

Chapter One

			Balancing four summer shandies, Kirby Davis threaded her way through a sea of undulating women to get back to her friends in the middle of the outdoor Pride concert. Kirby grumbled to herself as she stood on her toes, trying to catch a glimpse of them to verify she was on the right course. Topping out at only five four and three-quarters, she struggled to keep an eye on her group and get people to move out of her way as she passed. However, she also had the impressive talent to carry more beers than any of her friends, so she was almost always nominated to make beer runs. Since those same friends also always paid for her drinks, she generally decided to give in.

			Kirby gritted her teeth as she bounced back and forth like an air hockey puck between sweaty, half-clothed women writhing under the hot June sun. Normally, she would have appreciated the view, but it was hot, and her fingers were beginning to ache from carrying the slippery beers for so long. To make matters worse, an incredibly tall woman on the left swung her elbow as she laughed. Kirby jumped to the right to avoid getting hit in the face and landed off-balance on a Converse-clad foot. Strong arms kept her from completely wiping out, and she said, “Oh my gosh, I am so sorry. I was trying to dodge an elbow to the nose and landed on…”

			She looked up as she regained her balance and gazed into a pair of very familiar amber eyes that made her lose her balance all over again. “Oh shit…Quinn Prescott,” she barely whispered as her stomach fluttered up into her throat, blocking her airway.

			The feeling appeared to be mutual as Quinn stared, her eyes wide, lips slightly parted. God, those lips. That mouth. Kirby had a difficult time pulling her eyes away as Quinn moistened them with a quick flick of her tongue.

			Quinn finally seemed to pull her words together—she had always been better at that than Kirby—and said, “Kirby Davis, as I live and breathe. What are you doing here?” She released her grip, and Kirby took a half step as she regained her physical balance. Her mental balance was something else entirely. Her skin tingled along the imprint left behind by Quinn’s hands.

			Kirby’s head was still spinning as words started to fall out of her mouth of their own accord. “I live here. Well, clearly, not exactly here in this parking lot. River North, actually.” It was like verbal diarrhea, and she couldn’t stop her mouth from moving. “I’ve lived in Chicago since I got out of the Army. What are you doing here?”

			Quinn ran her fingers through her hair, a nervous gesture Kirby recognized, causing her blond locks to cascade around her shoulders. Had it somehow gotten hotter out here? A bead of sweat trickled down Kirby’s spine. “I retired a few months ago. From the Navy. I got my commission a year or so after…well, after, and I ended up finishing my career at Great Lakes. Now I’m taking a few weeks off before I start a new job downtown.” She paused. “My God, what are the odds? It’s been…”

			Odds? She wanted to talk about odds? Quinn might be just as stunning as she’d been the last time she’d seen her, but Kirby remembered the cold heart that beat within her chest. “Yeah,” Kirby interrupted. “Nine years, since, well, you know.” Nine years was a long time, but when her heart had been broken into too many pieces to count, nine years wasn’t nearly long enough to pretend that everything was fine.

			“Yeah.” Quinn replied.

			“Yeah,” Kirby parroted, her anger quick to rise, surging through her chest. “Well.” She nodded to the beers. “I should get these back to my friends, and my girlfriend is waiting too.” She inserted that last piece primarily out of spite. It was true that she was sort of seeing someone, in a very loose interpretation of the word. Marilyn was more of a friend she occasionally slept with versus an actual girlfriend. But Quinn definitely didn’t need to know that.

			“Oh yeah, of course, of course, your girlfriend. Of course.” Quinn looked as flustered as Kirby felt. “Well, it was incredibly good seeing you, Kirby. Truly. Maybe we’ll run into each other again sometime. I sincerely hope so.” She touched Kirby gently on the elbow. She seemed genuine—too genuine—and Kirby had to get the hell out of there. Unwelcome nostalgia bubbling within her at Quinn’s nearness was beginning to blunt the sharp edge of her anger. She feared she might do something stupid like stay and talk. Or start crying, and she couldn’t let her shell crack right here in front of Quinn effing Prescott.

