
all the time. Is she here? I’d like to meet her.”

Eloise shook her head. “Mom had to have knee
surgery. That’s why I’m here. She’ll be sad to know she missed you,
though.” She smiled, but the corners of her mouth barely turned up.
“Billie and I were inseparable as kids.”

Leah leaned forward on the counter and lowered her
voice. “What happened?”

Eloise shrugged and turned her attention to the
corner of her apron. “Life.”

Leah was more curious than ever about Billie’s past
and the people who’d shaped her into the adult she was now, but she
knew no more answers would be found here. “Thank you for the pies
and the treats, Eloise. At least I know if meeting the parents
doesn’t go well, I won’t starve.” She held up the two bags.

“Oh my God,” Eloise said with wide, bright eyes. Her
mouth fell open into a gigantic smile. “You’re meeting Billie’s
family for the first time.” Eloise started clapping and nearly
startled Leah. “This is so exciting.”

Leah looked around, embarrassed. “It’s really not a
big deal. I’ve already met her aunt, and I’m pretty sure she’s more
important to Billie than her parents are.” Every ounce of
cheerfulness and color drained from Eloise’s face. She started to
worry she had said something wrong. “That was just a joke,” she
said quickly, desperately trying to backpedal. “Billie loves her
parents very much.”

A smile returned to Eloise’s face, but it lacked
sparkle and authenticity. “You’re right. The bond Billie shares
with Jesse is really something. They care very much about each
other.” Eloise wouldn’t meet Leah’s eyes again. “I have to get back
to work. It was nice meeting you, Leah. I hope you enjoy the
pies.”

Leah couldn’t get another word out before Eloise
turned away. She couldn’t sort out what had just happened, and she
was more confused by the time she got back to the car. Billie
lowered the radio as she got in.

“I thought you were lost forever. Did Lena get you?
I’m really sorry if she did.”

Leah shook her head, feeling the intensity of her
own frown. “Lena wasn’t there. She had to have surgery.”

“Oh no, I hope she’s okay. I’m sure my mom knows the
scoop.” Billie started to back out of the spot.

“Eloise helped me.”

Billie looked at Leah quickly with wide, surprised
eyes. “Ellie’s back? No way,” she said, smiling. “Last I knew, she
took a job in Baltimore. Her Instagram and Facebook went stagnant a
few months ago.” Billie looked back at the bakery as if
contemplating going in. “I’ll have to reach out.”

Leah noticed the difference between Billie’s
reaction and what she had seen on Eloise’s face. She wondered about
their past relationship and the rest of the story. “Yeah. You
should do that.” She turned back to look out the window and the
bare trees that passed by.


Chapter Three

Billie knew her grip was a bit tight, but she didn’t
want to let go of Leah’s hand for any reason as they walked up to
the front door.

“So, this is where you grew up?” Leah’s tone wasn’t
judgmental.

Billie tried to see their modest home through Leah’s
eyes. Leah didn’t come from money, but she grew up in a nice home
in a flourishing neighborhood, and while Billie never felt
inferior, she’d never shake being self-conscious. “It’s not much,”
she said, starting the well-rehearsed brush-off she’d used all
through her young adult life, “but between here and Jesse’s house,
I had a great childhood.”

“I love it, and I love you.” Leah kissed Billie’s
cheek.

Billie couldn’t get enough of these moments, where
Leah seemed to know just what she needed to stand taller, feel
better, and be happier. These were the moments that told Billie she
was right for wanting to spend the rest of her life with Leah. She
choked back a strong swell of emotion and brought Leah’s hand to
her lips. “Are you ready?” She kissed Leah’s knuckles softly.

“I am.”

“Are you nervous yet?”

“Still not nervous.”

Billie didn’t get it, but the front door opened
suddenly and any time left to dwell on Leah’s surprising behavior
evaporated. She smiled at her father, who stood tall and took up
most of the doorway. “Hey, Dad.”

“Hey, kiddo. Do you like standing out in the cold?”
He looked from Billie to Leah, his smile growing exponentially.
“Come on in.” He ushered them both into the house, where smells of
Thanksgiving dinner engulfed them. “Let me take your coats.
Billie’s here,” her dad said loudly enough to be heard across the
home.

Billie’s heart sped up the moment she heard
approaching footsteps. Her father was easy. He loved everyone, and
everyone loved him. But her mother? Different story. Claire Mullin
carried herself quietly but judged loudly, and a lot of her
judgment was directed at how Billie lived her life. Regardless of
their rocky relationship, Billie smiled the moment her mother
entered the living room. Holidays made her mushy, and it had been
months since they had seen each other.

“Did you get the pies?” her mom said with little
regard for their guest.

Billie just stared at her mom, her smile falling
away. She chose to ignore the sting and press on with the
introduction she had been imagining for weeks. “Mom, Dad, this is
my girlfriend, Leah.”

Leah extended her free hand to Billie’s dad and
raised the bag in her other hand. “It’s so nice to meet you, and I
have the pies right here.”

Billie watched the easy way Leah smiled and giggled
as she was pulled into a big bear hug. Her mom was a bit colder
with her welcome, unsurprisingly, accepting the handshake and the
pies with barely a word spoken.

