
Chapter One

			Six Months Later

			Abby grabbed a pinch of flour and held it at chin level, like her mother taught her. She whipped her wrist and it floated down to the pasta sheet like a dusting of snow. Two more trips through the pasta roller and it would be ready to stretch. She pressed the tips of her fingers into the dough while she spread the flour. Maybe three trips.

			She had almost finished the ravioli, her pastry bag of ricotta filling, delicately flavored with tarragon and lemon, hovering over the perfectly stretched sheet of pasta when she heard a key in the lock.

			Abby smiled and a little moan of anticipation hummed in her throat. Josie was early. Even better.

			Just thinking of Josie made her heart rate pick up. Abby dotted the final ravioli’s filling more sloppily than she intended, eager to get the bag out of her hand and her girlfriend into them. Wiping her hands clean on the towel tucked into her apron string, she walked around the counter and struck a sexy pose.

			Josie said it was Abby’s smile that first drew her notice. Her first message through the dating app a year ago had mentioned Abby’s smile and the confidence in her eyes. When they met in person, Josie’s jaw had hit the floor the minute Abby had walked in. She’d stammered her way through the date and Abby had loved every second.

			Maybe it was silly to celebrate the first anniversary of chatting on a dating site. Most folks would celebrate the first date, but Abby had known from that first message that things would work with Josie. It was worth celebrating. Besides, they could celebrate their anniversary twice. It just meant two opportunities to spoil her baby.

			“Hey, Abs.” Josie froze in her greeting, looking around the kitchen. “What’s up?”

			Not the thrilled reaction Abby had hoped for, but it was close enough to their anniversary that Josie might be worried she’d forgotten something.

			“Just a special dinner for my special honey.” Abby pushed aside the cold greeting with her widest smile. “You’re early.”

			“Yeah.” Josie dropped her briefcase on the chair but didn’t resume eye contact. “I thought you had to work tonight.”

			“It’s Monday.” Abby smoothed down her apron. “Date night.”

			“Oh.” Josie was definitely avoiding her eyes. “Right.”

			“It’s okay if you forgot.” Abby untied her apron and dropped it on the barstool. “You can make up for it.”

			Abby pouted her lips in anticipation of one of Josie’s aggressive kisses. She balanced her fingertips on her twisted hip and stuck her cheek out with a flirty grin.

			Abby’s hair flowed down to her shoulders in waves of dark chestnut, except for a large chunk of her bangs, which was vivid pink. Josie had mentioned a few months back that she preferred Abby’s natural hair, so now she saved her brightly colored wigs for work. The upside of that change was that she could wear her Pin-up girl inspired wardrobe more often, as it went better with the swoop of pink bangs.

			Tonight, she wore a vintage wiggle dress in blue velvet. The skirt fell just above her knees and the halter top pressed her ample cleavage into a provocative but not indecent display. Later, Josie would get to discover that she wasn’t wearing anything else. It was the sort of dress that made Abby feel sexy as hell. It also showed off her sewing skills, as she’d had to alter the vintage dress to match her size-twenty frame.

			“I don’t have time, babe.” Josie marched past her toward the bedroom. “Maybe later.”

			Abby watched her go, her heart sinking into her stomach. Not once in their year together had Josie refused to kiss her. “What?”

			“I have to go.” Josie turned, a challenge in her eye. To Abby’s surprise, there was also something like anger flashing there.

			Abby squared her shoulders and dropped her fists onto her hips. She’d never been the type to deny a challenge. “Where are you going on date night?”

			“I didn’t know it was date night, okay?” Josie said.

			“It’s literally every Monday. My one guaranteed night off. How could you not know?”

			As Abby had known she would, Josie flinched first. She turned away and continued to their bedroom. “I forgot. But I’ve got work plans, so we’ll have to skip it this week.”

			“Skip it? Did you see all the trouble I’m going to?” Josie retreated into the walk-in closet and Abby waited for her in the bedroom. “And what do you mean, work plans?”

			“It’s a client dinner.” A hanger zinged against the metal rod as Josie grabbed clothing. “I have to go.”

			“Oh, baby.” Abby marched to the bathroom to wash flour off her hands. “Why didn’t you say something? I could’ve spent this time getting ready rather than cooking food that’ll go to waste.”

			Silence greeted her. She checked her makeup and found it perfect, so she hustled back into the bedroom. She froze just inside the door. There was no mistaking the anger in Josie’s look now. She stood across the bed, her shoulders up around her ears and a new jacket half on her arms.

			All of a sudden, Abby realized what was happening. Why Josie was home so early and why she looked mad. Josie had been trying to dodge her. To get in and out before Abby was back from her studio so she could go to the dinner alone.

			“You’re not coming,” Josie said.

			Abby’s mouth went dry.

			“You aren’t invited, Abby.”

			“I don’t understand. Is this not a couples client dinner?” She knew the answer. Firms like Josie’s always had partners come to client dinners. It created a sense of family and people were less likely to fire family. Abby had a standing invitation to every client dinner, issued by Josie’s boss himself, since last summer.

			“It is, but I’m going solo tonight,” Josie said.

			Abby didn’t say a word. She stared at Josie, waiting for further explanation. She knew she’d get it. If there was one thing she knew about her girlfriend, it was that she was honest.

			“Look.” Josie crossed her arms over her chest and stuck her chin out. Abby had always loved her fighting stance. Tonight, she wanted to sock Josie in that stupid chin. “I can’t have another fiasco like the Harreford dinner.”

			“How was that a fiasco? It was a lovely dinner.”

			“It was a fantastic dinner. I just didn’t know I’d be bringing the show to go with it.”

			Abby sat down hard on the mattress.

			“Can we talk about this later?” Josie said. “I’m going to be late.”

