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Opposites Attract: Butch/Femme Romances

Sometimes opposites really do attract. Fall in love
with these butch/femme romance novellas.

In An Epiphany in Flannel by Meghan O’Brien,
small-town waitress Maisie Davis resolves the mystery of her
sexuality after an unexpected encounter with a handsome stranger
seated in the corner booth of Moe’s Fine Diner. Aiden Crane opens
Maisie’s mind and body to exciting new possibilities—but can she
find the courage to follow her heart?

In Follow Her Lead by Aurora Rey, venture
capitalist Jude Benoit is named Majesty of Artemis, New Orleans’s
premier lesbian Mardi Gras parade and ball, and enlists the
expertise of private dance instructor Gabriella Viard to save her
from making a fool of herself. Jude can follow the steps, but what
happens when Gabby challenges her to lead with her heart?

In Just as You Are by Angie Williams, Dylan
Fleming is a confident and capable woman in every way except the
stereotypical ways her ex-girlfriend thought she should be. When
her insecurities get the better of her and she fumbles on a date
with beautiful auto mechanic Carrie Grice, Dylan has to let go of
the past. Can she accept that she is loved just as she is?
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Foreword

What is a butch? What is a femme?

Three BSB authors envision these distinctive types
of female partnerships in this collection of novellas. And while
reading about a business executive and her dance instructor, a
mechanic and a software engineer, and a trucker and a waitress, you
can experience a broad range of takes on this type of pairing.

Pioneer novelist Lee Lynch comments on butch/femme
couples: “There was never a question in my mind that I was butch;
all I had to do was consider the women who attracted me.”

Responding to Lee’s comments, Aurora Rey, author of
the first novella in this collection, says, “Jude knows she’s
attracted to femmes, but she assumes the carefree, playful Gabby
isn’t her type. Until, of course, she falls for her.”

Iconic novelist/editor Katherine V. Forrest defines
the butch and femme phenomenon as “an idealized and complementary
view of women in which butch women live out an innate instinct to
cherish and primarily protect a femme partner, and femme women, in
return, cherish and primarily nurture their butch partner.”

Angie Williams, who has written our second novella,
can relate. “This quote is perfect for my story because it’s
basically the lesson Dylan has to learn. Being butch is more about
who you are than what you know.”

Finally, poet/novelist/activist Lesléa Newman states
succinctly, “A femme is velvet-covered steel and a butch is
steel-covered velvet.”

And in response, Meghan O’Brien reveals the core of
her novella. “While Maisie (the femme) is young, inexperienced,
trapped under the thumb of her parents, she takes several bold
steps toward self-discovery, inspired by Aiden—an outwardly tough,
masculine-presenting trucker who’s the more emotionally open and
even vulnerable one as they’re establishing intimacy.”

We hope you enjoy these stories and that they
broaden your perspective on butches and femmes.

 


Shelley Thrasher, Editor


Follow Her Lead

Aurora Rey


Chapter One

Jude moved yet another business plan to the “no”
pile and started on the next. Some days, looking for the next
breakthrough idea or promising startup felt like searching for the
proverbial needle in a haystack. She loved working with scrappy
young companies, but finding the right ones could be exhausting. At
the sound of her name, she looked up from the stack to find her
assistant Muriel hovering in the doorway.

“SoundSense rescheduled their meeting to four
o’clock, your mother wants to know if you plan to be at Cora’s
baptism this weekend, and the Krewe of Artemis woman called.
They’re getting the playlists ready for the ball and asked if
you’ve selected your song for the opening dance.”

She filed the details away, adjusting her calendar
in her mind and adding items to her mental to-do list. Until the
last bit, which made her brain blip as though Muriel had switched
to another language mid-sentence. “Dance? No one said anything
about a dance.”

Muriel folded her arms and gave Jude a bland look.
“Ms. Benoit, what do you think happens at a Mardi Gras ball?”

She blew out a breath. “I knew there’d be dancing.
I’m not an idiot. I just didn’t realize I’d be required to
participate.”

Muriel pressed her lips together, clearly
suppressing a smile. “Are you stodgy about it or do you have two
left feet?”

Ugh. Both. “Neither.”

“Because I’m pretty sure your entire image and
reputation are based on you being good at everything.”

This time, the breath came out as more of a growl.
“That’s not true.”

No reply, just an infuriatingly quirked eyebrow.

“I prefer to focus my time and energy on things I do
well. That’s not the same thing.” She considered herself a
selective perfectionist, selecting to avoid things that made her
feel incompetent.

