
			
			
    
            Chapter One





			“Fanculo!”

			“No means no, Alexandro.” Jolly Andolini hated having these conversations with clients, especially when they repeated the word “fuck” in Italian on a loop as if that would make a difference. That was especially true of clients who built or wanted to renovate in areas with historical commissions who were intent on not changing anything they deemed, well, historic. Members of those types of entities would rather the buildings crumble and cave in than allow anyone to change one damn thing about them.

			“No means I am not trying hard enough.” He laughed.

			“You’re impossible, and remember, that applies to any women you’re seeing,” she joked. Alexandro seemed to have a revolving door on his bedroom, and she had to admire the guy’s stamina considering his age. Viagra had to be a godsend to guys like him.

			“All I want is a gym, Andolini.” Alexandro said her name with the perfect Italian accent even she had trouble achieving. “Did you see any while you were in Venice?” he asked, not waiting for her to answer. “No, because there are none. Do you want me to die from a bad heart because of all the pasta?”

			“It might be easier to buy a rowboat and paddle up and down the Grand Canal to get your cardio.” On her drafting table she had rolled out the blueprints for the palazzo Alexandro had purchased in the heart of Venice on the Grand Canal. She ran her fingers over it, knowing the place had sat empty for twelve years, so just making it livable would be a major project. “Or perhaps one of us could get sworn into the mafia so we can move things along.”

			“It’s the cosa nostra, amica, the mafia is an American thing, as you say. And I have faith in you to do this without selling your soul to the mob,” Alexandro said with a low chuckle that Jolly took as concession. She loved him, but he was a pain in the ass. “If this takes much longer, I might consider the life of a wiseguy. I’d have to be the one who joins, since your Italian needs work.”

			“Faith is relative, since you know what the commission is like. Had you not purchased right on the Grand Canal, we might’ve had some chance they’d bend. You, though, bought right next door to the Gritti Palace.”

			“Fanculo,” he said again with passion. “Those bastards are ridiculous, calling and calling about every little thing.” She heard something slam down. It was time to talk him out of the tantrum building.

			“Fuck is right, but we’re working on it. I also have Mario walking through the Gritti every day finding code violations. Once we hit fifty, we’ll call them in so they’ll be too busy dealing with their shit to worry about our project.” The Gritti Palace was a five-star resort hotel right next to Alexandro’s place, and the manager acted as if he owned the property and had to protect it at everyone else’s expense. The last thing the asshole wanted was a neighbor with Alexandro’s reputation for partying. “For now, I have all the information I need to come up with solutions and give you everything on your list. I’ll get back to you in a week.”

			“Fantastico,” he said, way too loud for how early it was her time.

			“Grazie, Alexandro, and remember to check your world clock before you get any other ideas. If I lose any more sleep, I might miss putting in foundation columns,” she said, loving his laugh.
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        * * *

      

			Elvis’s “Love Me Tender” was barely audible from the speakers above Jolly, and she sang along while pulling out another set of blueprints that needed finishing touches. Bianca Griffin lived in San Francisco but had fallen in love with New Orleans and the eclectic art scene. She wanted a house built to very specific characteristics, and Jolly had turned her down when she’d first explained what she wanted. She was moving to open a gallery featuring well-known, worldwide artists, as well as showcasing the new talent New Orleans was rich with.

			That had piqued Jolly’s interest. And while ultra-modern was something she could appreciate, like polka-dot dresses in store windows, she’d never be caught dead in one. Those types of places were somewhat easy to design, but she’d concentrated on historical renovations and had enough projects lined up to keep her busy for years to come in the States and in Europe. New builds were handled by her partner and cousin, Tim Andolini, but Ms. Griffin had been insistent on hiring Jolly for the design.

			They had yet to meet, but as with Alexandro, they’d had plenty of telephone conversations about what kind of house Bianca wanted. Jolly was an architect who worked for the challenge, not for the money. She was successful with the projects she’d chosen, even if they came with plenty of headaches. Bianca had asked her to drive by the lot that she’d had to fight to get. It was one of the last large lots in old Metairie, and it deserved a house that would do it justice.

			After a couple of weeks of asking, Jolly had given in. The land—more than Bianca’s begging and sad story about how she’d paid way too much—was what had gotten her to give in and design the house. An acre that overlooked Lake Pontchartrain with mature oak trees did indeed need the right house, and the Andolini and Andolini Architect Firm would deliver the perfect one while also saving the trees. Cutting down something that had survived for at least three hundred years was a sin to someone who’d been raised to respect wood. Wood was one of the reasons Jolly disliked modern architecture. All that metal, concrete, sleek lines, and glass had no character, and she’d been raised to save what made old houses treasures. She also knew how to recreate that in new places, and she was proud of the buildings she’d not only designed but overseen.

			The chair at her drafting table creaked when she stretched. Both the chair and the table showed their age in the scratches, dings, and cigar burns from when her grandfather Francois had owned it. The pieces were some of her prized possessions since she could almost feel the old man with her as she worked. His creations were some of the most beautiful buildings in the city, and they were her go-to spots when she needed inspiration.

			“Couldn’t sleep?” Tim asked from the doorway of her office at six thirty. They’d been born six days apart and had bonded almost from birth. They had a closer relationship than she had with her siblings, and Tim probably knew every secret she’d ever thought to have. She had brothers, but Tim was her rock as well as her best friend.

