

Chapter 1

			Drea Cordeira glanced at the early morning sun filtering through her floor-to-ceiling curtains and the interplay of light and shadows throughout the spacious bedroom of her loft. The softness of her sheets against her naked body reminded her that she was not alone, and she turned to see who her companion was today.

			The blonde from the club stretched and smiled at her. “Good morning.”

			The greeting always scared Drea a little, somehow feeling more intimate than what had transpired the night . . . and early morning hours before. A feeling of mild panic gripped her chest, maybe at the idea that this could be her life, a million mornings waking up to someone expecting her to be something she wasn’t. 

			But as Drea smiled at the woman, she felt a calm return to her, easing the tightness in her chest, allowing her to breathe again. She knew what to do. She’d done it many times before. No woman would ever truly shake her again—she’d vowed that to herself many years ago.

			“Heey,” she dragged out the word, coating it with her southern drawl, knowing the effect it had on women. 

			The woman’s sleepy yet hopeful eyes turned more sensual as Drea leaned in and kissed her, long and slow. And even though the kiss and the night before had been pleasant, Drea knew that she and the woman were having very different experiences in this moment. Drea just had to make sure the woman didn’t start thinking this was something it wasn’t.

			When Drea pulled back from the kiss, the woman opened her mouth to speak, but before any words were formed, Drea jumped in. “Last night was . . .” Hope returned to the woman’s eyes as Drea spoke, but she pressed on. “Fun.” When understanding dimmed the woman’s expression, Drea felt torn. She always was at this moment. Part happy that they were on the same page, but also panged that she caused that brightness in someone’s eyes to disappear. But it was better now than later. At least now there were no expectations, no arguments to be had, no hateful judgments to spew. It was easy and fun and that’s all she needed. All she would ever need. Still, the look on the woman’s face didn’t sit well. 

			“I’ll make some coffee,” she added quickly and kissed the woman’s cheek before hopping out of bed, grabbing the robe draped over the latest painting she’d been working on, and heading for the kitchen. Pickles, her rust-colored tabby, appeared at her heels, meowing along the way to the kitchen, just in case Drea had somehow developed amnesia over the past few hours and had forgotten it was breakfast time.

			She poured food into Pickles’ bowl and gave him a quick pet before grabbing the tin of Café Du Monde chicory coffee. As she opened the lid, she took a deep breath, inhaling the familiar nutty and earthy aroma, letting it fill her lungs, awaking her body while calming her soul. Was it telling that she was more excited waking up to this coffee than to the woman in her bed?

			As the coffee brewed, Drea rushed through the motions in the bathroom, grateful she had a very simple morning routine. She grabbed a black T-shirt and pulled on the jeans that had been tossed to the floor the night before. After a glance at the woman who had fallen back to sleep in her bed, she made a bit more noise pulling on her black calf-high boots and stomping back to the kitchen. Sam Parker, her boss who also happened to be her best friend since middle school, had implored everyone to be on time for the Monday morning meeting. So she couldn’t be late. She had taken a few sips of coffee, letting it surge through her veins and blow away any cobwebs of sleep that still remained, when the woman, thankfully already dressed in her clothes from the previous night, joined her in the kitchen.

			Pickles jumped up on the white marble island and watched the woman for a moment, and Drea wondered what he must think. It wasn’t every night that she had company, but enough that he had seen a fair share of the queer female population of New Orleans. She handed the woman a to-go cup of coffee and quickly filled her own thermos.

			“I’m running late for work, so I’ll walk you out,” Drea said as she grabbed her leather messenger bag from the counter.

			The woman’s face fell. “Oh, okay,” she said in a voice clearly indicating it wasn’t okay.

			Drea turned to Pickles and scratched under his chin for a moment before leaning in. “Don’t judge me, mister. You’d do it too,” she whispered into his ear. Pickles gave the little purr-meow he did when he was happy, and Drea couldn’t help but plant a kiss on his furry little forehead.

			She smiled to the woman and placed her hand on the small of her back as she started to walk toward the door. “Shall we?”

			As they walked out of Drea’s apartment building into the bustling Central Business District, people rushed by them on their way to work as a line of cars rolled by and a few horns honked in the distance. The woman hesitated before saying, “Well . . .”

			The mix of sadness and bewilderment in the woman’s eyes stirred something in Drea, so she did the only thing she could, wrapping the woman in a hug, hoping that could be enough. When she let go, she placed her hand on the woman’s shoulder. “Take care of yourself,” she said, and then turned on her heel to hurry to her car.

			When the engine roared, a sense of power ran through Drea. Freedom and control. She felt most like herself when she was driving . . . and painting . . . and more sensual pursuits. She lowered the top of her convertible as the hot, sticky September air enveloped her and headed down the street, letting the wind tear through her hair. As she pressed the gas pedal further, any lingering feelings from the morning drifted from her mind, lost in a blur with the passing scenery.