Muriel unfolded her arms. “Aren’t you old money,
high society? Don’t dance lessons come with finishing school or
wherever it is you learned how to be charming and proper?”

Jude pinched the bridge of her nose. She wanted to
be offended, but it was hard to take offense at the truth. She
had gone to finishing school, complete with dance lessons.
The whole experience had bordered on torture, but the absolute
worst was being forced to fumble through waltzes and foxtrots. With
boys. As the follower.

“Oh, come on. I tease you about your posh childhood
all the time. Don’t get stuffy on me now.”

She shook her head. The teasing didn’t bother her.
No, but the very real possibility of making an absolute fool of
herself in front of several hundred members of the New Orleans
queer community did.

“Jude, you look legit freaked out right now. What’s
going on?”

She imagined herself in a tux, stepping on the feet
of a faceless woman in an elaborate gown. Everyone would stare.
They’d whisper and laugh behind their hands. In the span of five
minutes, she’d plummet from being the angel investor who brought
progressive and minority-run businesses to the next level to a
bumbling klutz. And she’d be humiliated. “Is it too late to back
out?”

Muriel came the rest of the way into the office and
sat in one of the chairs across from her desk. “You don’t want to
back out.”

She didn’t. Being named Majesty of the Krewe of
Artemis was a huge honor. It recognized her work in the community
as well as her status as one of the highest-profile lesbian
professionals in the city. But the thought of taking center stage
for the ball’s opening dance gave her an almost crippling feeling
of dread. “Is it absolutely necessary?”

“Pretty sure they’re not going to change the
tradition, even for you.”

Especially since the spirit of the krewe was putting
a queer spin on old traditions. It was why they crowned a Majesty,
instead of a king and queen, in the first place.

“What about dance lessons? We could get you dance
lessons.”

Her mind conjured up Tyson Banks, the boy she’d been
paired with week after week, during the dance lessons her mother
had insisted she take. His sweaty hands and endless talk about
waterskiing in St. Croix. His listing of the girls he’d rather be
paired with.

“I bet I could find a beautiful woman willing to
take on a private student.”

Jude blinked away the memory of Tyson and allowed a
different, more appealing image to take root. A leggy blonde in a
leotard and high heels coaching her in the privacy of an otherwise
empty studio.

“You’re considering it. I can tell.”

She didn’t have a lot of options. And private
lessons—leggy blonde or not—were far less daunting than a class.
Even one filled with other queer people. “Maybe.”

“How about I do some research?”

She paused her simmering anxiety long enough to
focus on Muriel and the fact that she’d be utterly lost without
her. “I’m pretty sure that isn’t in your job description.”

Muriel didn’t miss a beat. “My job is to keep the
company running smoothly. You not being a massive ball of stress
makes that a hell of a lot easier.”

In addition to being impeccably competent, she also
managed to keep Jude in her place. “Point taken.”

“Besides, having you look like an idiot would be bad
for business.”

Without giving Jude a chance to reply, she vanished
in the direction of her office. Jude stared at the now-empty
doorway, then back at the stack of business plans. She opened one
and read the executive summary. But for all the pride she took in
having razor focus, her brain flitted from one mortifying scenario
to another.

She pressed on, gleaning enough to know the business
plan for Queer and Far deserved another read. She moved it to the
maybe pile and started on the next. After about twenty minutes, her
rational brain returned. It was fine. It was going to be fine.

Like it or not, she would have to dance in front of
people. She’d taken on objectively more daunting tasks with much
higher stakes. And less prep time, to be honest.

She’d tackle this situation like anything else.
She’d face it head-on, and she’d conquer it. And unlike some
business deals, with make-or-break windows in the forty-eight-hour
range, she had five weeks. She could learn anything in five
weeks.

❖

Gabby studied the woman who’d insisted on meeting in
person to discuss the arrangements for private lessons. Younger
than she expected from their initial conversation, the woman was
every bit the efficient and slightly uptight executive assistant.
“You know, we could have taken care of this over the phone.”

The woman, Muriel, shook her head. “I needed to meet
you, see the space for myself.”

“Is your boss, like, the governor’s kid or
something?” It sure had the feel of a Secret Service sweep. Not
that she’d ever experienced one of those firsthand.

Muriel laughed. “No, no. Nothing like that. She’s
not crazy about the whole dance-lesson thing. And since I’m the one
who talked her into it, I wanted to do my due diligence.”

“Due diligence?” Maybe she was being punked.

Muriel winced slightly but continued to smile, like
she realized how absurd she sounded. “I’m trying to make sure it
won’t be something we’d both regret.”