			“Yeah, sure.” Kirby said as she backed up and hightailed it the hell away at a near run. Or as near a run as she could manage given the packed crowd and the four perspiring plastic bottles she was trying to hold on to. She couldn’t believe how nonchalant Quinn had seemed with seeing her.

			Quinn had been the first—and only—woman to truly break her heart. The first and only one who had ever owned her heart, and she hadn’t just broken Kirby’s heart. She’d pulled it out of her chest, dropped it into dry ice, and then stabbed it with a jeweled Manolo pump until it had broken into so many pieces, it had taken Kirby years to put it back together. Unfortunately, as Kirby ran, that same traitorous heart was stuttering at how breathtaking Quinn was after all these years.

			As Kirby walked back to her friends, the bass thrumming in her chest from the band morphed her from shellshocked to resentful. Of all the places in the world, Quinn had to settle in her adopted city. Regardless, she could process all of those feelings later. She was here to have fun and wasn’t going to let Quinn Prescott ruin the day. She tried to calm her racing heart with every step she took closer to her group and hoped she’d gotten herself back under control enough so what had just happened wasn’t telegraphed all over her face.

			“Good God, Kirby what took you so long? Was the line for beer out the gate or something?” Her best friend, Emily, said, her gaze trained on the stage. As she looked up to reach for her beer, she stared. “Wait, are you okay? Why are you so pale? What’s wrong with you? Did you throw up? Do you need to go home?”

			Apparently, no such luck controlling her expression.

			“Goodness, Emily, slow down,” Kirby pleaded as she handed the remaining beers to their other friends, Liesel, and Marilyn.

			“Thanks, lady, I was getting a little thirsty there,” Liesel said, as oblivious as always. She took a sip of her beer and turned back to the stage.

			“Thanks, babe.” Marilyn said but also seemed to notice that something wasn’t right. “Are you okay?”

			“Yes, fine. Enjoy the music. I’m all good. I swear,” Kirby replied with as much casualness as she could muster and smiled.

			“You sure?”

			Kirby’s nod apparently sufficed as Marilyn gave her a wink and turned back around, watching the queer group’s lead singer slink across the stage in her black leather bodysuit, singing a cover of an 80s queer anthem.

			Emily took a discreet step back from Marilyn and Liesel and pulled Kirby with her. “Okay, I know you are not actually fine. Spill, woman.”

			“Okay, okay.” Kirby needed more time to unpack everything that had transpired a few minutes ago before she attempted to talk about it, but she also knew Emily was not going to let this go unless she gave her something. She exhaled to prepare herself. “Do you remember the woman I told you about that one time you got me drunk on Red Bull and vodka? The one from the Navy? We were together for almost two years and then…” Kirby trailed off as she mimed an explosion and wiggled her fingers like debris floating everywhere.

			“Of course. What was her name? Finn? Something weird. Anyway, what does she have to do with you looking like you’ve seen a ghost?”

			“Quinn. And yeah, I feel like I saw a ghost. I almost fell on top of her when I was coming back with the beers.”

			“Holy mother. She’s not from Chicago, is she? Why is she here? What did you say? What did she say?” Emily always talked like a machine gun when she’d had a few beers and was even worse when she was upset.

			“She recently got out of the Navy and is staying here for good, starting a new job in a few weeks. What the frickety fuck? What did I do to deserve this?” Kirby groaned and took a sip of her beer, trying to wash away all the old hurt that was threatening to overtake her. Unfortunately, her throat was so tight that she had a hard time swallowing.

			“Well, hey, this was a random run-in, but three million people live in this city. What are the odds of you ever running into her again? This is nothing more than a blip.” Emily shook her shoulder slightly and smiled. “You are amazing, and you’ve moved on. This is a beautiful afternoon, we have warm sun above our heads, cold beers in our hands, and are watching a sexy bitch in a leather bodysuit strut her stuff onstage. It’s a perfect afternoon, babes.”

			“You’re right.” Kirby looked back at the stage. “Damn, that woman does know how to wear leather.” She could appreciate the singer and her curves, but she didn’t pay much attention to the rest of the concert. Her mind had involuntarily floated back to a chilly early-December evening in 2008 in California. No matter how much Kirby wanted to deny it, there had always been chemistry between them. Her heart quickened as she remembered that first moment when their eyes had connected across the bar. Kirby scoffed at her naiveté back then.