			“Alexandro called at four,” she said. “He can never quite get the time difference right, at least that’s what he says. I think he calls whenever the mood strikes him, my sleep schedule be damned.” She’d spent three weeks in Venice going through the palazzo Alexandro had purchased with an engineer and the ministry of antiquities to see what could be changed and how the rest could be restored. “Once he talked about tile for forty-five minutes straight, I was up and drove in.”

			“He does realize we can’t move forward until we get the permits? Retrofitting that first floor to make it usable is going to take an act of whatever the hell kind of congress they have.”

			“Oh, he understands it, but he also likes to complain about it.” She laughed. “Since we shared three espressos while we talked, I’m wired enough to draft a whole neighborhood. The one good thing about getting up this early is I’m finishing the last few things on the Griffin house. We’re good to go since the additions had more to do with the driveway design and minimizing the damage to the rooting system of all those trees.”

			“I’m sure she’ll be thrilled to hear that. With no rain and the perfect amount of heat, the foundation has cured enough to start construction. Marlin is overseeing Hank and Pepe’s crews, and they have most of the first-floor framing done. Pepe’s guys were available due to a snag with materials at their job.” Tim liked taking care of the scheduling, which was great because she sucked at it. “We have them there for the next week and a half, so they should make good progress.”

			The reason their firm was sought after was that they not only designed the projects but had a construction company with three crews who brought them to life. All had been trained by Jolly, and the older guys who were site managers had been brought into the family business by their grandfather. Marlin had been a seventeen-year-old immigrant from Honduras when he’d asked their grandfather for a job, and he was now her construction manager for all their projects in New Orleans.

			“Great.” She rolled up the changes she’d made and slipped them into a tube. “Can you get these to Rudy and let him know only sand on the brick parts?”

			“Where are you going?”

			“I want to oversee the joists for the second floor. It’s a new design for height and noise reduction, and it’s only the second place we put them in.” She grabbed her bag and keys, ready to head out. “See you soon, partner.”

			Tim saluted as she waved from the truck she’d had since high school, when she’d started working for her grandfather. The Andolini Construction logo on the door was faded, but it brought back so many memories. Her tool belt was on the front seat, the floor was covered in sawdust, and the seats were worn, but she wouldn’t trade it for anything.

			The drive to the lake made her think of Bianca Griffin and her upcoming move. She’d been an interesting client, one who understood the importance of character when it came to a home. Growing up in San Francisco had seemingly given Bianca an appreciation for grand homes and the architecture that made them memorable. Yet she had her own opinions and wasn’t afraid to voice them.

			Their phone conversations had been pleasant, and they seemed to agree on almost everything. There’d been something nice about getting to know someone over the phone and not in a tiny Zoom square. Jolly had enjoyed it as much as putting the plans together. This would be one of her better projects, and Bianca hadn’t complained about any add-ons, so the final product would be something to be proud of.

			They hadn’t met, but Jolly could pick Bianca out of a lineup. When discussing the kitchen layout, to show the gist of what she wanted, Bianca had emailed her a magazine, which also had an article about the art dealer with a talent for finding the next big thing. The photo layout that accompanied the article had made Jolly and Tim conclude that women like Bianca turned a person’s brain to mush. There was beautiful, and then there was Bianca Griffin; one flirty smile was enough to make a person forget their own name.

			Sometimes, though, a pretty smile came with the belief that someone could get their own way no matter what. Jolly hoped meeting her wouldn’t ruin the illusion.

			“You’re not dating her,” she said to herself as she turned down the street leading to the property. “Finish the project and move on.”

			Bianca had finally arrived and would be coming out to the site to review everything before they got too far along. That was usually code for “I want to change almost everything,” but maybe she’d surprise Jolly this time.

			Her phone rang with a call from Tim as she strapped her tool belt on. “Hey, did I forget something?” she asked. There was silence after that, and she was about to hang up when she caught the conversation from Tim’s end. When it was a client she needed to know about, he’d call and place the phone on speaker so she could listen in.

			“Ms. Griffin, the foundation is done, and the framing should be finished in a couple of days. If this weather holds, you should have a roof and a roughing out of all the spaces by next week.” Tim stuttered a little, and it was enough for her to tease him later. Pretty girls made him nervous, which made her wonder how he’d convinced Pam to date him, much less marry him. “If you have any questions or concerns, you can call either me or Jolly, and we’ll be happy to help.”

			“Thanks, Tim. Let’s hope that’s true. I’ve discovered I detest apartment living. My house sold sooner than I thought, so I didn’t have much of a choice but to move into what seems like a box with three small windows. I’m looking forward to the space this is going to give me. I’ve only been in the place for a couple of days, and I’ve already had enough.” Bianca laughed, and it sounded carefree and sexy to Jolly as she leaned against the side of the truck.

			Jolly glanced over the construction site. Building something in a space like this changed it forever, so the secret was to enhance the land, not make people cringe when they drove by. Finding this much land in this area was as much a miracle as someone parting the Mississippi River, but Bianca kept mentioning how much over asking she’d paid, saying she was counting on them.

			“The thing about New Orleans is, it rains a lot, so don’t be disappointed if the timeline changes a bit,” Tim said, and Jolly cringed. There was no reason to antagonize someone like this until it was necessary. Sexy could turn to bitchy fast when delays started piling up.

			“I understand not everything goes according to plan, but do your best to finish in a reasonable amount of time. It’s why I picked you and have trusted you to this point.” The serious tone marked a change in Bianca’s mood. She had initially listened and agreed to the additions Jolly had suggested, but now it sounded like emotion was setting in.