			As Drea entered Uptown about twenty minutes later, the colorful shotgun houses with remnants of Mardi Gras beads from the previous year’s festivities still draped over wrought-iron fences, and the neighborhood bars and restaurants nestled amongst the houses, felt like home. She had moved downtown a few years ago, wanting a change, and a bit more distance from her family, but as much as she loved her loft with its view of the river, nothing held a candle to this neighborhood. She had spent most of her childhood here with Sam. The thought shook Drea from her nostalgia, and she took a hard turn as her car squealed around the final corner. She parked in front of the office, took a quick sip of coffee, and ran up the stairs, wondering what news Sam had to share with the team.      

			Drea entered the office like a whirlwind, her gait confident and sure, on the edge of on-time. She sat at the rectangular conference table, a bit large for their small team, and ran a hand through her dark, curly hair, a little wild from the drive over. “Good morning, y’all,” she said to the half-full table.

			Sam was pointing out some items on the paper in front of her to Cassie Sullivan, her administrative assistant, as they mumbled a few words back and forth. When Sam looked up, a warm smile spread across her face. “Heya, Drea.”

			Drea couldn’t help but smile at the rhyme Sam had coined during their younger years. The pulse of nostalgia warmed her. 

			The last stragglers filtered into the conference room, the only room with a door in the large, open-concept office that had been the site of a former chicory coffee house. They joined the table as Drea spun around in her chair, sipping her coffee.

			As everyone got settled, Sam cleared her throat and began the meeting, covering various projects for the coming week, who was doing what, and upcoming deadlines. Drea couldn’t help but smile to herself at seeing Sam in this role. 

			Through over twenty years of friendship, she had watched her best friend struggle through obstacles, assholes, and, as a result, self-esteem issues, but Sam had finally taken the risk of a lifetime by investing in herself, leaving her job, and starting her own marketing firm.

			It wasn’t easy and Sam had put in some very long days in the beginning, but Drea could now see the beginnings of the woman she had always seen in Sam, even more obvious those rare moments in the past when Sam got out of her own way and believed in herself a little. 

			Despite the stress and chaos of a new business, there was a peace to Sam now that Drea had never seen before. The worry line between her brows had faded, and there was a glimmer in her eyes that Drea hadn’t seen in years. 

			Sam interrupted Drea’s thoughts. “Drea, you’re on Daily Bread’s new logo. I told Jody we’d have it to her by Friday.” 

			“On it, boss.” Drea nodded.

			“Also . . .” Sam clasped her hands together with a hopeful grin on her face. “I have two exciting things to share with you all.”

			The pleased look on Sam’s face calmed Drea, realizing the news was going to be good. At this early stage of the company, they needed everything to go well. 

			“After a lot of hard work by Cassie,” Sam gestured at Cassie with a warm smile, “I’m very happy to say we have landed Beau and Lorna Rush and their restaurant, The Well, as our newest clients. Cassie will serve as the lead on the account. Drea, Beau and Lorna are coming to see the mock-ups on Thursday morning. Cassie can walk you through the plans for The Well after we finish.” 

			Drea lifted her silver thermos to Sam, then took a sip as her focus drifted from Sam’s hazel eyes to the brown eyes next to her. She knew Cassie had been Sam’s right hand at McGrady Marketing, the firm where Sam had worked before starting her own company, but she couldn’t help but feel the tiniest twinge at someone else being so close to her best friend, even if it was just at work. 

			There had been so many changes over the past few months, Sam falling in love with Ash, Ash moving in with Sam, Drea joining Sam’s company as the head graphic designer. Drea and Sam had been inseparable since they were kids and she was grappling with where she fit into Sam’s life now. So much of her existence had centered around Sam and Jake, Sam’s six-year-old son, but with everything changing, Drea felt a bit left behind. 

			She still saw Sam nearly every day at work, but it wasn’t the same. She’d just started getting accustomed to sharing Sam’s attention with Ash and now she had to deal with Cassie taking even more of it. Sam was beginning new chapters in her own life, whereas Drea felt as if she was losing everything she had known. And at thirty-five, she felt a little old to start all over. 

			Drea took a breath to center herself and pasted on a warm smile for Cassie, which Cassie returned. She knew Cassie wasn’t to blame for anything. Drea was merely feeling insecure about all of the changes and needed to figure out how to roll with them. She and Sam were best friends. When everything settled down again, they’d be fine. Tight as ever.    

			A young brunette woman entered the conference room with a hesitant expression. “Hi, sorry I’m late. I had some trouble finding the place.”

			“No worries,” Sam said. “It’s perfect timing actually.” Sam turned to the rest of the team. “I want to introduce you all to Erin, our new intern.” 