She was pretty sure Muriel meant her boss and
herself, but the exchange made her wonder if agreeing would turn
into something she’d regret, too. “Nervous or cranky?”

“Yes.”

At least she had a sense of humor about it. “I can
work with that, as long as she takes the time we have together
seriously. No amount of lessons will help someone who refuses to
try.”

Muriel shook her head. “Oh, no. If anything, she’ll
try too hard. Jude doesn’t do well with failure.”

Should she admit that the longer they talked, the
less inclined she was to do this? “Well, I can’t promise she’ll be
graceful, but I’ve never had someone not able to learn the basic
steps.”

That reassurance earned her a serious nod. “I’ll
take it.”

“Okay, then.” She’d lost track of who was trying to
convince whom.

“And the whole lesbian thing isn’t a problem? I
really don’t want that part to be awkward.”

She shouldn’t out herself. Being a professional
dancer meant she could and should be perfectly happy to dance with
a partner of any gender. Or gender identity. Or age or race or
size, for that matter. But her invisible queerness irked her more
than any professional slight. “Not that it matters, or should
matter, but I happen to be queer, too.”

“Oh.” Muriel managed to look surprised, cowed even,
but also slightly pleased. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

She lifted a hand. Point made, she had no need to
belabor the matter. “No need to apologize.”

“All right.” Muriel nodded with more enthusiasm than
the disclosure warranted. “I think we’re good to go. I have Jude’s
schedule. I’d love to get on your calendar as quickly as possible
since we have only a few weeks.”

She started in the direction of her planner but
stopped. “Don’t you want to discuss price first?”

“If you can get Jude through this without making a
fool of herself, you can name your price.”

A small part of her was tempted to inflate her rates
just to see if Muriel would bat an eye. But even though this whole
arrangement might warrant hazard pay before it was all said and
done, that wasn’t her style. She picked up her appointment book.
“Are you looking for days, evenings, or weekends?”

Muriel poked at her phone. “Oh, definitely evenings.
Weekends are fine, too. But no chance in hell am I getting her to
leave work in the middle of the day.”

Great, so uptight and a workaholic. “Unfortunately,
that’s when most of my group classes are, so our options will be
somewhat scattered, if not limited.”

“We’ll take what we can get. And I might be able to
squeeze in a morning or two if she doesn’t have meetings.”

Something gave her the impression that was Muriel’s
take on it more than—what was her name, again? Oh, Jude. “Let’s see
what we can do.”

By the time Muriel left, they’d scheduled eight
lessons over the next two weeks, two hours each. Muriel had pressed
for more, but she wanted to make sure Jude actually showed up and
was a willing student before going through the trouble. Muriel
insisted on prepaying, saying that would make Jude think of it as
an investment more than an obligation.

The choice of phrase struck her until Muriel handed
her the check. Benoit Capital, Benoit being the last name Muriel
had given for her new student. Even without knowing the specifics,
she heard the words big money loud and clear.

Muriel thanked her, then gave her a card with both
Jude’s and her cell numbers. “If it’s a scheduling thing, text or
call me. But don’t hesitate to reach out to Jude with special
instructions or anything else. She might bark, but I promise she
won’t bite.”

Gabby shook Muriel’s hand and watched her leave. She
looked at the card again, then the check. Muriel’s parting words
bounced around in her brain. Maybe she should have inflated her
rates after all.


Chapter Two

Jude pulled into the parking lot and allowed her lip
to curl. Really, Muriel? A strip mall?

She’d tried to make a case for paying the instructor
to come to the office, but Muriel had insisted it wouldn’t do. Not
enough space, not the right floors. Like she’d become a dance
expert or something. Or maybe she’d asked and the instructor had
refused and Muriel had kept that fact to herself so Jude wouldn’t
go into this nonsense even more irritated than she already was.

No matter. She was here now, whether she liked it or
not.

She pulled into a vacant spot and headed toward the
glass door with the Step To logo on it. Inside was a waiting area
of sorts, with a reception desk and several chairs. There was also
a row of hooks and a wall of cubbies, ostensibly where people could
leave their things while fumbling or prancing around the dance
floor. She instinctively wanted to find fault, but the area was
tidy and every inch of space well used.

“You must be Jude. Hi. I’m Gabby.”

Jude turned. Gabriella Viard was not the leggy
blonde of her imagination. Her dark hair and curvy frame were a lot
closer to Jude’s actual type. In fact, Gabby was exactly her type,
the kind of gorgeous that could make her forget why she was
dreading this dance so much in the first place. That might make
this whole experience a bit more tolerable, but it also might make
it more uncomfortable. Either way, it would have been helpful if
Muriel had given her a heads-up. She extended her hand. “It’s nice
to meet you.”