			* * *

			When Kirby walked away, Quinn leaned into her group of Navy acquaintances and made an excuse to get away. She needed space to breathe and think, and luckily, the lines at the porta-potties were so long, she would have time to walk and process before anyone got suspicious. Hell, they were all so drunk, she could probably disappear, and no one would notice.

			As Quinn wandered away, her ears rang, and everything had a bit of a glow around it, as though a bomb had exploded nearby. She couldn’t believe Kirby freaking Davis had literally fallen into her arms. And, wow, did she still look amazing. Those toned shoulders and arms exposed under that black racerback tank top looked better than the last time she’d seen them. She wished she could have held on longer after she’d saved Kirby from wiping out but without seeming creepy, but Kirby’s eyes had clearly said no.

			Not a day had gone by in the last nine years that she hadn’t regretted how things had ended between them, and to randomly run into her in a city that neither of them had ever spoken of—but now apparently both called home—was surreal. She wished she had handled that interaction better or had at least asked for Kirby’s number or email or something, anything, that she could use to contact Kirby again, but that was foolish. Kirby was so cold. Quinn didn’t want to set herself up for the rejection she knew she deserved.

			What she did have was the neighborhood Kirby lived in, which also happened to be where she hung her own hat these days. That was something. Quinn didn’t delude herself into thinking that there was a chance for her and Kirby again, but there was so much unfinished business between the two of them. Now that they were in the same city, she could only hope that she might be able to finish some of that business. Somehow. After such an unexpected jolt, Quinn’s mind drifted back to that early December night nine years ago.

			





Chapter Ten

			Kirby woke after nightmares of the terrible day Quinn got her orders to Bahrain, and the pain was particularly sharp. They’d been so certain that they’d both go to Maryland. Kirby had been devastated at the time, but she’d been so hopefully optimistic that they could make it, and Quinn had promised to never hurt her. They’d have Skype and thirty days of vacation every year. Technology wasn’t quite like what Back to the Future had predicted, but they weren’t living in the dark ages. It should have worked. They should have worked.

			If they’d wanted it badly enough, they would have. Kirby would have done anything to save them, even “telling”—making a homosexual admission to get discharged—but Quinn had pushed her away in the end. She hadn’t cared enough to try.

			Kirby’s chest burned at that memory now, and she struggled to draw a full breath. Why had she even considered meeting up with Quinn at the wine bar last night?

			Since she began running into Quinn, she’d tried to relive the pain leading up to and following their breakup in an attempt to combat the powerful chemistry they still had. Until this morning, that pain had eluded her. She wasn’t sure if the nightmares were because she was finally letting her guard down and almost enjoying their time together. Or maybe it was because a part of her—a larger part than she’d wanted to admit—had wanted to meet up with Quinn the night before.

			She’d worked late enough that it didn’t matter how the war between her heart and her head would have ended; she couldn’t meet up because she hadn’t left the office until after nine. But working that late into the evening hadn’t been an actual necessity. She had wrapped up her “musts” list around seven, but rather than leaving, she’d gotten caught up on all the emails she’d missed during the day. Emails that could have waited. She hadn’t wanted to make a decision and thus managed to find a thousand “productive” things to prevent her from having to make it. Classic procrastination. Clearly, her head had won the battle, even if it was a subconscious fight.

			Unfortunately, her perfidious heart had still kept asking, “What if I’d gone last night? What if I’d gotten tipsy with Quinn and had seen where things went?” Her brain tried to remind her heart that Quinn had once lodged an ice pick in it, but her heart didn’t seem to care. Or maybe it was only her libido.

			Maybe she simply needed to get laid. Have an orgasm with another person to get this itch under her skin scratched. As she rolled out of bed, Kirby felt a new resolve to get a handle on her life, and she knew how she was going to do it. Before she laced up her running shoes, she shot a quick text to Marilyn.

			Morning. Any interest in a drink and a nightcap tonight?