			Drea recalled Sam outlining her vision and mission for the company and how important it was to her to give back to the community, including training local university students in marketing through internships. The fact that Sam had managed to move forward with that goal so soon after launching the firm was further testament to how hard she was working and how much her company meant to her. 

			Drea tuned back in as Sam continued. “I know it’s been a little crazy getting Crescent City Marketing off the ground these last two months. And I truly appreciate all your hard work. Now that we’re starting to hit stable ground, I reached out to Tulane University so we can give local students some firsthand experience. Erin is our first intern and I hope she will be the first of many over the years. Erin, do you want to introduce yourself to the team?” 

			Erin looked a bit surprised and nervous, but smiled at the faces around the table. “Sure. Hi, everyone. I’m really grateful to be here and honored to be your first intern. I’m a junior, majoring in marketing . . .” When Erin met Drea’s gaze, she seemed to lose her train of thought for a moment and tucked a strand of shoulder-length hair behind her ear. 

			Drea registered the slight change, something she was used to by now. Women and men, but especially women, tended to falter when she was around. It didn’t always mean something. Though it usually did. 

			Drea broke eye contact and took a sip of coffee, letting Erin find her words again.

			“So, I’m really excited to learn from you all and apply what I’ve learned in the classroom to real projects.” She turned toward Sam with a smile.

			“Great, well, we’re happy to have you. And I’m sure the team will be nothing but welcoming.” Sam locked eyes with Drea for a moment, managing to pass a warning stare without breaking her smile. It took skill to master that expression, but Sam had a lot of practice. It was a combo Drea had received often during their many years of friendship.  

			As Drea and the rest of the team filed out of the conference room, Sam laid her hand on Drea’s shoulder and whispered, “No pranking.”

			Drea smiled warmly at her. “You got it.”

			Sam held her gaze. “I mean it, Drea.”

			Drea saluted and headed to her desk. Sure, Drea had a . . . history of pranking interns and new employees at her previous position, but did Sam really think she’d do that here? 

			That young girl she’d duct-taped to a rolling chair was a classic story, although she still thought it was largely that girl’s fault for not even trying to put up a fight. Maybe Sam was right in her concern . . . at least a little. 

			Drea dropped her bag on her desk and took out her laptop. As the screen awoke and the files she’d been working on the previous week stared back at her, she grabbed her thermos, suddenly needing some extra encouragement to get started. She couldn’t pull nearly as many all-nighters as she used to. 

			 

			 

			 

			“They’re looking for crisp, modern, industrial, and natural tones—browns, grays, and blues—but also inviting.” 

			Drea nodded and typed notes as Cassie sat across the desk from her and filled her in on their new client. Beau and Lorna Rush were a husband-and-wife team from Savannah, Georgia, who had relocated to New Orleans two years ago. Their farm-to-table restaurant, The Well, had one of the city’s most creative cocktail lists—and was even more impressive than their food, which had garnered them several local awards during their short existence.  

			“Okay, any preferences on the content?” Drea paused typing and glanced at Cassie.

			“They’re pretty open to whatever we come up with.” Cassie swept the strands of the lilac-tinged hair dipping over her eye to the side of her face. “Going off the farm-to-table idea, maybe some sort of inviting table with a throwback to the nearby land? Or a group of people with cocktails at the table? They’re big into creating community. Or maybe Beau and Lorna with their dog, Rex, at the farm? He’s a super cute doodle mix.” 

			Design ideas ran through Drea’s mind, and she typed a few quick notes for later. When she looked up, she met Cassie’s gaze. Drea’s eyes fell to the bold lipstick, several shades darker than her hair and in stark contrast to her smooth ivory skin. But as the corners of Cassie’s lips turned upward, Drea caught herself and turned back to her laptop, typing a nonsensical stream of letters to let the moment pass. 

			“Not a huge well in the middle of a field or anything?” Drea quipped. She didn’t look up as she joked about the restaurant’s name but smiled to herself. Okay, she was back. 

			“Um, no.” Cassie laughed. “They might be open to some ideas, though, to better align the restaurant name with their campaign.”

			“All right. I’ll have some options for you to look over tomorrow morning.” Drea was normally a bit more friendly with people, but there was something about Cassie she knew she wanted to keep at arm’s length. She wasn’t sure if it was Cassie’s role in the company or something else, but she was a bit wary of letting her in. 

			“I look forward to it.” The warmth in Cassie’s smile and eyes pained Drea a little. Cassie’s friendliness was disarming, but Drea wasn’t in the market for new friends. She didn’t like building walls, but everything had been shaky the past few months, and she was trying to protect herself. From what, she wasn’t sure. 

			As Cassie walked away, Drea scanned the room for Erin, who was pouring a cup of coffee in the break area. When Erin turned around, Drea waved her over.