			“Frankly, Josephine, I don’t give a rat’s behind if you’re late. You are going to stand there and explain just what you meant by that.”

			“See, that’s why I tried to avoid this whole scene.” Josie threw her hands in the air and started pacing.

			“Mrs. Harreford specifically asked to sit next to me. We talked all night long. We laughed, we gossiped, we had an amazing time.”

			“You did. Did you see Mr. Harreford?”

			“He was your job.”

			“He was smiling, too,” Josie said. “Like a fucking cat. And so were Bill and Mark and Jonathan. All they could talk about after that dinner was you.”

			“And that’s a bad thing?”

			“It’s not like they were talking about how classy you were, Abigail.”

			A light dimmed inside Abby, and she felt its passing like a candle being blown out. Tears built behind her eyes, but she loved herself too much to let them fall. It wasn’t the first time this had happened. Sooner or later, Josie would get around to using the exact words and then Abby could at least have closure.

			Realization of her unkindness seemed to strike Josie, and her shoulders slumped. A few years ago, Abby would have tried to make things easier on her partner. She would have said something like “it’s okay” or “I understand” to give Josie the out she was looking for. But it wasn’t okay and Abby didn’t understand, so she let the silence stretch.

			“It’s just.” Josie ran a hand through her hair, ruining that perfect spit-curl that made her look like Superman. “At first this whole look was fun and quirky.”

			There they were. The words that always came with the breakup.

			“Add in the flirting and you’re the life of the party. But I need someone more serious in my life,” Josie said. “Someone I can take to work events who won’t pull focus. I love you, babe, but I hate the costume.”

			Abby’s smile tasted bitter on her lips as she said, “It’s not a costume. It’s who I am.”

			She smoothed down the satin brocade of her dress. She didn’t feel as sexy now as she had when she’d put it on, but she knew she looked amazing. If Josie was going to break up with her, she was going to break up with her while she looked like a bombshell.

			“It’s not who I am,” Josie whispered.

			“Yeah, I know.” Abby went to the bedroom door and stopped, looking out onto the hall because she didn’t want to see Josie again. “I’ll get my stuff out by this weekend.”

			Josie offered a weak, “I’m sorry.”

			Abby waved it off with a hand dripping in silver rings. She went back to the kitchen and finished her ravioli. She started the cream sauce after she’d sealed the last one. Josie came out of the bedroom in the blue pinstripe suit that tapered to her ankles. Abby turned away as soon as she heard the bedroom door close, but she heard the click of high heels on the hardwood.

			Abby was busy cutting golden beets into wedges for her salad when the front door opened. She battled with herself, trying to decide if she wanted to turn around. Clearly, Josie was battling, too, because the door stayed open for far too long. Abby’s conviction won out, and the front door clicked closed.

			Seventeen minutes later, she lit the mismatched tapered candles on the dining table. She took the time to carefully portion and pack away the rest before sitting down to eat alone.

			* * *

			Marlene sat at the stoplight, her knuckles white on the steering wheel, the click of her blinker echoing in the silent car. If she craned her neck she could see across Legato Road, past the fire station, and barely catch a glimpse of her condo’s balcony. She let out a long, shallow breath and glanced back at the red light.

			“You can do this,” she said. “Just pull up nose to nose with Mr. Phan’s van. Then throw it into reverse and back in. Turn the wheel sharply to the left to line it up, then ease off once you see the air handler in the rearview. It’s okay to pull forward and realign. No one’s watching.”

			Just the thought of someone watching her try to park her SUV in her own driveway made her palms damp. She shook her head and chided herself. This was ridiculous. Getting worked up over parking. Everyone in the neighborhood struggled with it. Whoever designed the community was the real jerk here. Who put air handlers on one side of a driveway and columns on the other? It was like trying to park between two pickets in a fence.

			Marlene recognized the symptoms of another spiral and shook her head, clearing out complaints. She focused again on the movements, running her hands loosely over the steering wheel in practice. She saw the angle in her mind’s eye. She pictured herself being successful, just like her therapist taught her.

			She really should set up another appointment with her. It was probably a bad sign that she couldn’t remember her therapist’s name.

			A horn blared behind her and Marlene lurched into the intersection. Half a block down Legato and there was the turn onto her street. She could do this. She’d been living here five years. She’d successfully parked in her own driveway dozens of times.

			Rolling past the visitor parking with an overwhelming sense of yearning, Marlene had to screech to a halt to avoid running over Mr. Phan walking his arthritic Maltese, Mrs. Fluffy. She held up an apologetic hand and met his scowl with a half-smile. Following his path across the parking lot, Marlene was surprised to see her driveway occupied.

			Dawn’s brother, Dustin, emerged from the garage, his arms stretched to wrap around a cardboard box. He looked up, saw Marlene, and paled visibly. His half-smile was far more apologetic than Marlene’s offering to Mr. Phan.

			“What the hell?” Marlene asked the steering wheel as Dustin dropped the box into the bed of his truck and hurried back inside.

			She’d been dating Dawn for almost five months now and she hadn’t spent much time with her family. They hadn’t really moved out of the honeymoon phase, so they didn’t leave the condo much. Dustin had been at a couple of family dinners Marlene had attended, but he’d never come to the house. He was a nice guy, but Marlene wasn’t interested in entertaining at the moment. It was fine, Marlene supposed, for him to stop by, but it had been another long day at work and she just wanted to relax. Not to mention his reaction to seeing her and the cardboard box in his truck. She really didn’t have the energy for strange family stuff tonight.

			Marlene pulled perfectly into a visitor’s spot and hopped out of her SUV. She just had to trust that either Dustin would move his truck or Dawn would hand over the visitor’s pass they shared before a tow truck happened by.