Gabby shook her hand, but her eyes danced with
humor. Was Gabby laughing at her? Even before they started dancing?
“Thank you for fitting me into your schedule on such short
notice.”

Gabby waved away the thanks. “With the exception of
people taking classes for fun, most people realize they need to
know how to dance on fairly short notice. Even people getting
married seem to lose track of having a first dance until the
eleventh hour.”

The comment was clearly made to make her feel
better, but it didn’t. “I assure you I only found out about this
particular obligation this week.”

“And what exactly is this obligation? Your assistant
didn’t say.” She heard a trace of humor in Gabby’s voice.
Again.

“It’s for a Mardi Gras ball. Not just the ball,
though. The opening dance. Which is a big deal, apparently, since
I’m, you know…” She wasn’t sure where all the awkward had suddenly
come from.

“On the court?” Gabby’s tone had turned
encouraging.

She let out a sigh that she just barely managed to
keep from being a growl. “I’m the Majesty. Sorry. It’s a big honor,
but it feels strange using that word in reference to myself.”

Gabby laughed then, a rich and sexy sound that had
the potential to be even more distracting than her looks. “I
totally get it. Cool in theory, weird in practice. Is it
Artemis?”

Muriel had mentioned that Gabby was queer as part of
her pep talk before tonight’s lesson, but hearing her reference
Artemis sent a wave of relief through her. “It is.”

Gabby’s eyes lit up. “That’s so cool. I’ve never
been to the ball, but I go to the parade every year.”

Jude relaxed and, for a second, forgot why she was
having this conversation. “Well, the ball has a big, splashy first
dance, and that falls to me.”

“Okay. We can work with this. Do you have any dance
experience, or are we starting from scratch?”

Starting from scratch would probably be easier than
what she brought to the table. “Let’s just say the experience I do
have isn’t going to be helpful.”

Gabby looked her up and down in a way that
threatened to have Jude sweating with something that had nothing to
do with discomfort. “Let me guess. TDL.”

“Excuse me?”

“Traumatic dance lessons. Quite common here in New
Orleans, especially for queer folks who grew up in families with
money.”

Jude laughed despite herself. “Yes. That’s exactly
what I have.”

Gabby angled her head but kept her expression
serious. “Sweaty boy or mean teacher?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

“I promise this will be nothing like that.”

Well, that was a step in the right direction. “Thank
you.”

“Why don’t we head into the studio and get started?”
Gabby’s smile seemed to hold mischief and the promise of something
Jude couldn’t quite identify.

“For the next two hours, you’re the boss.”

“I do love being in charge.”

Gabby led the way from the reception area to the
main part of the studio, giving Jude a view almost as enticing as
the one from the front. She allowed herself exactly two seconds to
enjoy it before shutting it down. She wasn’t here to send her
hormones on a field trip. This was work. Different from the work
she was used to, but work all the same.

Forcing her gaze from Gabby’s luscious backside gave
her the opportunity to soak in other details of the room. Larger
than she expected, bright but without the harsh glare of
fluorescent lighting. “This is nice.”

Gabby turned, brow raised. “You sound
surprised.”

Open mouth, insert foot. Did that count as a dance
move? “It’s just more space than I was expecting. Strip malls
always fool me.”

She hadn’t meant that to come out judgy, but it did.
Gabby definitely picked up on it. “Not the most glamorous, but
affordable for me and convenient for my students.”

Great. She’d managed to come across as an ass and
insult Gabby personally. Interesting that she was the owner and not
just an instructor. Muriel had failed to mention that fact.
“Absolutely the most important considerations for a business
owner.”

Whether she’d backpedaled enough to appease Gabby or
Gabby didn’t want to bother arguing, she couldn’t know. But Gabby
merely nodded. “Let’s dance, shall we?”

And suddenly an entirely different sort of panic set
in. “Dance? Now?”

Gabby gave her a quizzical look. Definitely an
upgrade from the irritated one a moment before. “That’s why you’re
here, isn’t it?”

“I just didn’t expect us to jump right in. You’re
not going to give me a diagram or something to memorize?”

Gabby bit her lip, barely able to suppress a smile.
She’d expected someone older, stodgier. Not hot, though that’s
exactly what Jude was. And she managed to be stilted and a bit
stuck up at the same time. Working with this woman might drive her
to drink, but she’d come out with some stories, that was certain.
“That’s not really my style.”