			“Hi Erin, we haven’t been formally introduced. I’m Drea, the graphic designer.” She held out her hand to Erin, who took it with a noticeable gulp. “Ready for a shot at designing a campaign?” 

			Erin’s eyes lit up. “Yes!” 

			“All right, pull up a chair.” 

			Drea spent the rest of the morning covering the basics of campaigns and graphic design along with the specifics for The Well campaign. Like many Gen Zers Drea had worked with, Erin was a whiz at anything on the computer, especially graphic design. Drea had always been good with art, but she was old enough that it had taken a bit of training to learn the software and make it work for her particular artistic style. She admired how easily Erin took to it. 

			“Why don’t you come up with an ad idea and we can discuss it this afternoon? It doesn’t have to be fancy, just enough of a sketch to give me an idea of what you’re thinking for copy and design.” 

			Erin’s eagerness was palpable. “That would be great. Thank you!”

			 

			 

			 

			Cassie, normally an expert multitasker, felt like she was slogging through mud, and it was only early afternoon. She had a knack for staying on top of things and getting jobs done. It was her nature—partly due to her strong work ethic, learned from her sister, and partly due to her minor need for perfectionism. She never let the balls drop. Other people might slip, but she always finished the job. It’s why she often gravitated toward project leader positions, if only unofficially. Sam was the first boss who truly saw what she had to offer and gave her the title to match the expectations. For that, she was grateful. And determined not to let Sam down. 

			As the head project coordinator, she was the lead for most of the campaigns, at least the ones Sam didn’t take under her wing, but, due to the small staff, she split her time between that and being Sam’s admin. She liked the hybrid position because it gave her direct access to Sam, and together they could get ahead of most issues before the rest of the team ever knew about them. It felt like a partnership, one that made her feel seen. 

			Cassie tried to focus on the schedule for next week, but a burst of laughter drew her attention to Drea’s desk where the giddy intern seemed to be hanging on her every word. Poor sap. She was falling under Drea’s spell, like everyone else it seemed. Except for Cassie, of course. 

			Cassie had heard of Drea’s reputation long before she ever met her. New Orleans was a surprisingly small city, especially the queer community. Pretty much every woman who set foot in the queer clubs in NOLA had either hooked up with Drea or wished they had. 

			Drea was a player, but somehow managed to charm everyone enough not to create hordes of irate women. Nobody had anything bad to say about Drea, which was . . . kind of impressive. 

			Well, nobody but Cassie. She didn’t dislike Drea; she was just confused. After hearing about her charm and seeing it with the others at the office, she felt there was something different when Drea interacted with her. She wasn’t rude exactly, just not friendly. 

			At first, she thought it was because they didn’t know each other well, but after two months of working together, she had watched Drea be friendly with everyone else in the office. Just not her. She couldn’t think of anything she had done that might have upset her, so she chalked it up to different personalities that didn’t click. But if she was being honest, it bothered her. Cassie wasn’t going to become another in a long line of conquests for Ms. Drea Cordeira, but she could be her friend. Except Drea apparently didn’t want the friendship. And Cassie didn’t know what she had done to make Drea behave so . . . well, so politely.

			Cassie looked back at her computer screen. Another burst of laughter. She steeled herself and tried to focus on the calendar in front of her. But eventually her eyes wandered back to Drea’s desk and the smile on Drea’s face, subtle flirtation, and inviting body language. The ease that she had with Erin after only a few hours irked her. 

			Cassie’s mind flashed back to her talk with Drea this morning. Drea hadn’t been rude per se, but she definitely wasn’t inviting or warm. Curt, to the point. A weight landed in Cassie’s chest. Why was she the only one Drea didn’t like and, more importantly, why did it bother her? 

			The blank schedule on her screen grabbed her attention once more. She adjusted in her seat and made herself focus.

			When she finished, she walked over to Sam’s desk. “Here are the potential dates for the new client meeting next week with Pawper’s Pups.” The windows behind Sam’s desk peered onto Tchoupitoulas Street, and the view of a live oak’s winding branches always grounded Cassie.

			Sam stopped staring at her computer and eagerly accepted the paper from Cassie. “Great. Hmm. Let’s do Tuesday.” 

			“Okay,” Cassie said cheerily, starting to walk away.

			“Cassie, hang on. I’m trying to figure out what to do with Erin, and I could use your opinion.” Sam motioned for her to come look at her monitor. 

			Cassie bent over Sam’s shoulder as they stared at the intern schedule Cassie had made for Sam the previous week. She had put a lot of effort into making a rotation system for Erin to get an idea of the different roles in the company and see what she liked best, which she would then focus on for the rest of the year. Sam had seemed excited when Cassie went over the plan with her last week, so Cassie wasn’t sure what had changed. 