			Straight to the point; that was how her situation-ship with Marilyn worked. They were friends who occasionally slept together. She was pretty sure Marilyn would be open to more, which made her feel slightly guilty, but she had never lied to Marilyn or misled her. She wasn’t looking for anything more than someone she liked and respected to occasionally blow off steam with.

			Kirby set her phone on the table by the door as she walked out for her run. No need to lug her bulky phone when she had a smart watch and wireless earbuds. As she got in the elevator, she was feeling optimistic for the first time in a while. She was taking control of her sex life again and wouldn’t be a slave to awkward run-ins with Quinn anymore. She was in charge. She was a badass.

			While mentally patting herself on the back and waiting for the elevator, “Girl on Fire” by Alicia Keys came on and put her into the zone. There was something about the beat and the empowering lyrics that always put a boost in her step. But she faltered in the lobby and lost some of that resolve when she saw Quinn stretching her hamstrings on one of the planters along the street.

			“Fuck,” she mumbled as she envisioned the needle being jerked off an imaginary record.

			She reminded herself of her Acquaintance Rules promise to not be rude if they came across each other, so she plastered on the best face she could as she popped one of her earbuds out and said, “Good morning,” as she exited the revolving door. “You shouldn’t stretch cold muscles, you know. You’re going to tear something.” Just because Kirby had to be nice didn’t mean she couldn’t tease, did it? She also wouldn’t be sad if the teasing kept Quinn from lingering near the building before going for a run in the future.

			Quinn turned her head and smiled. “Morning. I warmed up in my condo before I came down, but thank you for your concern about my legs.” She looked away and switched legs on the planter, pulling her chest toward it.

			The flex of her leg and glute muscles did unpleasant things to Kirby’s belly. Double damn. “My compassion knows no limits.”

			Quinn lifted her forehead away from her knee, smiling again. “We missed you last night. How late did you end up being at the office?”

			“I packed it in around nine thirty or so. Maybe a little later.”

			“Oof. Brutal.”

			“Not the latest I’ve ever worked but the latest in a long time.” She laughed as she thought back to how long it had been since she’d actually worked that late. Probably before she added the Senior to her job title.

			“I’m surprised you’re up and at ’em this early, given how late you would have gotten home.”

			“Well, the plus is that, since it was so late, I didn’t even have a glass of wine when I got home. I’m in better shape than I would’ve been if I had met up with you last night.”

			That drew a laugh out of Quinn, and Kirby joined in. It felt good to chuckle after her crabby morning. Even if it was with Quinn. “I wouldn’t say that we tied one on last night. I think I left around eight, but I did have two glasses. Luckily, I came home, drank some water, and went right to bed. The secret to my success.” She winked, and Kirby was transported back to that first wink at the bar on the night they’d met.

			For frick’s sake. Kirby pulled herself together enough to say, “We can’t all lead a life of retirement leisure, can we?”

			“If this is retirement leisure, I’m definitely doing it wrong.” Quinn’s laugh came from her belly that time.

			Kirby had wanted to run alone, but now she…didn’t. She wanted to believe her change of heart was because sometimes it was nice to run alongside someone. She wanted to believe it could be anyone. She didn’t actually believe that but, rather than heading off on her own, found herself saying, “Do you want to run together or separately? Either way. No hard feelings.”

			“Let’s go together unless you would rather run alone?”

			Kirby silently damned her spirits that were buoyed by Quinn’s desire to run together. “Together works for me today.” She could still feel the burn of Quinn’s broken promise to never hurt her, but being around Quinn seemed to blunt the pain today. She was afraid to examine why too closely.

			They ran in a companionable silence for four miles. Kirby felt uneasy at how comfortable that silence was. She didn’t trust Quinn, nor did she trust herself around Quinn, but she convinced herself they were just acquaintances on a casual run. Rather than dwell on any of it, she focused on the sun coming up over the lake and whatever song happened to pop up next on her playlist. Unfortunately, as their run was coming to an end, “Pynk” by Janelle Monae came on. The song was an homage to the vagina, the last thing she wanted to think of when around Quinn.