“I’m glad you were able to make it to dinner,” her
mom said. She turned her attention to Billie and scowled. “A tie?
Do you really think that’s necessary?”

“It’s not every day you get to wear a tie with
turkeys on it.”

Her mom’s eyes widened in what looked like horror.
“Do you wear ties often?”

“Let’s sit down and catch up,” her dad said. He
always knew when to step in to avoid an argument.

“You all relax,” her mom said. “Pops and Tiffany
should be here soon, and I’m sure your sister will stroll in
whenever she feels like it. I’ll be in the kitchen.”

Dad rolled his eyes, and Billie bit the inside of
her cheek to keep from laughing.

“Would you like some help, Mrs. Mullin? I’m a very
good cook,” Leah said eagerly.

Her mother narrowed her eyes and looked Leah up and
down. If Billie had to guess, she was trying to figure out if Leah
was lying or not. Billie tugged at her collar, her tie feeling a
bit tight suddenly.

“No, thank you. You sit with Dad and Billie. Make
yourself at home.”

Billie took Leah’s hand and led her to the couch.
They sat together but kept a small space between them.

“I’ll get us some drinks,” her dad said. “I have a
pot of coffee on, or I could get you water or juice?”

“Nothing for me,” Leah said.

“I’ll take a water. Thanks, Dad.” Billie waited for
him to leave the room before turning to Leah and taking her hands.
“Nervous yet?”

Leah shook her head. “They’re sweet.”

Billie frowned so deeply it hurt. “My mother barely
said two words to you.”

“But your dad is very kind, and if he’s been married
to your mom for this long, she’s got to be sweet.”

“Interesting logic but prepare yourself to be very
wrong.”

“Here’s your water,” he said cheerfully as he
entered the room. The doorbell rang. “I wonder who that could
be.”

Billie took her water as he passed. “I hope it’s
Jesse.”

Leah placed her hand on Billie’s thigh and leaned in
to whisper, “I get the distinct impression your mother doesn’t like
Jesse very much.”

“Oh, she loves Jesse, but she loves her like a real
sister.” At Leah’s curious look, Billie elaborated. “She loves her,
but sometimes she can’t stand her.” She could tell Pops was there
by the shuffling sound behind her. She looked over her shoulder in
time to catch Pops swatting Dad’s hand away as he reached for his
coat. “That’s Pops and Aunt Tiffany,” Billie said, disappointment
heavy in her tone.

“Should we get up and say hello?”

“Nah, let them come to us.” Billie just wanted a
moment to read Tiffany’s mood. Tiffany looked a lot like Billie’s
mother, except she was two inches taller and slimmer, a fact her
mother never let her live down. Both women had aged gracefully and
chosen to keep their shoulder-length hair a light shade of brown.
Tiffany looked tired and already irritated by the world.

“Billie, dear, do you know if your mother has made
mimosas yet?” Tiffany leaned down and kissed Billie’s cheek. She
moved on to kiss Leah’s cheek without even an introduction.

Billie watched the exchange in confusion. “No, she,
uh, hasn’t made mimosas in years. Aunt Tiffany, this is my
girlfriend, Leah.”

Tiffany patted Leah’s shoulder and sighed. “The one
tradition I was counting on. I’m sure she has booze somewhere.”
Tiffany made her way to the kitchen, shrugging off her puffy jacket
and leaving it on her dad’s recliner along the way.

“I didn’t really know what to expect from her
today,” Billie said to Leah quietly out of the side of her mouth,
“but I don’t think this was it.” She wondered if Leah’s eyes were
wide with terror or amusement, but Pops hit her leg with his cane
before she could ask.

“Move over and let the old man sit on the end.” He
plopped down beside Billie with a grunt. “What’s with the tie? I
didn’t know this was a formal occasion.”

Billie touched her hand to her neck and smiled. “I
thought it’d be nice to dress up for Leah’s first Thanksgiving with
us. And it has turkeys on it.”

“It’s just a meal,” Pops said in a grumble. “We
should wear whatever we want.”

She turned back to Leah and lowered her voice. “I’m
beginning to regret the tie.”

Leah pressed her shoulder into Billie’s. “I love the
tie, and I appreciate how you wanted to dress up to make today
special.”

Billie looked at Leah’s face, focusing first on her
full lips and sparkling eyes, and then at the way the slope of her
neck was defined by the choker she wore to complement her black and
burgundy dress. “I really want to kiss you right now, but I don’t
want to give Pops a heart attack.”

“I guess you’ll just have to wait, then.”

“Or…” Billie stood and tilted her head to get Leah
to follow. “I’m going to show Leah around. She wants to see my
childhood home. Be right back.”

“Don’t take too long,” Dad said. “They’re going to
show the parade again soon.”

“We won’t miss it.” Billie placed her hand on the
small of Leah’s back and led her out of the room. Her smile was
less than innocent. They walked down a narrow hallway that took
them to the opposite end of the house from the kitchen. “My
parents’ room is just off the kitchen. My room is just over here.”
She swung the door open and closed it behind Leah. “They changed
everything a
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