			“I was going to have her start with Tom like you had planned,” Sam started, but the sound of Erin’s laughter caught both of their attentions. They turned toward Drea’s desk in one synchronized movement. “But it looks like Drea is already working with her.” Cassie couldn’t take her eyes off the two of them but still managed to notice the slight tension in Sam’s voice, gone almost as quickly as it appeared before Sam continued. “So, might as well start there.”

			Was it just her or were Drea and Erin sitting really close?

			“Cassie?” 

			“Sorry, what?” She turned to Sam, who was staring at her.

			“You okay?”

			“Yes . . . yes, sorry.” She shook her head as she let out a small laugh. “I think that plan sounds great.” She turned to get out of there fast, not sure if she was more embarrassed by how easily Drea had entered her thoughts or that Sam might have noticed it too.

			Sam stopped her. “Can you get me the final designs and marketing plan for Uptown Grocery before I pick up Jake today? I’ll work on it tonight and make sure everything’s ready for next week’s pitch.”

			Though they had all been working nonstop the past couple of months to launch the firm and make it a success, no one worked harder than Sam. The bags under her eyes worried Cassie, and she hoped that as the team built a rhythm, she would take more time for herself. But she couldn’t say that to Sam. They had been pretty close at their previous firm, but always professional, and everything was so new now as they were all figuring out their new roles. So she did all she could do and smiled at Sam. “Absolutely.”

			* * *

			“You seem to have hit it off with Erin quickly.” The mix of concern and curiosity with a side of hesitation in Sam’s voice wasn’t new to Drea, but Drea couldn’t decide if it was because of her history with pranking interns or her history with women . . . or both. 

			She eyed Sam, who had asked for a chat before Drea headed home. Drea thought it might be about the new intern, and judging by Sam’s statement she decided to settle into the comfy office chair a bit more, preparing for a lecture on professionalism in the office. “I figured she’d enjoy working on a campaign rather than standing around, but it’s not a big deal if you have other plans for her.”

			“No, I appreciate you taking the initiative and showing her what you do. That’s why I wanted to chat with you. I’m going to have Erin do rotations to get some experience in each role in the office and then have her choose one to pursue for the rest of the year.”

			“Solid plan, boss.”

			“Cassie worked up a whole schedule already and I meant to go over it with everyone before Erin started, but you know . . .” Sam gestured her hand at the office.

			“Yeah,” Drea said. Of course Cassie had made a schedule. Cassie always made Sam’s life easier. Drea knew how harried Sam was. The pace had been frantic since the company launched, and as much as Drea had needed time to de-stress and add some work-life balance, she knew Sam needed it even more. Though she was pretty sure that opportunity hadn’t come yet.  

			Sam ran her hand through her hair as if trying to wipe away the stress. “Anyway, I was going to start her with Tom to learn about slogans and ad copy, but I’d like you to be her first rotation.” 

			Drea felt her brows raise. Maybe she had misjudged the purpose of this meeting.

			“But I want to make sure we’re on the same page about a few things,” Sam continued.

			There it was. Drea crossed her ankle over her knee and got comfortable. 

			“Drea, I need you to be professional with Erin. I know you enjoyed pranking interns at your previous position, but there’s a lot riding on this right now . . . for me.”

			Drea was silently nodding along, but the way Sam said those last two words stilled her. Sam had rarely asked her for anything over their twenty-plus years of friendship, but the tone of her words held a pleading to them.

			Sam’s eyes held her. “This company is everything to me right now and I need all of us putting our best foot forward to establish it as a solid firm with integrity. I see big things in the future. And if things go well with Erin, I envision having regular interns from Tulane and UNO. So, the pranking can’t happen.”

			“I got it, Sam. You don’t need to worry.” It was true, she loved pranking interns. Something about their innocence mixed with an eagerness to please made it too easy. But she would never jeopardize Sam’s company or well-being. “Is that all?”

			The look of discomfort on Sam’s face gave her chills. 

			“What is it?” she asked warily.

			“There can’t be any . . . funny business.”

			Drea squinted at Sam, trying to understand her meaning.

			“I saw how she was acting around you. It’s how most women act around you. But that can’t happen either.”

			“I didn’t notice.” Her smirk betrayed her and Sam rolled her eyes. 

			“This is too important, Drea. I can’t risk a lawsuit from some girl who misunderstood your attention.”

			Drea scoffed. “I have never had any woman upset with my attention.”

			Sam looked to the ceiling. “And that still baffles me.” She blew out a breath. “It’s also not the point, Drea. It can’t happen.”

			The rigidity in Sam’s tone quelled any further jokes. “I know. I won’t do anything, Sam.” 

			There was still hesitation in Sam’s expression. 

			“Hey.” Drea held her gaze. She already knew how important this company was to Sam. To both of them. “I promise.” 