			Kirby hit the skip button on her watch. Then “Closer” by Nine Inch Nails came on. A throwback to her youth, but fucking like an animal was certainly not the sentiment that she needed to be channeling right now. Skip. Finally. “Independent Woman” came on and reminded her that she didn’t need anyone. She made her own money, she had her condo with the amazing view of the lake, and she was in control.

			And she probably had a date that night with Marilyn. Another independent woman who knew what she wanted. Marilyn rarely turned her down, so Kirby assumed they’d get together that night. She felt a twinge of guilt at how available Marilyn made herself for her. But Marilyn was an adult. She knew what she was doing. Kirby tried to ignore the sinking feeling in her gut and was happy they were almost home. As they approached the front of their condo building, Quinn said, “Well…”

			“This was fun.” Kirby was surprised at the truth of those words. They’d barely talked the entire run, but having the patter of someone’s shoes along the pavement beside her had engendered esprit de corps and motivated her to run faster and farther.

			“Really?” The look on Quinn’s face was utter disbelief. “I mean, I had a good time, but I wasn’t expecting you to agree.”

			“Don’t overthink it, Quinn. That’s my new life motto.” If only embracing it was as easy as saying it. If only it wasn’t terrifying.

			“Fair enough. Want to share an elevator?” Quinn asked, as though they were sharing a cab across town. As if they actually had a choice unless one of them awkwardly waited in the lobby and called the next car.

			“Why not?” she said. But more forced proximity to Quinn? Just what Kirby needed after a morning of too many confusing feelings to even begin to sort out. Thankfully, she was certain an orgasm or two with Marilyn would eliminate these lusty feelings. Her libido was just confused and needed some tending.

			* * *

			Kirby was running a few minutes late, so she texted Marilyn to give her a heads-up while she briskly walked the last few blocks to her favorite neighborhood bar.

			Np. You want me to get a drink started for you? Marilyn texted back. She was a mind reader. It had been an exceptionally long day.

			That’d be amazing. Old-fashioned, Templeton rye, half-normal sweet.

			It’ll be here waiting for you. Like me. She added a winky face emoji.

			You are a queen and my savior. So thirsty!

			Why didn’t she spend more time with Marilyn? She was a lot of fun and a good bar buddy. However, Kirby didn’t want to give her the wrong impression. She never wanted to go through a heartbreak again and had resolved a decade ago to steer clear of anything resembling a relationship. Marilyn was an amazing woman, but Kirby wasn’t willing to soften her stance, even for her. So she needed to keep her distance unless they were hanging out as a group, or she was looking for a little after-hours fun.

			As she walked into the pub, she found Marilyn sitting at the bar chatting with the bartender. Kirby was pretty extroverted and made friends easily, but Marilyn had a way about her that put everyone at ease within minutes. It was probably why she did so well in her HVAC sales job.

			She was also smart as a whip and could talk mechanics with the best of them, had a body to die for, and worked in a predominantly male industry. It was a deadly combination that she was able to exploit, and she did. She was routinely the top salesperson in her company. She wasn’t in the closet, but she also didn’t flaunt her sexuality, so all of the young building engineers tripped all over themselves to work with her in the hope that they had a chance. Kirby didn’t condone anyone hiding their sexuality, but she begrudgingly respected Marilyn’s ability to walk the very fine line of being out without fully dispelling all of the engineers’ hopes.

			Marilyn laughed at something the bartender said and tossed her chestnut hair back over her left shoulder. Kirby tried to will her stomach to clench with desire the way it did when Quinn did the same thing but was disappointed in her traitorous body. She was also frustrated with herself for thinking of Quinn when she should be thinking of Marilyn. She rolled her eyes and shook her head to clear her mind. She looked back as Marilyn caught sight of her and waved.

			Marilyn’s smile was infectious. “Hey, good lookin’,” she said as Kirby slid onto the stool next to her and hung her briefcase on the hook under the bar.

			“Hey, Marilyn.” Kirby leaned in for a hug, and Marilyn brought her in for a light kiss.