Jude frowned. “What is your style, then?”

She told herself the edge in Jude’s voice was
nervousness, not disdain. Whether she believed herself was yet to
be determined. “The first and most important step is to get you to
feel the music.”

Jude’s lip curled, and it became a lot harder to
argue against disdain. “Feel the music? Are you serious?”

Deep breath. Patience. “Yes. Dancing is more about
letting your body run the show, not your brain. And your body feels
rhythm naturally.”

Jude folded her arms, and despite telling herself
the movement was off-putting, Gabby’s body had some feelings of its
own. “You’ll have to forgive me. I have a great deal more faith in
my brain than the way my body may or may not feel rhythm.”

“If I promise you will have steps to memorize, will
you let me do it my way?”

Jude seemed to consider her options. Like, really
consider them. It wasn’t hard to imagine a virtual pro-and-con list
tallying in her mind. “For now.”

Something told her that was a major concession,
coming from the likes of Jude Benoit. “I’ll take it.” She tipped
her head. “For now.”

Jude’s expression changed. Her features didn’t
soften, exactly, but Gabby couldn’t help but get the feeling she’d
just won a battle or, perhaps, scored a point in some imaginary
game. Jude’s eyes almost playfully gleamed, and had Gabby not found
her attractive before, well, that would have done it. “All right,
then. Let’s get started.”

She looked Jude up and down. “Did you want to
change?”

Jude glanced down at her outfit, then at her. “Is
that necessary?”

“Entirely your preference.” Even if Jude in a pair
of athletic shorts and a T-shirt might prove less distracting than
Jude’s current look of gray pants and white oxford with tiny gray
dots was shaping up to be.

“I’m comfortable like this.”

I bet you are. “Like I said, your call. You
will want to get the shoes you’re planning to wear and bring them
from here on out.”

Jude offered the slightest of nods. “Noted.”

“Okay. Shall we?”

Jude made a sweeping gesture with her hand. “By all
means.”

She couldn’t tell if Jude was poking fun or if the
formality came naturally. She had a feeling it was the latter,
which meant her job might have just gotten a whole lot harder. She
crossed the studio to where her phone sat on top of the sound
system. She scrolled through her tried-and-true playlist before
settling on Rosemary Clooney’s “Sway.”

Just as the sound of the opening horns came through
the speakers, she turned to face Jude, only to watch her stiffen
all over. Oh, dear. She returned to Jude, extending her hands but
letting them hover over Jude’s hips rather than settle on them.
“May I?”

Jude frowned but nodded.

Gabby started easy, with nothing more than a gentle
swing of her hips. She applied subtle pressure, encouraging Jude’s
to do the same. Not the smoothest movement, but not the worst she’d
seen. And Jude did seem to connect with the beat almost
immediately—a huge relief. Trying to teach someone who lacked
inherent rhythm to dance was a nightmare. “There you go.”

“I’m not sure what this is supposed to accomplish.”
Jude continued to move under Gabby’s hands even as she
complained.

“It’s getting your body to tap into the music so
your brain doesn’t have to.”

Another frown. “Are you sure we shouldn’t start with
the steps? We don’t have a lot of time, and, not to sound arrogant
or anything, I can learn and memorize almost anything. You just
have to teach me.”

Gabby dropped her hands and stood straight. “If
that’s what you want, why are you even bothering with an
instructor? You’d do just as well with a book or a video or some
stickers on your floor.”

Jude scowled.

Okay, time to try another tack. “What do you do,
exactly?”

Jude gave her a quizzical look but didn’t seem
offended. “I’m a venture capitalist.”

Not as helpful as she might have hoped since she
wasn’t entirely sure what that was. But she wasn’t about to admit
that fact. “What’s the single most important skill in being
successful? I assume, of course, you’re successful.”

The playful rib was definitely the way to go. Jude
lifted her chin. “Instinct. Specifically, my ability to read
people. It doesn’t matter how good the idea or the business is if
the person behind it isn’t right.”

She smiled, grateful for the clue about what exactly
Jude did as much as the fact that Jude had played right into her
hands. “Not the numbers?”

“Don’t get me wrong, the numbers have to be there,
but it’s more than that.”

She opened her mouth, but Jude didn’t give her the
chance to speak.

“Oh, I see what you did there. Well played.”

She smiled again. Jude might turn out to be an
obstinate, clumsy pain in her ass, but she had a sense of humor. Or
at least the semblance of one. She could work with that, too.
“Thank you.”