			Relief washed over Sam’s face.

			Drea couldn’t blame Sam for worrying, but it hurt that Sam didn’t trust her to know enough not to jeopardize Sam’s company. But Drea was used to her reputation preceding her in this city, and even with Sam occasionally. “Anything else?”

			“Nope, that’s all I got.” Sam’s warm smile returned as she exited strict boss mode.

			Drea stood and started for her desk before turning back. “Charlie’s Friday?”

			Sam frowned. “I can’t. Ash has some work function she wants me to go to with her. I’m sorry.”

			“You need me to watch Jake?” Drea asked, trying to sound unfazed despite the disappointment. 

			Sam shook her head. “My mom’s been missing quality grandson time, so she offered to watch him.” Sam’s voice lightened. “But if you could watch him next week, that would be a huge help.” 

			“No problem. Have a good night, Sam.” Drea strode confidently back to her desk despite feeling like the wind had been knocked out of her. She slid her laptop into her bag and, grabbing her tumbler, headed for the door. 

			Everyone was packing up or had already left for the day, except for Cassie as usual. Drea glanced her way and realized Cassie was watching her. A faint smile appeared on Cassie’s face before she looked back at her computer. Drea didn’t smile back, suddenly irritated with Cassie for everything: making the intern schedule that Drea had apparently disrupted, being Sam’s right-hand woman. Everything. 

			She pushed the door open, heading down the stairs and out the exterior door, letting the warm evening air wash over her. The sweet, citrusy scent of jasmine from a nearby yard wafted through the air as summer fought to hang on a while longer before giving in to autumn.  

			The rev of her car’s engine reverberated in her soul. Driving always freed her. She ran her hands through her hair, shaking the curls as if it would remove the stress as well. She squealed out onto the road, the wind whipping at her hair as she sped through the streets. The pleasure she took in the act of driving let her leave Cassie where she belonged—at the office. 

			She passed people milling around at the shops and restaurants on Magazine Street, before heading up to St. Charles Avenue where there were fewer pedestrians and she could breathe a little. She drove alongside the grassy median with the steel rails of the streetcar tracks. Towering live oaks and magnolia trees bordered the road, the setting sun glinting off the Spanish moss draped over the oak limbs. It was Drea’s favorite time of day. 

			As she neared downtown, she turned toward the river and pulled into her building’s parking lot. She said hello to Earl, the doorman, who was always grinning and had the air of a distinguished gentleman, even beyond what would be expected for an octogenarian. When the elevator dinged at the tenth floor, she walked down the hallway adorned with fleur de lis wallpaper. The iconic symbol of New Orleans always gave her a sense of home.

			Pickles greeted her with meows and lots of cheek rubs against her legs. Drea poured his food into his bowl and let him eat on the marble island in the kitchen, stroking his fur as he crunched away. 

			“You’ll be my date on Friday, won’t you, Pickles?”

			Pickles finished his food and purred as Drea scratched his chin.

			“That’s what I thought.” 

			





Chapter 10

			“Again! From the top.” Janay’s voice echoed through the gymnasium.

			Cassie wiped the sweat from her forehead and clapped to cheer the girls on. “You got this!” she yelled. With all of the wedding planning, it had been weeks since she had seen her best friend and she missed showing up for the girls as well, so she had decided to stop by for the Wednesday practice.

			The girls wiped the sweat from their faces and took their positions. The music started to blast from the speakers. Angel, one of the oldest girls on the team, yelled out the count, “Three, two, one.” The gym came alive with the stomps and claps of thirty girls. Cassie nodded with the beat. Five lines of six girls formed, and as the front one moved forward, hitting their moves, and knelt, the next took over until the last line hit the floor. Carly and Moira, the best gymnasts on the team, ran to opposite ends of the floor while the rest of the team formed an X, radiating out from the center of the gym. As the stomps led to a crescendo, Carly and Moira each did three flips from either side of the gym, landing in splits in the center of the floor in front of the team.

			Cassie jumped up and cheered, awed by how well they had performed. Janay clapped loudly as she approached the team. “That is it! That’s what I want. Bring it in.” The girls, Janay, and Cassie gathered around with their hands in a pile and Angel led them in their team chant.

			They raised their hands upward in unison. “Together!”

			“Get some water. Nice job, ladies.” Janay and Cassie slapped hands with the girls as they grabbed water bottles and gym bags and headed home.

			“Oh my god, Janay,” Cassie said as she and Janay walked to the bleachers to grab their water bottles and sit down. “They look incredible.” She hadn’t seen the whole routine before and she was impressed. “That was epic.”

			Janay took a seat and a long gulp of water. “Thank you. They’ve been working hard. That’s the first time they nailed it.” She beamed at Cassie. “I’m glad you got to see it.”

			“Is that what they’ll perform at the Thanksgiving Day Parade?”