			She headed for her front door instead of cutting through the garage. The condo faced the playground of a grade school, so, as usual there were a gaggle of children laughing and running around playing on the sidewalk. She scooted around them and slipped inside, carefully locking the door behind her.

			Dustin disappeared out the back door before she could greet him. At least he’d closed the garage door behind him. Marlene had the hardest time getting Dawn to remember, even with the bitter January chill. Marlene peeled out of her peacoat as she trudged up the three flights to her place. She kept meaning to hang a coat rack in the entryway, but the weekend never seemed long enough. She always spent most of it emotionally recovering from the past week at work and emotionally preparing for the week to come. It wasn’t until she scooted around a stack of boxes on the landing that she realized there’d been one in the entryway, too. She looked up the long final staircase. There was a suitcase waiting at the top, next to the open powder room door. One day she’d figure out how to explain to Dawn how important it was to her to keep that damn door closed.

			“Dawn?” Marlene called. She heard a rustling upstairs and sighed before mounting yet another staircase. “Babe? You home?”

			She heard Dawn’s annoyed sigh and followed it into their bedroom. Dawn’s clothes were piled high on the unmade bed. A pile of shoes spilled out from a cloth shopping bag by the footboard. Dawn marched out of the walk-in closet, her arms full of a tangle of dresses, a hanger still dangling from one. Her eyes lit on Marlene and then slid off her as she continued over to the bed, shoving the clothes unfolded into an open suitcase.

			Dawn’s gaze had done that a lot recently. Flitted over her as though she was a glass ornament. Semi-transparent and unremarkable. When they’d met, at a queer art exhibit celebrating Pride last summer, Dawn couldn’t keep her eyes or her lips off Marlene. Her lips still seemed interested, at least, even if her eyes weren’t. They certainly had been last night, anyway.

			“Babe?” Marlene asked again.

			“Yeah?” Dawn’s voice was usually seductively gravelly. Today it was stony.

			When Dawn didn’t seem likely to offer an explanation, Marlene said, “I called for you. Didn’t you hear?”

			“Yeah.” She continued to shove three suitcases’ worth of clothes into one. “Obviously, you knew I was home, so I didn’t answer.”

			Marlene cringed, felt her cheeks blaze with embarrassment, and cringed even harder. Her long bangs came loose and she tucked them back behind her ear. “What’s going on?”

			“What does it look like?” Dawn caught herself and sighed heavily. She stopped packing and pinched the bridge of her nose. “Look, Marlene, I just can’t do this anymore, okay?”

			The words slapped Marlene and she took a step back. Her chest tightened and she couldn’t draw a deep breath. She fumbled behind her for the dresser and leaned heavily against it. “You’re leaving me?”

			“You know as well as I do that this isn’t working,” Dawn said.

			“I do?”

			“Come on.” Dawn’s eyes narrowed and some of the warmth leaked out of her features. “Don’t act like this is a surprise.”

			Marlene forced her brain to move, to think back over the last days and weeks. Try as she might, she couldn’t see a single clue that this was coming. Things had been hot and heavy from their very first night. Dawn had moved in less than a month later. They went out together and stayed in together and this very morning Dawn had kissed her good-bye when she’d left for work.

			“It is a surprise,” Marlene said. Her gaze strayed to the rumpled sheets, and she pointed at them as evidence. “We made love last night.”

			Dawn shrugged.

			Shrugged.

			What kind of girlfriend shrugs about making love?

			One who knew she was breaking up with you before taking you to bed, Marlene thought.

			When her suit jacket caught on the drawer, Marlene realized she was sliding to the floor. She tried to stop. To straighten her knees and push herself back to her feet, but her body didn’t respond. Her jacket slipped off the knob and her butt landed on the carpet with a thud.

			“Look.” Dawn walked around the bed and stood over her, crossing her arms. “You’re really sweet and all.”

			She trailed off and Marlene’s heart thudded in her ears, waiting for an explanation. “But?”

			Dawn threw her arms into the air. “But I’m not interested in teaching a baby gay the ropes, okay?”

			Each word slammed into Marlene’s oxygen-deprived lungs like a punch. Her vision actually blurred for a moment and she didn’t know if it was from tears or lack of air.

			“You’re breaking up with me because I just came out?”

			“No,” Dawn said, but the whine in her voice and the way she avoided eye contact told a different story. “We just don’t have anything in common. Like, you don’t have the cultural reference for this relationship.”

			“Cultural reference?” That sounded an awful lot like Dawn’s BFF talking rather than her. She had practiced this with her friends, for Christ’s sake. “I could. I mean, I listened to the music you suggested. And I have a list of movies to watch.”

			“That’s the problem. It’s like you’re studying how to be gay and I really just need a partner who’s already passed the exam.”

			Dawn circled the bed and went back to jamming her clothes into the suitcase. Marlene stared at the spot where her sneakers had left imprints in the carpet. Her brain replayed the words Dawn had said, but she was having a hard time processing them.

			“Studying how to be gay,” she said, her voice thick with tears.

			“That’s the other thing I just can’t take anymore.”

			Marlene looked up, the image of her girlfriend swirling in the tears pooling in her eyes. “What?”

			“Butches don’t cry.” Marlene flinched and tried to stop the tears, but it was a losing battle. Dawn counted off her faults on her fingers. “Butches aren’t needy. Butches don’t bottom. I need a real butch, okay?”

			Silence wrapped around Marlene as the words echoed in the still air. Dawn moved in and out of Marlene’s peripheral vision, but never said another word. At some point, Dustin came in and spoke to Dawn, but Marlene didn’t look up or try to listen. She let Dawn’s words tumble over and over in her brain while she listened to them stomp down the stairs. Sometime later she realized they hadn’t come back up. They must’ve left while she stared at the crushed carpet fibers.