In the time it took them to have that argument, the
song ended. She started it again and returned to her position in
front of Jude. “Now, where were we?”


Chapter Three

Jude’s computer hadn’t even finished booting before
Muriel appeared in the doorway with a cup of coffee. They’d agreed
that sort of thing wasn’t part of her executive assistant
responsibilities, but she did it anyway. Probably so Jude wouldn’t
break the espresso machine Muriel had insisted they needed for the
office. Whatever the reason, she’d settled on gratitude as the most
appropriate response. “Thank you.”

Muriel acknowledged the statement with a nod before
setting the mug on Jude’s desk. “Well?”

“Well, what?”

“The dance lesson. How was it?”

Without further prompting, she mentally summoned the
sensation of Gabby’s lower back under her hand, Gabby’s grip on her
shoulder. “Fine.”

“Really? That’s all you’re going to give me?”

She should have known better than to think that
would suffice. “It was good. A little unstructured for my taste,
but whatever.”

Muriel frowned. “Unstructured?”

She waved a hand before she could stop herself. “I
figured we’d select a dance, and she would teach me the steps.”

“And that’s not what happened?”

She could still feel Gabby’s hands on her hips,
guiding them into a synchronous sway. “She said I needed to feel
the music first.”

Muriel let out a snort that she barely tried to
cover up with a cough. “And how did that go?”

Despite her apprehension, Gabby had managed to make
her not feel silly. Well, not too silly. “Like I said, it was
fine.”

“If you don’t like her, tell me now so I can find
someone else. You don’t have time to waste.”

She told Muriel almost everything, certainly more
than their professional relationship called for. Of course, she’d
known Muriel close to twenty years now, and Muriel had become more
of a constant in her life than most of her friends and family.
Certainly more than any romantic relationship she’d managed to
sustain. But something about this situation made her hesitate. “I
like her just fine.”

The frown became a look of suspicion. “Did you sleep
with her?”

“What? God, no.” She’d thought about it, even had a
dream about it, but Muriel didn’t need to know that.

“But you want to.”

Jude scrubbed a hand over her face. “No, I
don’t.”

“Your personal life is your business, but you know
you’re a terrible liar, right?”

It was true. She had absolutely no poker face. A bit
of a liability in her line of work, but she’d learned to work with
it instead of against it. “You saw her. She’s gorgeous. But she’s
essentially an employee. I’m not an idiot.”

Muriel’s lips pursed, making her look about two
decades older than her thirty-eight years, which Jude wouldn’t
hesitate to point out if she continued to carry on like this.
“She’s not, but maybe it’s better if you think of her that
way.”

“I resent what you’re insinuating.”

Muriel smirked. “It wouldn’t be the first time.”

“You say that like I make a habit of sleeping with
business associates.” Which, technically, she’d done only once.

“I was talking about resenting my insinuations more
generally.”

The deadpan delivery got Jude to crack a smile even
if she didn’t want to. “Are you done with the inquisition? Can we
get to work now?”

“Honey, if this was an inquisition, I’d have a lot
more info, and you’d be a hell of a lot more uncomfortable.”

Jude was technically the boss; she didn’t doubt it
for a second. But Muriel never hesitated to go toe-to-toe. She
appreciated that. She also appreciated that Muriel had the idea of
dance lessons in the first place. The whole thing might be akin to
torture, but that was her problem, not Muriel’s. “Fair enough. It
was weird, but I think Gabby knows what she’s doing, and I’m
cautiously optimistic.”

“Since I’ve seen you turn cautiously optimistic into
a ten-million-dollar deal, I’ll take it.” She turned and sashayed
from the office without another word.

Jude picked up her Americano and took a sip. In
addition to keeping her on her toes, the woman sure as hell knew
her way around an espresso machine. Probably time to give her
another raise, just to make sure she didn’t get ideas of looking
for greener pastures or less high-maintenance bosses.

She scribbled a note to that effect on her desk
blotter and turned her attention to her email, sparing one more
thought for the gorgeous Gabby Viard and the next time she’d have
Gabby in her arms.

❖

Gabby dumped the perfectly toasted croutons into a
bowl. She squeezed a lemon into the skillet of shrimp and gave it a
toss before doing the same with them and carried both to the table.
“I love it when we get to eat together.”

It was a rarity. She and her housemates—a teacher
and an ER nurse—had essentially opposite schedules more of the time
than not.

Leah took the bowl of shrimp and added several to
the salad in front of her. “Same. Especially when you cook.”

Shantal took the croutons and added nearly enough to
hide the lettuce. “Especially when you make croutons.”