			Janay nodded. “Speaking of Thanksgiving, you and Molly are coming, right? Mama J said she’s about to come hunt you down it’s been so long.”

			Cassie laughed. “Of course we’re coming.” The thought of Janay’s mom, who everyone affectionately called Mama J, warmed Cassie, but then her smile faltered. “Eva won’t be joining.”

			Janay nodded again. “I figured as much. How’s Molly doing?” 

			“She’s . . .” Cassie thought through the past month, trying to be hopeful. “She’s better than she was, but I think it’s going to take a while.”

			Janay drank some water. “And how are you?”

			Cassie passed her a weak smile. “I think it’s going to take a while.”

			Janay bumped her shoulder into Cassie’s. “Well, y’all always have us. Don’t forget that.”

			Cassie leaned her head on Janay’s shoulder, thankful for the steadying force Janay had always been in her life. Janay returned the gesture.

			“How’s the wedding planning going?”

			Cassie lifted her head. “It’s actually been pretty cool. Almost makes me believe in love.”

			Janay arched a brow. 

			“Almost.” Cassie sipped her water. “Drea’s been helping me.” Cassie’s words were hesitant and she waited, curious for Janay’s reaction. They both knew Drea’s reputation, and Cassie didn’t want Janay to read more into it than what was obviously just a friend helping a friend. She had replayed their dance in her mind more than a few times over the past few days, stuck on the sparks she felt in such intimate proximity to Drea. And how dumb she felt for giggling nervously at the end, wondering what might have happened in that moment if she hadn’t acted like a kindergartener. But it was futile. They were coworkers and it was Drea. Despite what she might have felt in her body, she couldn’t imagine Drea feeling the same. Drea didn’t do relationships so, sparks or not, they were friends and that’s where it would stay. 

			“Miss Drea, huh? Well, excuse me.” 

			“I told her she didn’t have to help with this last one, but she insisted.” Cassie shrugged.

			“Interesting.” A slow smile spread across Janay’s face. “I guess she wouldn’t have anything to do with you almost believing in love, hmm?”

			Cassie scoffed. “Absolutely not.” She shook her head and hoped the blush she felt creeping up her neck didn’t betray her. 

			Janay arched another brow, supremely confident. “Mmmhmmm.”

			 

			 

			 

			The next morning, Cassie sat at the conference table along with Drea and Erin as Sam presented the new logo and cake menu to Jody for her bakery, Daily Bread. There had been a lot of back and forth over the past few weeks between Drea and Jody as Jody kept changing details on the menu design. Today was the unveiling, and Cassie hoped Jody would be happy with the result.

			Cassie had communicated with Jody a number of times before Drea took over on the design details. From what she could tell, Jody seemed like an upbeat, positive person. The kind who had endless energy and probably didn’t sit still for long. But other than caring a lot that the product came out right, she also seemed kind.

			In the years at her previous firm and in the handful of client meetings at her current position, Cassie had developed a knack for sensing what the client was feeling. She had learned it from Sam, who had saved a number of campaigns at their previous firm by understanding the clients and their needs. As she watched Jody now, she noticed a hesitation in her, but she wasn’t sure if it was about the presentation or something else.

			The new logo was a slam dunk, but when Sam presented the new cake menu, a war of emotions crossed Jody’s features. They waited in silence as Jody took in all of the details before Sam finally spoke up. “So, what do you think?”

			Jody seemed to awaken at Sam’s words. “Sorry, I’m just taking it all in. It looks fantastic.” She turned to Drea. “Drea, you really are an incredible artist.”

			Drea smiled at the compliment.

			“But . . .” Sam said the words everyone was thinking.

			“Sorry, I think I’m overthinking it. I’m just wondering—if you were customers, would you find it helpful? I’m worried I missed the mark in my requests.”

			“Well, I am your customer, so I don’t have to pretend.” Sam smiled. “And absolutely. You have great illustrations of the kinds of cakes you can make, and the different sections make it easy to find cakes for smaller events and birthdays versus the wedding cake section. And your prices are clear.” As Sam spoke, Jody’s face relaxed. Sam to the rescue yet again. Cassie realized that she had been holding her breath with the tension in the room and took a much-needed deep breath.

			Jody’s entire demeanor relaxed with the reassurance that the menu hit all the right points. Once Jody decided she was ready to move forward with the design, Sam covered the details for rolling out the logo and menu, then offered to walk Jody out.

			Cassie caught up to Drea, who was chatting with Erin about what to get as a celebratory lunch. The campaign presentation was the last official assignment of Erin’s rotation with Drea. Next, she’d work with Tom to learn how to write effective ad copy. “Hey, you got a second?” Cassie asked.