			Kirby’s stomach finally clenched at the kiss but not with desire. She instead felt a pang of guilt that she was using Marilyn, one of the kindest and most unassuming friends she had, to try to take her mind off Quinn. Kirby reassured herself that Marilyn knew what she was getting. She was pretty sure she could push the guilt away. Definitely. She tried to ignore the way the lies to herself were piling up now that Quinn had been foisted into her life.

			She plastered a grin on her face and took a large gulp of the old-fashioned Marilyn had kindly ordered for her. “Sorry to keep you waiting, but thank you for this,” Kirby said as she gestured to her glass. “It’s been a week.”

			“That’s what friends are for. Here’s to a long overdue catch-up,” Marilyn said as she lifted her glass in a toast.

			Kirby brought her glass up, enjoying the little clink as their glasses touched.

			“Also, I know you’ve had a week, but I closed a sale today after four months of work and negotiations on a huge automation project for one of the largest buildings downtown. That is going to earn me the best commission check I’ve ever gotten, so I am ready to celebrate.” Marilyn danced in her seat and grinned from ear to ear.

			“Congrats. That’s awesome.” She was an impressive businesswoman, and Kirby knew she’d continue to be successful when she inherited the company from her father in a few years.

			“I’ve been working on this one since before Pride. It’s been a long road, but this is going to be an amazing project. Hanging out with you seems like a perfect way to celebrate.”

			Another clench of discomfort. “I’m happy I’m here to celebrate with you,” Kirby said, which produced another huge smile from Marilyn. Shit.

			The bartender placed a plate of cheesy tater tots in between them. “Here you are, ladies. Enjoy. Are you ready for another round?”

			Kirby looked at her glass and was surprised to see only about a quarter left. “Sure.”

			“Thirsty tonight, huh? Guess I’ll have to catch up. I’ll take another one too, Jimmy.”

			When Jimmy walked away, Kirby laughed. “Tater tots?”

			Marilyn gave her a sheepish grin. “I’m hungry. We’ve gotta keep our strength up for later.” She bounced her eyebrows twice and looked at Kirby lasciviously. “Also, what better way to celebrate my big win today than with cheesy tater tots and a cocktail?”

			“Good point.” Kirby grabbed a tot that was dripping with cheese and placed it in her mouth. “Oh my God, these are so good.” The tot was perfectly crunchy around the edges even though it was covered in cheesy goodness.

			“I know, right?”

			Two drinks and a lot of laughs later, they left the bar reasonably buzzed. Marilyn had her arm around Kirby’s waist and was pulling her down the street. “Your place or mine, babe?” she said as she leaned in and kissed the side of Kirby’s neck.

			Three old-fashioneds in, and Kirby was finally starting to get into it. She had a faint flutter in her belly as Marilyn took a little nip along her neck. “Mmm. My place. I’m only two blocks from here.” Selfishly too, she would appreciate the extra fifteen minutes she wouldn’t have to spend before falling asleep to take a taxi home.

			While they were waiting for the elevator, Marilyn kissed her with enthusiasm. She felt a little uncomfortable with that level of PDA in the lobby, but no one was around, so she tried to enjoy it and not worry about someone coming along. While Marilyn wasn’t grinding against her, they were pressed tightly together, not exactly fit for polite company.

			The elevator dinged, and Kirby delicately pulled back as the ugliest dog she’d ever seen came running out of the elevator and put his front paws on her leg. She bent to pet his homely little face. “Hey there, little guy.”

			The dog was tiny and had to be a crazy mix of chihuahua, terrier, and who knew what else, but he had an absolutely adorable underbite a little reminiscent of Gomer Pyle. Little Gomer was apparently an attention hog as he spun in a circle and gave Kirby’s hand and wrist a good bathing. “Have a good night, Gomer,” she said as she stood and finally took notice of the person whose wrist Gomer was attached to.

			“Hi, Quinn,” Kirby said, trying to be nonchalant but knowing that she was failing. How could she expect to be casual while standing between her first love and her present-day fuck buddy? The stricken look on Quinn’s face, almost certainly the product of seeing the tail end of her and Marilyn’s make-out session, made Kirby feel nauseous. She didn’t want to care what Quinn thought, but, in that moment, she couldn’t deny that she did.