			“We appreciate every client, Ms. Griffin, but I wanted to be honest. Fall weather here usually adds up to warm, shower-filled days we need to work around. If the roof and outer walls can be finished before that happens, the guys can move inside.”

			“Good. If you could be done by Thanksgiving, that’d be great. My parents are coming in, and I’d like to host.”

			They’d had a few demanding people like Bianca, but they usually stuck to the city’s old neighborhoods, preferring the charm of New Orleans’s architectural masterpieces of wood, plaster walls, and slate roofs erected decades before. They were more desirable than the stodginess of the suburbs. Even a renovation, though, wouldn’t be done by Thanksgiving, and this was a large new build. “Speak up, Timothy.”

			“I doubt Thanksgiving will be possible this year, so you might want to rethink that,” Tim said, and it sounded like he’d found his footing. “Maybe invite them for Christmas or Mardi Gras. The spring, when the purple martins come back to town, would also be a good time.”

			The lakefront didn’t lack sprawling, beautiful homes, mostly owned by older people looking for a quiet lifestyle. For age and historical homes, the city was the only place, but the suburbs did have a certain charm. It was also a paradise for purple martins lovers. The birds migrated in the spring to roost under the twenty-four-mile-long Lake Pontchartrain bridge, leaving for warmer climates in the fall.

			Surprisingly, it was the martins that brought a renewed interest to the area. Bird lovers of every age sat on the lake’s levees every afternoon to watch the black clouds of birds return to their nests after consuming their weight in mosquitoes as if someone had rung a dinner bell at dusk. After the nightly show, people went back to exercising as if it was their job. The suburbs also had plenty of very tanned people who consumed a lot of kale and did hot yoga, whatever the hell that was.

			Jolly had designed a home that’d blend in with the large oaks and Lake Pontchartrain at the back. It would have large windows to not only infuse the rooms with light but allow the occupants to see the natural beauty around them.

			From the veranda of the main bedroom suite, Bianca would be able to sit and watch the flight of the punctual insect-eating machines and the ancient trees. She had mentioned plenty on the phone, but at no time had the Thanksgiving holidays come up, so this was Bianca reaching.

			“Will the infamous Jolly ever be around for me to thank for this great house you two are building me?” The happy Bianca was back.

			“Jolly isn’t much for being in the office on days like this, Ms. Griffin.” Tim laughed. He knew her so well. “Remember, it’s not too late if you want to make changes to the rooms. Once the frame is up, changes will cost money and create delays.”

			“Thanks, Tim, I’ll expect weekly updates.”

			“You got it,” he said, and Jolly waited for him to be alone.

			“Weekly updates? That’s giving her permission to show her fangs,” she said and sighed. “Did she say when she’d get out here? If we have to rip out anything, I’m going to let you and Marlin deal with her.”

			Tim laughed and seemed to fumble with the phone. “It might be soon.” He coughed. “She was here and has good taste in cars. She’s getting into a midnight blue BMW X7 that matches the skirt she has on. In that car she could be there in minutes,” he teased. “You should be here checking it out for yourself.”

			“Get away from the window, pervert, before she sees you and reports us to the Better Business Bureau. Now I’m not so keen on meeting her. She seems like a hoverer. I hate those. Is there anything else, or are you goofing off for the rest of the day?”

			Tim exhaled as if he’d lost patience with her. “I’m entertaining clients. You’ll never know what I’m up to if you’re never here.”

			“If you want to play Lincoln Logs with big pieces, come by. Was she happy with her final draft?” Jolly walked up the levee to look at the lake and get away from the noise of the trucks delivering the lumber they would need for the rest of the framing. The anticipation of creating something was starting to burn through her, but having to deal with demanding clients put a damper on that. From the short conversation she’d heard, Bianca wasn’t anything special.

			“She was. Her only disappointment was that the genius who did them wasn’t here to bask in her praise.”

			“That’s what I have you for, Timmy. You’re supposed to charm the clients into loving the plans and having confidence in the building process. I’m sure she’d rather I see to the construction of her house than spend time at the office staring out the window.”

			“Why in the hell did you waste all that time in architectural school if you really wanted to be a carpenter? You should’ve concentrated on project management. I believe one of the courses was how to spit, scream at people, and get your pants to hang low enough to see your butt crack. You would’ve aced it.” He tapped his finger on the receiver to be aggravating, she guessed.

			“I do not spit.”

			“No, but I’ve heard that mouth of yours. You’re like a sailor when you want to be. I miss you around here.”

			“I told you to take on as many projects as you want, but—”

			“I know, I know. When someone spends this kind of money and has envisioned this kind of space, they deserve your all. I worry about you overextending.”

			“I know, buddy, it’s why I love you so much.” Jolly made a loud kissing noise into the phone. “We should pride ourselves on the stuff we put our name on. Integrity means everything, and I know you feel the same.”

			“You aren’t your old man, Jolly. Cookie cutter isn’t your style, and that’s why I love you so much.”

			“Thanks, but think, if you’d stayed with the firm, you’d be rich by now,” she teased.

			“You’ve already made me rich, and the bonus is you attract all the beautiful, artsy kind of people who wouldn’t go near Uncle Phillip. Thanks to you, I can live vicariously in my own little twisted fantasies watching you date your way through New Orleans.”

			“I’ll make sure and mention that to Pam the next time I see her.” She waved to Marlin and started down the slope to get to work.

			“Pam knows what I’m capable of, and she married me anyway. Good thing there’s a large streak of eccentric running down the center of her family tree. Now get going, and I’ll call if there are any other surprises today.” Tim made his own kissing noises, making her laugh.