			Sometime after that, she stood up and grabbed the vacuum from the laundry closet. She’d only intended to clean up the shoe prints, but it made sense to continue with the rest of the bedroom. When the bedroom was done, she vacuumed the hallway and the other two bedrooms. One had been set up as an office for Dawn, but it was empty now except for a table lamp sitting unplugged in a corner. Marlene had bought Dawn the lamp for her birthday. She’d bought her the leather desk chair, too, but Dawn had apparently kept that.

			Going back into the bedroom to put away the vacuum, Marlene caught sight of the disheveled bed. She started to make it, but then smelled the hint of Dawn’s expensive perfume on the pillowcase and pulled away. She didn’t want to sleep on those sheets again. Not after last night.

			Marlene untucked one corner of the fitted sheet before the last molecule of energy leaked out of her. She stood completely still, her hip pressed against the bedframe and the sheet still clutched in her fist. She blinked twice.

			“Fuck it,” she said, her voice echoing off the window panes.

			She stripped out of her suit, flinging it to the ground on her way back to the closet. When she emerged a few minutes later, she wore a pair of men’s jeans that hugged her upper thighs and a thick, warm flannel shirt. It was her second favorite one. Black and red with a few threads of blue stitched into the pattern. The sleeves were too long, but then sleeves were always too long for her short, petite frame. She rolled them up as she clambered down the stairs in her chunkiest, heaviest boots.

			Dawn had left the visitor’s parking pass on the kitchen counter next to her key. Marlene ignored them both and grabbed her wallet. She pulled up directions to Riveter’s Cocktail Lounge on her phone and grabbed her coat on the way out.

			




Chapter Ten

			“What’s your deal today?”

			“What? Nothing.”

			“Sure.” Ellie grabbed a soda from the fridge and tossed it to herself, catching it midair with the other hand as though it were the easiest thing in the world. “You’re acting totally normal.”

			“I am?” Marlene could tell it came out more like a question than a statement, so she straightened her back and tried again. “I am totally normal. Just tired. Didn’t sleep well last night.”

			“You’ve used that excuse three times in the last week,” Ellie said.

			“It’s not an excuse. I’m really not sleeping well.”

			“Of course you aren’t.” Ellie turned the plastic chair around and straddled it, dropping her sandwich onto the break room table in front of her. “Too busy having wet dreams about your roommate.”

			Marlene choked on a carrot stick. “Are you trying to kill me?” She lowered her voice, looking around the empty room. “I’m not having wet dreams about anyone. Certainly not Abby.”

			“Sure.” Ellie took a bite of sandwich and barely chewed. “Keep telling yourself that.”

			In truth, Marlene hadn’t had an inappropriate dream about Abby the night before. But two nights earlier, when she came home in her revealing D&D outfit—well, that was a different story. Her eyes had nearly popped out of her head when she’d seen it and she hadn’t been able to focus on her book after Abby had gone to bed. All she’d been able to focus on was the memory of her creamy white thigh and the briefest flash of bright blue panties she’d revealed when she’d gone up the stairs. Marlene hadn’t been right since.

			Before Marlene could make more of a fool of herself and thus confirm all Ellie’s teasing, the break room door swung open. This was a usual occurrence, since the staff bathrooms and lockers were stuffed into the tiny room along with the fridge and lunch table. The person who walked in, however, was not a teller in need of a bathroom break. Brad’s shoulders took up most of the doorframe, just as his scowl took up most of his face.

			Marlene had just shoved another baby carrot into her mouth, intending to use her lunch as an excuse to avoid conversation with Ellie. Sadly, now her cheeks, puffed out with carrot, mixed with her eyes, bulging in surprise, to create what she was sure was a less than impressive view for her new boss.

			Hopping to her feet, Marlene swallowed her mouthful with difficulty and held out her hand. “Brad, what brings you out here to Main Street Branch?”

			Brad glanced at her outstretched hand and pointedly folded his at his waist. “I make it a habit of dropping in unannounced to all my branches. It ensures I see my staff’s true habits, not the show they put on when the boss is stopping by.”

			“Of course.” Marlene dropped her hand and tried to imitate his relaxed, professional demeanor. “We were just finishing up lunch.”

			“Don’t let me interrupt you.” His sneer made it clear she would be in serious trouble if she continued her break.

			“I’m all set. Shall we go to my office?”

			“Wash your hands,” Brad said.

			He turned on his heels, presumably heading to Marlene’s office. She didn’t waste time saying anything to Ellie. Instead, she washed her hands as quickly and thoroughly as she could and sprinted out of the room. She was able to catch up with Brad before he made it upstairs to her office, and she didn’t miss the way he looked down at her hands.

			“I’ve been looking at your team’s numbers.” He settled into the guest chair as she shut the door. “They’re adequate.”

			They were a damn sight more than adequate, Marlene knew. All branch managers were copied on the weekly sales reports and she checked them obsessively. She had the best sales of any branch apart from Clark Richards, and he had the prime spot inside the exclusive Reston Town Center.

			“We work hard,” Marlene said, treading the line between professional and defensive. “I have a very talented team.”

			Brad’s lip twitched like he smelled something off-putting and crossed his ankle over his knee. “Talent is all well and good, but image is what sells a bank. We have to project stability. Tradition.”

			“Sure. Of course.”

			Marlene didn’t have the slightest idea what he was talking about, but she had always been quick to match the management style of a new boss. Not to mention, she was a great listener. It’s what made her a good banker, if not a happy one. Earning trust from a client often boiled down to listening and selling them only the accounts they needed, not the ones you wanted them to open. She could do the same listening with Brad.

			“Banks don’t need branches anymore,” Brad said, obviously warming to his theme. “Everyone does their banking online these days. Customers who bank in person have particular needs. They have a level of sophistication our small fish, single account holders lack.”