			Quinn stared for another beat, and the elevator doors started to slide closed with her still inside but her dog standing in the lobby. She put out her hand to catch the doors, and that seemed to snap her out of her paralysis. “Uh, sorry about Fred. He’s a little exuberant at times.”

			“No problem. He’s a sweetheart. I didn’t know you had a dog.”

			“He’s a rescue. Three years now.”

			They both stared for another awkward moment. The elevator doors started to close again, but this time, when Quinn pushed them back open, a buzzer sounded. Yet Quinn stayed in the elevator, staring at Kirby while Fred pulled on the leash, his short, stubby legs sliding on the terrazzo floor as they looked for purchase. Kirby squelched the urge to comfort Quinn. That wasn’t something acquaintances did.

			Marilyn cleared her throat. Shit. Kirby had completely forgotten she was standing there.

			“Sorry, where are my manners? Marilyn, this is Quinn. We knew each other in the military eons ago. Quinn, this is my…uh, friend, Marilyn.” Could she make this any worse? She didn’t think so.

			Quinn was silent for another awkward pause but finally said, “Sorry, nice to meet you, Marilyn. Let me get out of your way.” She paused again as she walked past them, seemingly conflicted about what to say. “Have a nice night.” And then she was gone.

			“Shall we?” Marilyn asked with less enthusiasm than before.

			Thick guilt coated Kirby’s throat. She tried to smile and grabbed Marilyn’s hand as she pressed the call button for the elevator. Quinn’s had departed as soon as she’d finally stepped out. “Yes.”

			The elevator ride upstairs was terrible and lasted for an eternity. Kirby had nervous sweat pooling under her arms and dripping down her back. She continued to hold Marilyn’s hand, but there was nothing comfortable about the silence. As they approached the amenity floor, Kirby prayed that another person would get on the elevator and break the tension. No such luck.

			Kirby’s bourbon buzz had evaporated at the look of pain on Quinn’s face. So had her desire for Marilyn, and she felt…empty. She couldn’t decide how to handle this when they got to her condo. Should she try to get back in the mood?

			She was disgusted with herself at the thought. After seeing Quinn, she couldn’t fool herself. She didn’t actually want to sleep with Marilyn tonight. Or any night, for that matter. She enjoyed spending time with her and had enjoyed the physical aspect of their relationship in the past, but it was now painfully clear that she was trying to run from her problems and hide in Marilyn’s arms. She wasn’t so much of a cad that she could sleep with Marilyn while pretending Marilyn was someone else. Kirby was sad at needing to end their situation-ship, but it came with a little relief too. But that also meant she had to admit she still wanted Quinn rather than a quick lay, and that was a lot harder to accept.

			Kirby sighed when they finally arrived at her door. Her fingers were still intertwined with Marilyn’s, so she released her hand to pull out her keys. Not that she was surprised, but the uneasiness between them did not evaporate when they went inside.

			“So,” Kirby began, though she had no idea where to start. Deciding to buy herself some time, she asked, “Do you want something to drink?”

			“Sure, that would be nice.” Marilyn looked uncertain in a way that pulled at Kirby’s heartstrings. She hated the self-doubt in Marilyn’s eyes, and it was undoubtedly going to get worse before it got better.

			Kirby walked to the kitchen and pulled out wineglasses. From the other room she heard, “So you and that woman from the elevator. Quinn, right? You knew each other years ago?”

			“Yeah. A different life.”

			“I don’t know how to ask this, but—” She paused as if carefully selecting her words. “Is there…something going on with you two now?”

			“Definitely not.” Kirby walked back into the room and handed her a glass of the cab.

			“But you want there to be.”

			“No,” Kirby said. Probably too quickly, but she didn’t want there to be anything, did she? The chemistry was clearly as strong as ever, and she was enjoying the casual time they’d spent together, but she did not want to rekindle anything. It had been too painful the first time around. She couldn’t risk her heart the same way again. Maybe she was still attracted to her, but she didn’t want anything with her. “No,” she said again softly.

			“But she wants there to be?” It was a question this time.