			She turned and gazed out over the water and the ten small sailboats clustered together. Tim had taken sailing lessons with her when they were twelve, even though he was terrified of the water. He’d proven himself loyal over and over, but not thinking twice about following her out the door of her father’s firm was the greatest gift he’d ever given her. Their partnership and collaborations kept her work clean and fresh. In their six short years together as business partners, they had made Architectural Digest ten times, so he was right, they were doing more than all right.

			Tim had married his high school girlfriend, and they were planning a family. Both he and Pam wanted the same for Jolly, but she’d spent a lifetime of watching her parents go at each other, so marriage was the last thing she wanted.

			Phillip Holland, her father, was so different from her, she doubted he was her biological parent. She’d made the break from him permanent by changing her name to her mother’s maiden name, Andolini, as a tribute to her grandfather. Papa Francois, as Tim and Jolly called him, was the real reason Jolly had studied architecture. Papa Francois had built beautiful things all his life, and she wanted to continue his legacy.

			Their grandfather had been a hero to both Tim and Jolly, but especially to her. His children had married two very different people, but his two firstborn grandchildren had formed a bond that time had only strengthened.

			“Let’s get this done,” she said, shaking hands with Marlin. It wasn’t often she wasted time thinking of her dad, but Alexandro’s call reminded her that he had never ventured out of the area. Courage to try new things had come from the Andolini side of her genetic pool. She was through reminiscing. “Then we can concentrate on the Atlanta project.”






 

    
            Chapter Ten





			“Where did Daddy disappear to?” Mimi asked as they stood in her den, swaying in front of the fireplace.

			Jolly had shed her jacket, and Mimi had undone the bow tie and thrown it on the sofa. “I’m sure Maria’s keeping him entertained, so we shouldn’t wait up. She was excited about tonight since she thought Ricky was sexy. I think she fell for the hair.”

			Mimi pulled her down and kissed her, and Jolly kicked it up a notch by sliding her hands down to Mimi’s hips. “God, I’ve waited so long for you to kiss me like this, like you want me.” Mimi sucked on Jolly’s lower lip. “Do you want me?”

			“More than anything,” Jolly said, kissing down Mimi’s neck. “I want to make you feel good.”

			“Then touch me. I don’t want to wait anymore.”

			Jolly picked Mimi up and carried her to the main bedroom. Mimi turned so Jolly could unzip her and see that there was no bra under the white strapless gown. “Tell me if you need to stop for any reason. This is new to both of us,” Jolly said, holding the dress up.

			“We waited long enough.” Mimi reached up and pulled Jolly’s hands off her gown. It fell to the floor, and Jolly couldn’t help but stare. Margot Mulle had to be the most beautiful woman she’d ever seen.

			“You’re so gorgeous,” she said, her eyes on the white lace underwear Mimi had gone with. It was the only thing she had on.

			“Thank you, Babe, but could you sit for me a minute?” When she did, Mimi stood between her legs and started on the studs of her shirt before taking off her shoes and socks. She finished by unbuckling Jolly’s belt and unzipping her pants. “Stand up a second.” Jolly did as she asked, and her pants fell to her ankles. “Wow,” Mimi said, running her hand down Jolly’s chest to her underwear. “I got the proportions just right. I totally rock,” she said and laughed.

			“If I get teased about this forever, I’ll think of some way to pay you back.” It was hard to keep up a conversation with Mimi naked in front of her.

			“I’m sure you will, but we need to talk about one little thing before anything else happens.” Mimi held up her fingers close together and sounded nervous.

			That made Jolly mentally repeat her offer of stopping if Mimi wasn’t ready. People would find it strange to see her jogging around the track in the park out back in her tux to bleed off how turned on she was, but she’d stop. “Honey, if you’re not ready, we can put on pajamas and go enjoy the fire.” She put her hands on Mimi’s waist and let go when Mimi shook her head. “What is it?”

			“I don’t want to stop, and I need you to promise you won’t leave.” Mimi’s voice faded on that last part, and Jolly honestly didn’t know what this was about.

			She sat Mimi on the bed so she could kneel on the floor to get them at eye level. “The only way I’m leaving is if you ask me to go.”

			“I’ve never done this with anyone, and I don’t want to disappoint you.”

			Jolly’s heart rate went up, she was so surprised at Mimi’s confession. “No one?”

			“It’s probably childish, but I wanted to wait until it felt right. You know I haven’t dated much, and none of those people were right. Before I knew it, I was into my twenties and pathetic.” Mimi could talk at warp speed when it was something she didn’t necessarily want to discuss, and it made Jolly emotional.

			“Not only am I an idiot, I really don’t deserve you. I promise, I’ll spend the rest of my life making up for all this lost time.”

			“You’re smart enough to realize I waited for you. Maybe you don’t know how you affected me from that very first lunch. You listened to me, and no one had ever really done that but Daddy, and even he doesn’t get me like you do.” Mimi placed her hands on her cheeks and kissed her. “How could I not wait for you?”

			“I love you.”

			“And I love you,” Mimi said, kissing her again. “And I really want you to touch me. Twenty-five years is a long time to wait, and I want to be yours in every possible way.”

			Jolly stood and waited for Mimi to move over. She’d built the bed when Mimi had moved in, and she was glad she’d gone with the king size. Mimi lying there in only her panties was a beautiful sight. “We can stop if you need to or become overwhelmed.” She rolled over to her side so she was hovering over Mimi.