They passed bowls and a bottle of chardonnay until
everyone had a full plate and full glass. Gabby lifted hers.
“Cheers, girls.”

Glasses clinked, and she took a small sip before
diving into her dinner. “What do y’all have going on this
weekend?”

“I pulled three twelves this week, so I’m blissfully
off.” Shantal, the nurse, set down her fork long enough to lift her
arms and wiggle her butt in a seated happy dance.

“Nice.” Leah nodded. “I have to grade papers, but
I’m going to put it off until Sunday and hate myself.”

Gabby chuckled. “At least you’re honest.”

“We should go out,” Shantal said.

Leah nodded. “We should. How long has it been since
we had a girls’ night out?”

“Ages.” Shantal huffed out a sigh. “Because we’re
old.”

Leah frowned. “We aren’t old. We’re
responsible.”

Gabby pointed with her fork. “You’re just still
scarred from running into a student on Bourbon Street last
year.”

“That’s true. Not my best moment. Anyway, I’m not
talking about getting hammered in the Quarter. We should go out for
sophisticated cocktails like the high-class dames we are.”

It sounded fun, a lot more fun than their last—and
last—drunken foray to Bourbon Street. “I wish I could, but I’ve got
to work.”

Shantal scowled. “Girl, it’s Friday night.”

She shrugged. “It’s a private lesson.”

“Ooh.” Leah wiggled her eyebrows suggestively.

Gabby rolled her eyes. “Dance lesson. Don’t be
twelve.”

Shantal shook her head. “No. I’m with Leah. Every
time you say that, that Tina Turner song plays in my head. You
know, dancer for money.”

“Do what you want me to do,” Leah said
matter-of-factly.

“You two are hopeless.”

Leah shrugged. “Hey, I’m not judging. It’s a good
gig if you can get it.”

Shantal made a face. “I wouldn’t go that far. I
wouldn’t want to whip some nasty, smelly dude around the dance
floor.”

It was Leah’s turn to roll her eyes. “You’re so
biased against men.”

“Damn right I am.”

As the sole straight member of the household, Leah
took a lot of ribbing about both her preference for men and her
general taste in them. Since Gabby felt at least a little bad about
that, she opted to change the subject. “This client is a
woman.”

Leah squeezed her eyes closed and raised her hands,
both sets of fingers crossed. “Please tell me she’s a hot model
type and not some sixteen-year-old girl getting ready for her
coming-out ball.”

“Definitely not sixteen. Older than me, probably, at
least by a little.” She thought of the way Jude’s shoulders filled
out her dress shirt and the way her pants hugged her ass. “And she
could be a model, but it would be for one of those companies that
tailors men’s clothes to women’s bodies.”

Leah whistled, and Shantal’s mouth formed a perfect
O. Shantal asked, “A butch? You got a butch client.”

She let out a sigh. “She’s a rich and uptight butch,
but really nice to look at.”

Leah and Shantal nodded in unison. “But can she
dance?” Leah asked.

“Well, no. That’s why she’s getting lessons.”

Leah gave her an exasperated look. “You know what I
mean.”

She did. And she remained on the fence with Jude.
She was pretty sure Jude had decent rhythm. Whether she ever
loosened up enough to move beyond a series of memorized steps was
still up in the air. “We’ll see.”

“If anyone can teach her, it’s you.” Shantal pointed
at Gabby with her fork.

“Agreed. You’ll have to give us updates every time
you see her.” Leah nodded.

“Thank you both for the vote of confidence.”

Shantal shrugged. “You taught my dad to cha-cha. In
my book, you can do anything.”

They finished eating and cleaned the kitchen. Leah
and Shantal decided to go out, but to their favorite dive bar for a
round of pool instead of somewhere that would require dressing
up.

Shantal went to her room to change out of scrubs,
returning less than two minutes later in jeans and a tank top. “You
ready, princess?”

Leah gave Shantal a withering stare, then picked up
her purse. “I was waiting for you, for the record.”

Gabby followed them to the front door. “I’ll miss
y’all. Have a margarita for me, and call if you need a DD.”

Leah smiled. “Oh, we will. Have fun with your
hottie. I hope she doesn’t step on your toes.”

“Literally.”

Shantal laughed at her own joke, which made Gabby
snicker more than the joke itself. She shooed them out the door and
headed to her bedroom to change.

She stood in front of her closet, considering her
options far more than she would for a typical day in the studio.
Would Jude show up in business attire again? Not that it mattered.
She didn’t dress to impress her students. Even the hot butch
ones.