			“I don’t know if that’s the case,” Marlene said. She hated when anyone, particularly a bank employee, looked down on their smaller account holders. “I try to treat every account holder with the same level of respect and professionalism. Just because they don’t have huge accounts with us doesn’t mean they—”

			“That explains it.”

			“Beg pardon?” Marlene felt like she was missing at least half of the conversation. “What explains what?”

			“Your more buttoned-down approach.” He waved a hand in her direction. “You’re trying to make the smaller account holders feel comfortable by dressing down. It’s a choice, but I don’t think we should be playing quite so heavily to our weakest clients.”

			Marlene looked down, examining her outfit. It was a new suit, one that she’d purchased in the men’s department of a very expensive store and had tailored to fit. Her periwinkle tie was designer and complemented the suit color. Sure, she didn’t carry the outfit with the same gravity that Brad did, but then he’d probably worn suits like that his whole life. This was a new look for her.

			She touched the knot of her tie, making sure it was centered at her throat, and chose to ignore the clothing comment in favor of defending her sales style. “I’m not playing to any of our clients more than the others. Part of our success is treating everyone who walks through those doors with the same level of respect.”

			“It’s a safer bet to appeal to our older, wealthier clientele.” Brad touched his own tie knot. It was wider than Marlene’s, the full Windsor style she thought was too aggressive. “They prefer their bankers to look like bankers. You understand?”

			Maybe Marlene was imagining the scorn in his look, but she certainly understood the implication. He meant they prefer their women to look like women.

			“Yes,” she said with an empty smile. “I understand.”

			“Good.” Brad slapped his knee and pushed to his feet. “Let’s take a look at your sales leads. You’ll need to work hard to get back on top.”

			Marlene spent the rest of the day locked in her office with Brad. He insisted on talking through every potential sale in the area, no matter how flimsy. Like his tie knot, Brad’s sales style was far more aggressive than Marlene’s and he didn’t like to be contradicted when she indicated she’d take a different approach. He was relentless and, though they were like oil and water, she could see how he’d been so successful in life. Brad was the type of businessman who radiated confidence and that was enough to get most men ahead.

			The branch lobby closed at five o’clock, but the drive-thru stayed open until six. It was Ellie’s night to stay late to assist the tellers with closing, but Marlene sent her home when the doors were locked. Brad left with her, though they didn’t speak, and Marlene had a whole hour of peace and quiet in her office to recover from the long day.

			Since she’d never had a chance to finish her lunch, she was ravenous by the time she pulled into her neighborhood. She had no idea what was in the refrigerator, but there were dozens of options for delivery. Her only hope was that traffic was light so her dinner wouldn’t be cold by the time it arrived. It was most likely a forlorn hope, but she didn’t have much choice.

			Climbing the stairs to her condo, Marlene was enveloped in the rich aroma of onions caramelizing and potatoes roasting. She followed her nose into the kitchen, not bothering to drop off her briefcase.

			“Hey there, roomie,” Abby said, her grin wreathed in steam from a pot of boiling water. “Hungry?”

			“Starving. You cook?”

			“I love cooking.” Abby dragged the words out as she dropped fresh tortellini into the water. “Hope you don’t mind me taking over your kitchen?”

			“It’s our kitchen and I don’t mind at all. I don’t have the energy to cook anyway.”

			“Tough day?”

			Abby fished the tortellini from the water and dropped them into the frying pan with the onions. She followed the pasta with a handful of chopped herbs and then flipped the pan continuously with her wrist, sending the contents briefly into the air as she mixed everything together. Marlene had seen that on cooking shows but had never mastered the move. Each time the food fell back onto the ceramic surface of the pan, it sizzled enticingly.

			“My boss dropped by for a surprise visit.” Marlene set her briefcase next to the fireplace and loosened her tie. “He came by in the middle of lunch and didn’t leave until close.”

			Abby gave a sympathetic groan as she pulled a sheet pan of crispy brussels sprouts from the oven and sprinkled them with another pinch of chopped herb. Marlene gave the air an inquisitive sniff but couldn’t tell if Abby was using oregano or thyme.

			“That sounds dreadful.” Abby switched off burners and turned to Marlene. “Sounds like you could use a beer. Or maybe a glass of wine will go better with the pasta?”

			“Oh, is this for me?”

			“Of course.” Abby’s smile widened and little lights flashed in front of Marlene’s eyes. “I don’t mean to be presumptuous, but I thought we could have dinner together. If you’d rather cook for yourself, I can clean this up.”

			“No. Thank you. This is great. I just don’t want you to think you have to cook for me.”

			“I know I don’t have to, but I like to.” Abby scooped pasta into a wide, flat bowl and then nudged a line of potatoes beside it and handed it to Marlene. “What do you say about a drink? Beer? Wine? Water?”

			“Beer would be great.”

			Marlene took the bowl and held it awkwardly in front of her while Abby snagged a bottle from the fridge. She didn’t want to go into the dining room and feel even more like Abby was serving her, but the bowl was getting hot in her hands and she didn’t know what to do with it. She opted to shuffle it around between her hands so as not to burn her palms while Abby served herself. When Abby floated off into the dining room, Marlene followed and sat down. Then she hopped right back up.

			“Do you want a beer?” Marlene asked.

			“No, thanks, I don’t drink.”

			“Wait, what?”

			Abby settled into her chair and spread a cloth napkin across her lap. She waved Marlene back into her chair and said, “I don’t drink.”

			“But you’re a bartender. Isn’t that hard for you?”

			“It’s not because I can’t drink. I just never really liked alcohol.”

			Marlene felt awkward with a beer in front of her now, so she ignored it in favor of setting her own napkin on her lap and pushing her food around. “Still seems an odd job for someone who doesn’t drink.”