			“I want you,” Mimi took her hand and placed it on her breast, “to touch me.”

			Jolly rubbed her palm over Mimi’s nipple, loving how it hardened under her touch. For once, she wished she’d spent more time in the office so her hands would be softer. Mimi seemed to read her mind and pressed Jolly’s hand harder against her chest.

			“Let me feel you,” Mimi said, and Jolly moved to completely cover her.

			She leaned in and kissed Mimi before moving down her neck to her breast. Mimi had her hands anchored in Jolly’s hair, and she opened her legs wider when Jolly sucked on her nipple. It was hard to stay focused when Mimi arched up into her, and Jolly could feel the heat of her sex through the hipsters she still had on.

			“Baby.” Mimi pushed her off, and she was almost about to leave the bed when Mimi got completely naked. “Come back and make me yours.”

			“Okay, but we can stop whenever you like. Remember that.” She’d never let herself fantasize too much about being in this position, but her imagination had been way off. This night was better than anything she’d ever experienced. She held herself up slightly, not wanting to put all her weight on Mimi. They kissed again before Jolly started to move down, stopping when Mimi tugged on her. “You need me to stop?”

			“If you say that one more time, I’m going to hurt you,” Mimi said with her hands behind Jolly’s neck. “I don’t want you to stop, but I need you up here with me.”

			“Whatever you want.” Jolly moved so she could put her hand in between Mimi’s legs. She wanted to go slow and get Mimi used to her, so she rested her hand there and kissed Mimi until she moaned.

			“Baby, please, don’t make me beg.”

			She started stroking Mimi to get her fingers wet but stopped short of touching her clit. Mimi was wet and lifted her hips as if chasing what she wanted, groaning when she didn’t get it. She was petite and had a gorgeous body Jolly wanted to spend hours worshiping, so she changed what she was doing and started circling Mimi’s clit, still not touching. She wanted Mimi as turned on as she could be before she did anything that might hurt her.

			“That feels so good.” Mimi’s voice was low, sultry, and sexy enough to make Jolly kiss her again.

			“I want you to feel good,” she said as she pressed her thumb where Mimi wanted it most and positioned her fingers to go inside. “Relax and let me in.”

			Mimi ran her nails up Jolly’s back when she slowly entered her, going as slowly as she could. She sucked on Mimi’s nipple and followed Mimi’s hint when she bucked her hips and moaned. “Wait,” Mimi said, getting Jolly to raise her head. “I feel so full.”

			“Look at me, love,” Jolly said as she stroked her clit. “Relax and do what feels good.” She stroked with her thumb as she focused her attention on Mimi, letting her set the pace.

			“Jesus,” Mimi said, pressing her head into her pillow and closing her eyes. “Oh please,” she said as her hips came off the bed. Jolly moved her fingers out and in with Mimi. “You feel so good.” Mimi arched up and kissed her as she continued to moan.

			“I’ve got you.”

			“Oh, baby, that’s so…shit…that’s so good. Don’t stop touching me,” Mimi said, pulling hard on her hair. “Oh God, oh,” she said, followed by a long moan. “That’s it, that’s it,” she screamed, and a moment later, she tensed and let out a long breath before relaxing.

			“My God, I’m so glad I waited for you.” Mimi closed her legs, keeping Jolly’s hand trapped in place. “I love you, and you’re really good at loving me.” She smiled and puckered her lips for Jolly to kiss her.

			“It probably makes me sound like an asshole, but I’m glad you waited for me too.” She kissed between Mimi’s breasts and rested her forehead there. “It was a gift.”

			“It’s all you’re getting for your birthday this year,” Mimi teased. “I should’ve put a bow on it.” They both laughed at that. “I’ll be happy to gift you whenever you like from now on.” Mimi rolled to her side and grabbed Jolly’s wrist when she started to withdraw her hand.

			“Are you okay?”

			“I’m fantastic,” Mimi said, running her hand from Jolly’s shoulder to her hip. “This was like a dream, and I hope you’re happy because you’re stuck with me now.”

			“I’m not going anywhere.”

			Mimi moved her hand between Jolly’s legs, barely able to reach her clit. Jolly wanted to concentrate on Mimi, but she’d been so turned on for the entire night, she craved Mimi’s touch. Whatever Mimi wanted to do was good with her.

			Jolly wanted to touch Mimi, but with all the buildup, she was going to be embarrassingly fast. “Shit,” she said, and Mimi was relentless. Mimi was also breathing hard as she squeezed her legs together, Jolly’s finger still inside, her thumb brushing up and down Mimi’s clit as they moved together.

			“I’m coming again, baby.” Mimi bucked her hips. Her thighs were pressed so tightly together that Jolly could only really move her thumb.

			“Did you read a book or something?” Jolly chuckled. “I feel like you’ve deboned me.”

			“I’m right there with you,” Mimi hissed when Jolly pulled out. “And you’re right. When I’m not painting, I read a lot. I can’t wait to try everything I’ve researched.”

			“I can’t wait, either.” Jolly put her arms around her and didn’t say anything when Mimi’s tears hit her chest. She’d known Mimi long enough to know that when she was on overload with happiness, it caused tears.

			“You really love me?” Mimi asked.

			“When I lost my mind last week, I thought about the life we’ve shared so far. You fit with me so completely that there’s never been room for anyone else. I love you, and it’s a good thing for me you’re so forgiving.”