			Erin excused herself to pick up some po’ boys and Drea sat on the edge of her desk. “Sure, what’s up?” No matter how much time they spent together, Cassie could not get over those striking blue eyes. They hadn’t talked one-on-one since their dance, only a few nods in acknowledgment and polite hellos around the office, which had helped Cassie dismiss any lingering thoughts that the dance had changed anything for Drea. Clearly, it was just another Saturday night for her. And Cassie was trying hard to feel the same. 

			“Planning for the last wedding is upon us. I’m headed to the venue after work to check it out and meet the couple. Would you like to join me?”

			The look that Cassie had coined Drea’s sexy listening expression gave way to an even sexier smile. “Ye-e-es.”

			She hoped Drea didn’t notice the heat traveling up her neck or any sign of the butterflies that drawl inspired. Okay, maybe she needed to try a little harder to mirror Drea’s indifference about the other night. 

			“Where is it?” Drea asked.

			“In the French Quarter.”

			Drea nodded. “Okay, I’ll follow you since I don’t live too far from there.”

			The tinge of disappointment that Drea wouldn’t be riding with her caught Cassie by surprise and she quickly tamped it down, replacing it with the most upbeat tone she could muster. “Sounds good.”

			 

			 

			 

			Drea parked behind Cassie’s sedan outside the two-story creole cottage in the French Quarter. Drea appreciated speed, but Cassie had lit out of the office so fast, she had barely kept up with her. The sun had just set, casting a romantic glow on the people walking through Jackson Square. A horse-drawn carriage sat on the edge of the street as the sounds of jazz music floated through the air along with the sweet smell of beignets from nearby Café Du Monde. Drea could see the appeal of the venue as the most romantic parts of NOLA all seemed to be right here.

			She met Cassie on the sidewalk, the light making her look even more beautiful than usual. Damn it. She shook the thought from her mind and smiled. “Hey, Mario Andretti. Ready to go in?” 

			Cassie laughed and the softness of it echoed through the sky. They walked up the cobblestone path to the main door. White lights wrapped around the palm trees and the live oak in the front yard. The lights on the front of the white cottage cast an inviting glow, and Drea could feel the warmth of the place.

			A brown-haired woman in her twenties stood in the entryway as Cassie and Drea walked inside. “Cassie?” she asked.

			“Yes, are you Nellie?” 

			“Yes.”

			Cassie reached out and shook the woman’s hand, then turned toward Drea. “This is Drea. We’ll both be helping with your wedding.”

			Nellie smiled. “Wonderful. It’s great to meet you both. Let me show you where we’ll be.”

			They followed Nellie outside to a brick courtyard. A fountain stood at one end with a brick wall behind it covered in ivy. Shuttered windows from the second story of the cottage opened up to the courtyard. The neighboring buildings formed the east and west walls. One had windows casting a warm glow onto the courtyard, but the other side was a plain wall.

			“Hey, honey. Sorry I’m late.” They all turned as a tall, blonde woman walked up to Nellie and leaned down to kiss her.

			“We were just getting started.” Nellie placed her arm behind her partner’s back and gestured to Cassie. “Katherine, this is Cassie.”

			Katherine leaned forward and shook Cassie’s hand. “Nice to meet you.”

			“And this is Drea,” Nellie said.

			Katherine’s eyebrows rose. “Drea, nice to see you again.” The sentiment caught Drea by surprise, but as she shook Katherine’s hand, recognition hit her and she smiled.

			“You too.”

			Nellie seemed confused. “You know each other?”

			“Oh, Drea and I knew each other years ago.” Katherine put her arm around Nellie. “Did you show them the wall?”

			“Not yet.”

			Katherine gestured toward the blank wall. “I’m not sure if anything can be done about this wall, but it seems really stark compared to the warmth of the rest of the courtyard. We wanted to see if you had any ideas.” They both looked from Cassie to Drea, hope filling their eyes.

			“We could add some palm trees or lights,” Cassie suggested.

			Katherine and Nellie exchanged an unconvinced glance.

			Drea looked around the courtyard and at the wall in question, as mural ideas started to percolate. “I could paint something if you’d like. Have it as a feature on that wall.”

			Katherine’s eyes lit up. “That’s right. I forgot what an amazing artist you are.”

			Drea could feel Cassie’s eyes on her. It wasn’t uncommon for Drea to run into women she’d slept with, but unless Sam was around, she didn’t usually have someone with her making it that much more awkward. Someone whose opinion she cared about. The thought stopped her. Did she care about Cassie’s opinion of her? 

			“Do you have anything in mind?” Nellie asked, ripping Drea from her thoughts.

			Drea needed more information to tailor an idea that might be meaningful to the couple. “How did you two meet?” she asked.

			Katherine and Nellie turned to each other and smiled. “You tell it,” Katherine said.

			“OK,” Nellie said, affection permeating her voice. “It was on
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