			“I guess.” Abby speared a steaming tortellini on her fork. “But bartending pays really well and I like talking to people. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, I’m a bit of an extrovert.”

			“I did notice,” Marlene said. Then she realized that might’ve sounded rude from someone so obviously not extroverted. She forced herself to swallow a potato that was way too hot so she could say, “Which is good. You’re a great bartender.”

			“Thanks. I bet you’re a great banker, too.”

			Marlene’s mood turned and her scorched throat seemed to tighten. “I thought so, but my new boss isn’t a big fan. He thinks I’m catering too much to small account holders.”

			“Isn’t that a good thing? There’s more folks with small accounts than big ones, right?”

			“True.” Marlene went back to her food, half to give herself something to do and half because the pasta was phenomenal. “Besides, I don’t focus on one or the other. I think my team has a lot to offer everyone.”

			“That doesn’t surprise me in the slightest,” Abby said. “I can tell you’re thoughtful and fair. I bet your clients love you.”

			There was a twinkle in Abby’s eye when she said “love” that made Marlene’s neck feel hot, but she changed the subject, asking Abby about her day. Without intending to, Marlene fell into easy conversation, forgetting about Brad and even managing to forget about how Abby made her feel weak in the knees most of the time. The more she got to know her new roommate, the more Marlene was convinced they’d get along well. At the very least, the quality of food in the house was going to be better.

			After dinner, they settled onto the couch with bowls of fruit and cream. Marlene was about to ask Abby if it was time to start their lesson when Abby asked, “When did you start wearing suits? After you came out, I assume?”

			Abby was wearing a wide smile, so Marlene didn’t feel as self-conscious as she normally would have. The tension that had left her when talk of Brad ended came back with force though. “Yeah. After I came out. Ellie took me shopping.”

			“It’s a really good look. Being a butch lesbian suits you.”

			Marlene’s mouth went dry, but she wasn’t sure if it was because she was proud or self-conscious. She’d felt the same until Dawn’s complaints, but it had been harder to believe recently. “Thanks. It feels better.”

			“Did you burn all the dresses or whatever you used to wear?”

			Marlene shook her head, thinking of her closet. She couldn’t quite bring herself to fully reject her old life. Part of her worried she couldn’t make this work and she’d need those clothes again one day.

			Abby said, “It’s okay to hold on to part of that old life, especially while you figure out the new one.”

			Marlene nodded along, but it felt too much like faking her way through the conversation with Brad earlier. The whole point of having Abby live with her was to ask the hard questions. Before she could second guess herself, she asked in a rush, “What’s it like to be a lesbian?”

			Abby’s eyebrow shot up, as did the corner of her mouth. She said, “I’m pretty sure you already know about the physical part. Pen is the expert on that, after all.”

			Marlene’s insides shriveled. Mostly it was the thought that Abby knew she’d gone to bed with Pen, but there was also a part of her that wanted desperately to know if Abby knew about her expertise from personal experience. She wasn’t sure she could handle the knowledge that Abby had slept with Penelope.

			“Not that,” Marlene said. “The rest of it.”

			Abby smiled sweetly and patted her knee. “That question is really hard to answer. It’s too broad. Let’s start with something specific.”

			Marlene didn’t have to think about it too hard. She’d been squirming internally over this question since she’d asked Abby to move in. “When we were at Riveter’s, you made a joke. About how us moving in was quick even for lesbians. What did you mean?”

			“It’s called U-Hauling,” Abby said. Everything about her from her voice to her eyes was soft when she explained, so it wasn’t nearly as humiliating as it could have been. “There’s this old joke. What does a lesbian bring on a second date?”

			“What?”

			“A U-Haul. Because we commit really quickly and have a tendency to fall in love fast and hard. We move in with partners much more quickly than male-female couples.”

			“Really? Why?”

			“Probably because women have less trouble with commitment and accepting our feelings than men. If you multiply that times two, you get U-Hauling.”

			“So you and I U-Hauled?”

			Abby smiled. “It only counts if you’re dating first, so not with us.”

			“My ex moved in after two months. It wasn’t the second date, but is that U-Hauling?”

			“Sounds like it. See. I told you that you already know how to be a lesbian. You’re a natural.”

			Marlene laughed and it felt good to let go of a sliver of her fear. If she had lived out a lesbian stereotype without even knowing it existed, maybe Abby was right. She had never been a natural at anything.

			They went over a few more basic stereotypes and inside jokes after U-Hauling. Some of them—like a penchant for flannel—Marlene was aware of, but most were new. Marlene had expected to feel inadequate during these lessons. That learning how much she didn’t know would only deepen her shame. Abby was a gentle teacher, though, and taught with a sense of wonder and an obvious desire to nurture that Marlene felt comfortable from the start.

			Abby yawned, covering her mouth with her fingertips. “Well, that’s the first lesson completed. Next week we’ll have lesson two. I’m exhausted.”

			To her surprise, Marlene was just as tired. She hadn’t been to bed this early in ages, but she decided to give her body what it wanted. She trudged upstairs in Abby’s wake, promising to wash up in the morning since she was too tired to tackle the dishes before bed.

			




Chapter Eleven

			Abby was fully alert and out of bed the moment her eyes opened. Within minutes, she was in her bathroom with toothbrush in hand and the shower warming up. She was always like this on studio days, but today she was particularly peppy.

			After three weeks in Marlene’s condo, she was finally starting to feel settled. Curtains were up in her many windows, pictures were hanging on the walls, and the bathroom carried the lingering scent of her plumeria-based perfume all the time. Even better, she’d spent the previous morning with her hair stylist and her hair was now a slightly artificial, cherry-heavy auburn. As much as she’d loved the pink, it was time to reinvent her look.