			“There’s no need for forgiveness, Babe. You needed to figure this out for yourself or we wouldn’t have worked.” Mimi moved so she was straddling her, and Jolly could see her face. “What finally gave you a clue, aside from lots of leather?”

			“Don’t be mad at him, but your father. Last week, the day after our first dinner, Bianca came by the construction site to ask me out for drinks. I turned her down and was straight with her that there was no chance of that or anything else happening between us. Ricky and I had a talk after she left crying, and he pointed out some things I knew but wasn’t sure about in a very Ricky Mulle kind of way.”

			“So we’re only here because of Daddy?” Mimi’s smile disappeared.

			“No, we’re here because no matter how hard I tried to think that you wouldn’t want me like this, I’m in love with you. There is no changing that, and I wasn’t lying that night when I told you it would kill me to see you with anyone else.” She rubbed Mimi’s back and enjoyed the feel of her. “What I want now is for you to be mine and only mine.”

			“I told him not to say anything, but I’m glad he did. He kept telling me this would be the result if I admitted my feelings. Well, maybe not quite this, but you know what I mean.” Mimi kissed her and ran her finger along Jolly’s bottom lip. “Tonight was wonderful. We’ll be doing this often, right?”

			“I’ve seen you naked, Margot. Believe me that I’ll do my best to get you out of your clothes every chance I get.”

			“That sounds like your best plan yet.” Mimi moved up some more and sucked on her neck. “But maybe I need more convincing.”

			“Whatever you want, goddess.” She did as Mimi asked since they had plenty of lost time to make up for. “Whenever you want.”
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        * * *

      

			Mimi woke up when she felt Jolly lift her head and groan. When she opened her eyes, the room was way too bright, and she figured that was what all the groaning was about. The house had drapes throughout when Jolly had purchased it, but she’d replaced them with wide slat blinds when Mimi had told her that was what she preferred. Her problem was, she always forgot to close them.

			“Hold on,” she said, getting up naked to pull the cord. She laughed when she noticed Jolly watching her every move. “Good morning.” She kissed Jolly before heading to the bathroom. “We need to sleep some more, so don’t get any funny ideas about bolting.”

			Jolly followed her in and brushed her teeth before going back to bed. She sighed when Mimi joined her, and Mimi did as well because of how contented she was. Waking up pressed to a naked Jolly officially made this the best morning of her life, and it would only get better from here.

			“What are you thinking about?” She kissed Jolly’s shoulder and closed her eyes at how nice Jolly’s hand felt on her butt.

			“This house only has two bedrooms, and its main room is on the smaller side.”

			Her architectural comments seemed so out of context, considering Mimi was more interested in talking to her lover. “Thank you for the update, Frank Lloyd Wright, but what does that have to do with anything?”

			“Nothing, it just popped into my head.” Jolly kissed her, her hand caressing with intent.

			“Are you sure?” She lifted up, and Jolly’s attention went to her chest. Mimi came close to laughing when Jolly licked her lips. “Is it too small for you?”

			“No,” Jolly answered sounding drunk when Mimi straddled her.

			“Do you need more room to chase me around?” Mimi leaned over and placed her hands by Jolly’s head. That put her nipple an inch from Jolly’s mouth. “Trust me, I’m never going to run that fast.” She stopped breathing when Jolly sucked her in.

			“That sounds like a fantastic offer,” Jolly said, letting her go with a pop.

			“Of course.” She moved so Jolly would repeat the move on her other breast. “You’re older than me, so I don’t want to wear you out on the chase,” she teased.

			Jolly didn’t laugh and seemed sober at the joke. “Does that bother you? Ten years doesn’t seem like a lot, but—” Jolly didn’t get to finish when Mimi pinched her thigh as hard as she could. “Damn,” Jolly hissed.

			“Jolly Andolini, I have not waited years for you to wake the hell up and smell the coffee I’ve been brewing only to have you come up with excuses as to why you shouldn’t take a sip. Do you understand?”

			“That hurt,” Jolly said, looking at the red spot she caused.

			“That pain will seem minor if you think you can start thinking for me and what’s for my own good. You said you love me, so no takebacks.” Mimi made a pinching motion with her fingers again and smiled.

			“Tell me you aren’t always this perky in the morning,” Jolly said, then grabbed her hand when Mimi pinched the other thigh. “Sorry I interrupted you. Please continue.”

			“The way this is going to work is, you’ll go home, pack a bag, and come back. If that doesn’t sound good to you, then I’ll come home with you, but I’m not waking up alone ever again.” She pointed at Jolly to make sure she understood. “You’re in a happy, committed relationship now and don’t forget it.”

			“Did you whittle me a nose ring too?” Jolly asked, holding both Mimi’s hands as if not wanting to get pinched again.

			“I’ll have one by tomorrow with my initials engraved on it. It’ll match the tattoo I’m planning for your ass. It’ll say ‘Property of Margot Mulle.’ ”

			“That sounds reasonable. What are your other demands, Ms. Mulle?” Jolly let her go only to thread their fingers together.

			Mimi lay back down on Jolly and rested her head under Jolly’s chin. “All I want is for you to love me and not dream up excuses to leave.”

			“Why in the world would I leave when I just moved in? I think it’ll take attorneys getting involved to get rid of me.”

			“You don’t mind giving up the penthouse?”

			“You’re kidding, right? I get you. The penthouse or anything else can’t compete with that.” Jolly kissed her before Mimi could say anything else. “And you’re correct about waking up alone. Never going to happen.” Jolly rolled them over and really kissed her. That’s all it took to turn her on.