Still. Jude would probably be dancing with a woman
in a full-length gown. She should get used to having that fabric
swirling around, right? She pulled a flowing wrap skirt from a
hanger, pairing it with her favorite sleeveless black leotard. It
made her feel good, not because it gave her really nice cleavage.
She pulled her hair up in a twist and applied her usual work
makeup: mascara and lip gloss. Even if she kind of wanted to
impress Jude, she absolutely didn’t want to give the impression she
was trying to.

At the studio, she flipped on the lights and
adjusted the thermostat. She checked her email, adding another
handful of names to the beginning ballroom and swing classes she
had starting the following week. And then she did what she always
did before a class or a private lesson: she cranked some music, did
some stretching, and danced.


Chapter Four

Jude walked into the studio, a low-grade headache
simmering at the base of her skull. At the wall of sound, she
literally stepped back. She closed her eyes for a second and took a
deep breath, willing away the throb that threatened to take hold in
time with the pulsing bass.

The music stopped abruptly, the quiet almost as
jarring. She opened her eyes and stepped the rest of the way
inside. The cool air and softer light helped. Another deep breath.
There, she was fine.

“Sorry.”

She looked through the door leading from the small
reception and waiting area into the main studio. Gabby stood in the
middle of the dance floor—tight top, flowing skirt, and bright
smile. An entirely different sort of throb took hold. “Hi.”

“I was warming up and lost track of time. I don’t
generally greet students with that many decibels.”

That sort of thing annoyed her in principle:
lateness, lack of preparation. Even in a situation as minor as
this, it was a business, and she was a client. But her annoyance
had less to do with that and a whole lot more to do with the fact
that she couldn’t get Gabby out of her head. “It’s fine.”

Gabby came out to where she’d stopped, just inside
the door. “Still. How are you? How are you feeling about lesson
number two?”

Nervous. Determined. More excited to touch you
than I should be. “I’m trying not to have feelings on the
matter.”

Gabby gave her a slightly exasperated look. “You
know that’s the wrong answer, don’t you? Dance is all about
feeling.”

Jude let out a sigh and managed to keep it from
being a groan. “So you keep saying.”

“I know you’re anxious to learn steps, so that’s
what we’ll do today.”

Thank God. With something concrete to occupy her
brain, maybe she could stop thinking about every perfect curve of
Gabby’s body. Or the way she smelled like orange blossoms and
sunshine. Or the way her smile always seemed to reach her eyes.
“Fantastic.”

“Is there a prescribed dance or song, or is it, um,
your choice?”

The obvious stumble over what to call her made Jude
smile. “Majesty’s choice.”

Gabby nodded. “Majesty. Right. So, Majesty, what’s
your choice?”

She didn’t know enough to have any ideas, which
irritated the hell out of her. “I was sort of hoping you’d have
suggestions. A waltz, maybe?”

Gabby recovered quickly, but not before Jude noticed
the shadow of a scowl at the mention of a waltz. “If that’s what
you want, that’s what we’ll work on.”

“Do you think that’s a bad idea?” Jude cringed. When
was the last time she had such uncertainty in her voice? She
cleared her throat. “I mean, you’re the expert. I’m open to
suggestions.”

“Are you?” Gabby looked incredulous.

She attributed most of her success to two things:
trusting her gut and knowing when to enlist the expertise of
others. Well, using those things to take calculated risks. She
considered it a more refined approach to venture capitalism than
many of her male counterparts embraced. “What do you suggest?”

Gabby hesitated for a moment, and Jude imagined her
considering how frank to be with her thoughts. “I’ve never been to
the ball, but I’ve gone to the parade every year. It’s pretty
irreverent, right?”

Drag kings, political satire, and over-the-top
costumes were the hallmark of Artemis. All with a heavy sprinkling
of rainbows and glitter. Anyone who believed gay men had cornered
the market on flamboyance clearly had never encountered this Mardi
Gras krewe. “That’s one way of putting it.”

“So, I’m guessing the ball isn’t some stuffy,
traditional affair.”

“You’re right. There’s a nod to tradition, like
having an opening dance, but no one takes herself too
seriously.”

“Then why are you shaking your head?”

Jude chuckled. She might take things—herself
included—too seriously most of the time, but she wasn’t incapable
of laughing at herself. “Because when I learned I’d have to do this
whole first dance thing, I forgot that and got hung up on all
the—how shall we say?—negative experiences from my childhood.”

If Gabby’s playful smile turned her on, this softer,
reassuring one had the potential to do more serious damage. “I
see.”

Jude waved a hand
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