			Today she felt like Abby.

			She decided to do a simple pompadour bang hairstyle since she’d be slinging paint all morning and loved how the height accentuated the richness of her new hair color. On a whim, she pinned back the sides as well and threw in a leopard print bandana, tied in a big bow on the side. Matched with a lavender tank top and her paint-speckled overalls, she perfectly embodied the pinup girl vibe that made her feel so good in her own skin. A bright red lip topped the whole thing off, even though she knew she’d leave half of it on her coffee cup.

			Marlene must have read her mind, because she stepped out of the bathroom to the alluring aroma of freshly ground beans. As she skipped down the stairs, Abby could hear the tell-tale signs of Marlene moving around the kitchen. One of the first things Abby had noticed about Marlene, well before they’d moved in together, was the way she marched into a room. There was a confidence in her stride, completely at odds with her personality, which was far more reserved and even timid. Abby still hadn’t decided if the walk was affected or if the timidity was new, a product of her coming out late in life. What she could say with certainty was that the aggressive set of Marlene’s shoulders when she walked was wildly distracting.

			“Good morning.” Abby allowed the giddiness of her morning to make the words sing-songy. “You’re up early.”

			Marlene’s shoulders twitched inside her beige blazer, and she dropped the butter knife she’d been using to spread cream cheese on a bagel.

			“Sorry.” Abby bent to pick up the knife. “Didn’t mean to startle you.”

			Abby looked up to find Marlene blushing bright red. “I’m such a klutz. Sorry.”

			“It’s okay. It’s hard to get used to someone new in your space.”

			“This is your space, too. I was just lost in thought.”

			The sincerity of her words touched Abby. Marlene was making such an effort to ensure Abby felt at home here. With all the turbulence in Marlene’s life, her thoughtfulness was extra sweet.

			“You’re up early, too.” Marlene stacked containers of food into her lunch bag. “Didn’t you bartend last night? You can’t have gotten much sleep.”

			“I’m a morning person, so I sleep a few hours at night then take a nap during the day.”

			“I guess I’ve never noticed because I’m at work. Coffee?”

			“Please, thank you.” Abby accepted the mug and settled onto a barstool. “Plus, my studio is quieter in the morning and I get more done. Artists aren’t known for being early risers.”

			“That explains the overalls.” Marlene nodded toward Abby’s outfit as she filled her travel coffee mug.

			Abby hooked her thumb under the strap of her overalls. “You like?”

			“Very much.”

			Marlene seemed to realize what she’d said and clammed up, so Abby took pity on her. “I’m working at Riveter’s tonight, too. You should stop by. Wednesday nights are always slow, and Austin isn’t working. Come keep me company?”

			Abby didn’t know Marlene well enough to be sure, but she thought there was a hint of surprise and joy in her expression. “Sure. That would be fun. But you don’t have to spend your whole shift talking to me. I’ll invite Ellie along in case you get busy.”

			“Sounds great.”

			After a long moment of silence, Marlene snatched up the bag and headed for the door. “I should be getting to work.”

			“Already? The branch doesn’t open until nine, right?”

			“Yeah, but I have some paperwork.”

			“Don’t forget your coffee.” Abby waved her own beverage at the travel mug across the counter.

			“Oh. Right. Yeah.”

			Marlene snatched it up and practically ran down the stairs. Abby didn’t realize until she heard the front door slam that Marlene had also forgotten her bagel, waiting smeared with cream cheese on a plate by the toaster. She shrugged and got up, wrapping up the bagel to take with her on the drive to her studio.

			* * *

			Marlene sat in her car in the gravel lot a block from Riveter’s and tried to get her nerves under control. When she noticed that her hands were literally shaking in her lap, she squeezed her fingers together, trying to calm them. The lot attendant had stopped looking quizzically over at her ten minutes ago. Apparently, he had accepted that she might never get out of her car.

			“You’re being ridiculous,” she said to her reflection in the rearview mirror. “It’s just Abby. She doesn’t bite.”

			That didn’t do much to calm her down. Mostly because she’d heard Abby’s response to that joke more than once in her evenings at the bar. Abby always said the same thing in a sultry, flirty tone.

			I only bite if you ask nicely.

			God, why did her roommate have to be so overwhelmingly sexy? If only Ellie had agreed to come out for a beer. She could handle tonight if Ellie was with her. Her best friend would tease her about her crush and then the crush wouldn’t feel so unconquerable.

			“Stupid client meeting,” Marlene said as her phone dinged with a notification.

			Abby had texted her to ask if she was still coming out. She’d added a string of sleeping emojis that made Marlene smile. There wasn’t a single other person in Marlene’s life who used emojis. Or GIFs. Abby always sent the funniest GIFs. Texts from Abby were like a little performance. Full of energy and humor. Nothing else in Marlene’s life made her feel so alive as being around Abby.

			That thought gave her the confidence to finally open the car door. The lot attendant jumped at the sudden noise, but Marlene ignored him. Instead, she marched across the street, shooting back a text message to say she was walking in the door.

			“Thank God,” Abby said the moment she saw Marlene. “I was worried I might die of boredom tonight.”

			“You might still.” Marlene slid onto a barstool. “I’m not that much fun.”

			Abby wrenched the cap off a bottle of Marlene’s favorite beer and dropped it on top of a coaster. “Don’t try lying to me. I live with you, remember? I know you’re cool.”

			“You live with me, that’s how you know I’m not cool.”

			Marlene had meant it to be teasing banter, but she could tell it didn’t come across that way. The problem was, she really did know she wasn’t cool. Not the way Abby was. Abby brought life into every room she entered and not just because she always wore something flashy and fun. Tonight was no exception. She was wearing a wig Marlene had seen on her before—bright blue with curls framing her face and a perfectly placed lock swinging in front of her matching horn-rimmed glasses. Her rings were each the twisted end of a different ornate spoon handle. Marlene’s simple suit and brown loafers screamed dull.