			“Touch me,” she said, and Jolly did just that. Mornings were never this fantastic, she thought, and she got lost in the passion. Jolly was gentle but still touched her like she didn’t ever want to stop, and that fueled her want. She came for what seemed like an eternity, then relaxed into Jolly’s arms.

			They went back to sleep, and Mimi loved the feel of Jolly spooned against her back. When she woke two hours later, they’d shifted, but they were still pressed skin to skin. She studied how gorgeous Jolly appeared asleep, and she almost felt bad waking her up.

			“Honey, I know you’re making up for lost time, but you need to give me a break.” Jolly sounded whiny, which was way out of character, making Mimi laugh.

			“Maybe later for that, but right now, I want French toast.” She shook Jolly by the shoulders, making sure she didn’t fall asleep again.

			Jolly opened her eyes and scrubbed her face with her free hand. “Do you have bread? Any type of bread?”

			“No.”

			“How about eggs?”

			“No eggs.”

			Jolly smiled and shook her head. “How about syrup? What’s French toast without syrup?”

			“I don’t have syrup, either.”

			“Then go back to sleep because without all that, there’ll be no French toast.” Jolly closed her eyes, and Mimi shook her again.

			“I’m starving,” she said when Jolly opened her eyes again. “Please.”

			“Come on.” Jolly sat up and swung her legs to the floor. “Shower first, then I need some stuff from my place. I don’t want to go grocery shopping in a tux.”

			Mimi almost skipped to the bathroom after Jolly and brushed her teeth again before stepping under the spray with her. As much as she’d loved touching Jolly the night before, touching a wet Jolly with soapy hands was fantastic. It didn’t take much buildup for them both to come against the subway tile Jolly had installed.

			Jolly looked hilarious in her tuxedo pants and shirt when they got dressed, but she offered Mimi her hand, and they got going.

			Mimi helped Jolly pack a couple bags and all the paperwork she’d need for work. Before the grocery run, Jolly took her to La Boulangerie for pancakes, and she enjoyed sitting and holding Jolly’s hand. There was a couple sitting close who’d had Jolly design their house, and Jolly introduced her as her girlfriend. That made Mimi happy, but she also thought about what it would be like to be introduced as Jolly’s fiancée. They had a ways to go, so she’d be patient. All that mattered was that they were finally both on the same page.

			“What do you plan to do with your place?” Mimi asked as they walked around Whole Foods. She’d never put this much stuff in her basket, but Jolly seemed to know what she was doing.

			“Maybe we should offer it to your father. It might entice him to stay around longer.” Jolly pointed at something at the meat counter and held up three fingers.

			“You wouldn’t mind?” She picked some cheese and put it in with the rest of their stuff. The wine section was next, and Jolly let her pick whatever she wanted.

			“I’m in love with his daughter, and being without her isn’t my plan.” Jolly kissed her. A bottle of Blanton’s bourbon was the last thing they picked up before they went home.

			They both took the day off and spent time together on the couch with another fire. At five, they moved to the kitchen and Mimi watched Jolly start prepping for dinner. Her father got home a few minutes later and kissed her cheek before giving Jolly one of those bro hugs with plenty of slaps to the back.

			He pointed toward his room, waved, and left without saying a word. The tux was a bit wrinkled, but he seemed happy and somewhat exhausted. Mimi stared down the hall as Jolly went through the cabinets. “Do you need help?”

			“Where’s your frying pan?”

			“This kitchen is too small for too many pots, much less a frying pan.” She rested her chin on her hands and smiled. “That’s a good thing since I’ve never fried anything in my entire life.”

			Jolly put everything back in the refrigerator and poured her more wine. “We need to move to the penthouse to keep from killing each other and so we can eat.”

			“What? No,” Mimi said, shaking her head. “Babe, I love this house. Tomorrow, we’ll go get you two frying pans and whatever else you want, but I don’t want to move.”

			“Honey, listen.” Jolly walked around the counter and held her.

			“I know I said I didn’t mind where we lived as long as we were together, but I lied. I want to stay here.”

			“Honey, take a breath. I know you love this house, but we need some changes. And we already own plenty of frying pans and kitchen stuff at the penthouse.” Jolly held her and kissed her temple before putting her fingers under Mimi’s chin and lifting her head so they could make eye contact.

			Mimi wasn’t ready to give up. “Think about how you fixed it up for me and built my studio that I love even more than the house. Don’t forget this is where we first made love.”

			Jolly let go of her and grabbed her bag. She flipped her notebook to a fresh page. “I know all that, and we made love for the first time last night. What I’m talking about is a temporary move.” Mimi loved how Jolly concentrated as she sketched. “All we need is a few months to knock some of these walls out and add some more space. If we do this”—Jolly showed her what she’d roughly drawn out—“we can get a bigger kitchen. It’ll even come with cooking lessons if you’re interested.”

			“How long?” Being away from her studio for months was giving her anxiety.

			Jolly added some notes to her sketch and hummed. “Do you want fast or good?”

			“I want you most of all, so if it means living at your place, I’ll adapt.” She fell against Jolly when she reached for her and wanted this kind of peace for the rest of her life. “If we do this, will you be happy here? This is a lot different than what you’re used to.”

			“I never planned on keeping this house.” Jolly held on when Mimi went to move away. “Let me finish.” She gazed up when Jolly pressed her palm to her cheek. “Ever since you moved in, I’ve begun to see what a perfect place this is to raise a family. A family I’ve always believed you’d want with someone else, but still perfect.”