			Abby leaned over the bar, pointing at her with one of those ring-studded fingers. “We’re going to have to work on that.”

			“On what?”

			“Your confidence. And with you believing me. I never tell a lie, so if I say you’re cool, you’re cool.”

			Marlene got a little lost in the swirling depths of Abby’s eyes, glittering with mischief. “Okay.”

			“That’s a start. How was work?”

			While Abby cleaned glasses and sliced limes, Marlene mumbled generalities about her day and sipped her beer. Abby had been right, Riveter’s was dead. Apart from the two of them, the only other people in the bar were a couple in a booth across the room. They didn’t look like they were thrilled to be there and they spent more time looking at their phones than each other. The single waitress was equally interested in her phone.

			“Did you get a lot done at your studio?” Marlene asked to change the subject from her boring day.

			“Sure did.” Abby spun a lime on the cutting board. “I started a new canvas this morning. It needs more time to show itself to me, but that’s always the fun part. Getting to know a new piece.”

			“I bet,” Marlene said. When that sounded uninspired, she said, “I saw some of your art at Workhouse last year. At the Pride show. It was really great.”

			“Thanks.” The way Abby’s face lit up at the compliment made Marlene’s stomach squirm. “I don’t remember seeing you there.”

			The blood froze in Marlene’s veins. Why had she brought up the Workhouse show? That’s where she’d met Dawn and she did not want to think about Dawn ever again.

			“I, um, left pretty early.”

			To Marlene’s horror, Abby’s face split into a wide grin and she leaned over the bar again, bringing the scent of that intoxicating perfume closer. “You mean you got laid that night.”

			“Oh God.” Marlene couldn’t stop the words from falling out of her mouth or stop the fire that erupted on her cheeks and neck. She dropped her face to the bar, trying to hide, but Abby wasn’t easy to fool.

			“I’m sorry.” Abby patted her arm. “I didn’t mean to embarrass you.”

			“I’m not embarrassed. Okay, maybe a little.”

			“You shouldn’t be. There’s nothing wrong with getting lucky.” Abby stroked her fingertips across Marlene’s sleeve. “Plus it’s really cute when you blush.”

			Before Marlene could think of a response or get her face under control, the door opened and a new customer came in. Any hope Marlene had to recover was dashed when she heard the new customer’s voice.

			“Hey, sexy lady,” Penelope said as she settled in on the other side of the bar. “What you got for me tonight?”

			“For you? Anything.” Abby spread her arms wide on the bar, her back to Marlene and her large breasts on full display for Pen. “What’re you in the mood for?”

			Pen’s eyes flicked down to Abby’s low collar and the ample cleavage it revealed and a smile crawled onto her face. Marlene was very familiar with that look on Pen’s face. Intimately familiar. Her body reacted in ways she was not comfortable with.

			Marlene tried to focus on the sultry music pumping from the speakers over the dance floor, but it wasn’t quite loud enough to cover Pen replying, “I have a couple things in mind.”

			They went on like that for a long time, Abby making suggestive remarks, Pen replying in kind. While Abby shook a martini, Pen glanced in Marlene’s direction, but Marlene hurriedly looked away. She hadn’t spoken to Pen since they spent the night together. Since she’d run out in the morning and confessed to Ellie that she had slept with a woman for the first time. She’d wanted to talk to Pen. More than once. Before Dawn when she was trying out her new life.

			Enjoying sex for the first time was confusing enough. Trying to learn a whole new way to be herself was something else altogether. Ellie had helped with the clothes. She had taken Marlene shopping to try to re-create the rush of excitement Marlene had felt in Pen’s coat. The trip had been more successful than Marlene could ever have imagined and Ellie did her the added favor of showing her the wonders of men’s pants. The pockets were huge. More than that, they felt good on her. She looked at herself in the changing room mirror at Macy’s and burst into tears. Ellie had been startled and so uncomfortable, but Marlene had loved the feeling.

			She still hadn’t told Ellie about the lessons with Abby. When Marlene had first asked for help with dressing like a lesbian, Ellie had spit platitudes about how there wasn’t one single way to dress because there wasn’t one single way to be gay. That might’ve been true, but if there were a thousand ways to be a lesbian, how could Marlene figure out the one that fit her? She had figured it out, no thanks to either Pen or Ellie. At least she thought she had. Until Dawn dropped her bombshells. Marlene wondered if she was hiding the lessons with Abby because it felt like she failed to learn the lessons from Ellie.

			Her train of thought was broken by a peel of laughter from Abby. She was leaning even closer to Pen than she had leaned to Marlene. Her breasts were practically in Pen’s lap. And she was doing that thing feminine women did where they bat their eyelashes. If she’d been doing that to Marlene, she’d be in a puddle on the floor. Pen was not in a puddle, but that was probably because that sort of thing happened to her all the time.

			At some point during the laughing and flirting, it occurred to Marlene that Pen and Abby might actually do something. Pen might have a girlfriend now, but no one flirted that hard without meaning it. When Pen asked for another martini before she’d even finished the first one, Abby leaned over and whispered something in Pen’s ear. Whatever she said, it made Pen’s eyebrows dance.

			Oh God, they’re going to have sex.

			Once the thought appeared in Marlene’s mind, she couldn’t get it out. Her brain was practically screaming it at her. Her cheeks heated up again but this time she didn’t hide her face. She couldn’t look away. She continued to watch the build up to what would be an amazing night for both Pen and Abby.

			Somewhere in the cacophony of her mind, a new thought surfaced. Abby lived down the hall from Marlene. If she brought Pen home for sex, Marlene
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