			“Do you want a family with me?” In the innermost parts of her soul, that’d been Mimi’s fantasy. Little Andolinis she’d raise with Jolly with a gold band on her finger.

			“I want everything with you, Margot. You, kids, and a white picket fence if that’s what it’ll take to convince you.”

			“That was downright sappy, love, and I demand a daily dose of it.”

			“Totally out of character, and it’s all because of you.”

			“That’s good to know. What can I do to convince you to forget the missing frying pan?” She glanced down the hall again before taking Jolly’s hands and putting them on her breasts.

			“Missing?” Jolly laughed. “It’s nonexistent.”

			“True, but if you follow me to the bedroom, I’m sure we can talk about it.” The way Jolly kissed her made it necessary to get them behind a locked door and naked. “Turn that stove off, honey, and we can heat something else up.”

			“That was terrible.” Jolly scooped her up and smiled.

			“You don’t love me for my joke-telling abilities.” She pulled Jolly’s hair before biting her earlobe. “Let the cohabitation begin,” she said when they reached the bed.





 

    
            Chapter Eleven





			Jolly walked into the bedroom the next morning after her shower and sat on the bed to put on her socks. She reached behind her when she felt Mimi’s breasts pressed to her back. Waking up with Mimi that morning had been even better than the day before, and she’d thought that would’ve been hard to beat.

			“Where are you going?” Mimi’s voice was slightly deeper because of sleep, but she was warm enough that Jolly was tempted to go back to bed.

			“I have to head to the office to draw up plans for this place, and I have a call with Alexandro. Our permits have finally come through after I promised a kidney, and I want to start before they change their minds.” She lay back and held Mimi, not in a hurry to leave. “How about a trip to Venice in a couple of months? That’ll give me time to finish the projects we have going here, and I can concentrate on starting there.”

			“Really?” Mimi sat up and straddled her. “I’d love that. For how long?”

			“About two to three weeks, and I promise I won’t be working the whole time.” She gave Mimi a rundown on their timeline—she had several weeks to plan their trip. “That’ll give the guys a chance to pour the slab for the addition and put all your furniture in storage. And when I am working, you can sketch as much as you want.”

			“Are you going to touch my studio?” The way Mimi asked, the only right answer was no.

			“I wasn’t planning on it.” She smiled at the pout and pushed Mimi’s bottom lip in with her finger. “I promise, it will look the same, and it’ll be in the yard. If we need to set it back some, you’ll be happy with the results.”

			“How much are you adding on?” Mimi leaned down and kissed her before getting up. “Sorry, but I have to pee.”

			“To answer your question, I’m not sure, but we’re only doing this once.”

			Mimi joined her in the closet wearing a robe and picked a shirt for her to wear. “Why would we need to do this more than once?”

			“You’re it for me, and this house is it for you.” She let Mimi button her shirt. “If you feel the same, then we’ll spend our lives here.”

			“I do, and we will be spending the rest of our lives here.” Mimi handed her a pair of slacks and picked up a pair of suede bucks to finish the outfit. “Imagine a big tree house in the oak out back and the best play structure in the yard. You’re not getting out of any of it, Andolini. The kids and everything that comes with them are nonnegotiable.”

			“You’re so bossy.” Jolly put her arms around her. “I’m not trying to get out of anything. We’ve been here in each other’s lives for years. I’m sure there’s more to learn, but we’re ahead of the pack when it comes to commitment.”

			“Are you sure?” Mimi asked yet again. “I know this is what I’ve wanted since I met you, but we’re going at warp speed now. I’m not trying to talk you out of anything, but I also don’t want any freak-out moments.”

			“Think of it this way. We’ve finally admitted what we feel and what we want.” Jolly put her watch on and took Mimi’s hand. “The rest will come, maybe not today or tomorrow, but it will come. I figure the more we talk about all the things we want, the faster we’ll get there.”

			Mimi led her to the kitchen, got the coffeepot ready, and put some bread in the toaster. “Since we’re being honest, are you serious about a family?”

			“Absolutely,” Jolly said, putting her paperwork in her bag. “I want some more little artists in the world that we’re responsible for. We talked about the age difference. Let’s not wait until I’m not around to meet them or you have to feed me baby food along with our kids.” She laughed, but Mimi didn’t join in.

			“Don’t joke about that. We need to do some planning.” Mimi slathered the toast with strawberry jam and handed her a piece. “You’re right that I’m not talking right this second, but we need to be on the same page.”

			“Definitely. Would you like to have dinner with me tonight? It’ll be just the two of us on our first official date that’s not a big event.” She took a bite of the toast and moaned. Mimi couldn’t boil water most of the time, but she made the best jam on the planet. Truthfully, Jolly could sit and eat it with a spoon.

			“I’d love to. Stop by and pick up the nice suit.”

			“For Burger King? I doubt that they’re that fancy,” she joked. “I promise, I’ll look presentable.” Ricky joined them and accepted a mug and toast from Mimi. “Let the guys know I’m handing the Griffin house over to you. The texture should go on the walls today, and all the paint choices are done, so start having the trim delivered. They can put the first coat of paint on it before you put it up.”

			“I’ll call if we have any problems, and thank you for the raise,” he said, making her shake her head.

			“Don’t spend that extra twenty-five cents all in one place. I’ll have Tim give you the appointments coming up. You’re going to love the decorator.”

			“Are you being sarcastic?”

			“That would be a yes, and her name is Candy. She’s very blond, she’s opinionated, and she sounds like a squeaky toy
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