			“No.” But she didn’t actually think that was true. “I don’t know.” She sighed.

			“She looked gutted when she saw us together, and you looked…I don’t know, guilty? Like you were doing something wrong. Which as far as I know, we aren’t.”

			“We weren’t. We aren’t. It’s…complicated. Quinn and I have a bit of history.”

			Marilyn grabbed her hand. Not in a romantic way, rather as a supportive friend. “Anyone with eyes can see and feel that there’s something between you,” she said gently. “Do you want to talk about it? I know you said you don’t want to be with her, but maybe you’re conflicted.”

			“I…” Kirby trailed off and looked into her glass of red wine. The color depth should have been gorgeous but looked like blood in the current light. Or perhaps it was her current mood. Did she want to talk about it? She’d spent so much time repressing everything with Quinn, but that clearly wasn’t helping her move past anything.

			When Kirby looked back up, Marilyn was watching with kindness and compassion, and before Kirby even knew what she was doing, she started to talk about the past. “We met shortly after I joined the Army in 2008. It was crazy intense between us from the moment we met. We had this powerful chemistry that I’d never felt before and haven’t felt since, but it was a complicated time. Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell was still in force, so we had to hide everything from the outside world, except for a few select people.”

			“I cannot begin to imagine. I am so sorry, Kirby.”

			“The funny thing is, we had a perfect first year and a half, even in hiding. We traveled together on long weekends, I basically moved into her house off base, she even met my family. My parents loved her. When we weren’t on duty, we were inseparable. I never believed in true love, but I knew she was the one almost from the moment we met. But she showed me what shit true love actually is a few months later.” The bitter taste in the back of Kirby’s mouth made it difficult to talk. She took a gulp of wine trying to cover it. Despite that lingering bitter taste, she felt a…longing for the days when life and love had been less complicated. She did not appreciate that subconscious longing. Not one bit.

			“What happened?”

			“A year and a half after we got together, I got stationed in Maryland, and she was sent to Bahrain.”

			“As in, the Middle East?”

			“That’s the one.”

			Marilyn winced. “Oh wow, that must have put a strain on your relationship.”

			Kirby laughed scornfully. “It was hard, but we were doing okay until someone overheard one of our Skype conversations. They started some rumors about Quinn being a lesbian, which was still illegal under military law.”

			Marilyn scowled and asked, “What did she do?”

			“Broke things off. Over the phone. Painfully. And I never saw her again. That is until Pride, when I literally fell into her arms.”

			“When you were coming back with beers for all of us,” Marilyn said, realization dawning on her face. “I knew you looked like you’d just seen a ghost. Why didn’t you tell me what happened? Why the complete blackout?”

			Sheepish at being called out, Kirby said, “Yeah, it’s been a weird couple of months. I am very sorry for going radio silent. Quinn’s rather infiltrated my life since in a random sequence of the Fates hating me. I ran into her at my wine bar, at the grocery store, my lunchtime food hall, on my runs, and a few weeks ago, I found out she lives in this building.”

			“That’s almost unbelievable.”

			“You’re telling me. I’ve been off-kilter for weeks.” The number of random run-ins they’d had seemed implausible, and yet they kept happening. Kirby shook her head in disbelief and frustration.

			“Do you think she researched you and was stalking you?”

			“At first, I did, but I don’t anymore. She acted as horrified to find out we live in the same building as I felt. She seems to have a lot of guilt over everything. Kind of the way I have a lot of anger. I think she said something along the lines of ‘seeing you everywhere reminds me of the worst mistake I ever made, how callous and cruel I could be, and I don’t want to be faced with that every day.’ I think she was telling the truth.” As irritating as seeing Quinn regularly was, she understood her.

			“Wow.”

			“Yeah, and in her defense, she and I were in very different places as far as what the military meant to us. For me, it was a short detour to ride out the economic crisis and get my MBA on Uncle Sam. For Quinn, it was her career, her life. And it was more important to her than we were.”

			“Do you really believe that?” Marilyn asked lips pursed and brow furrowed.

			“I didn’t always. But after the way she broke things off, the military clearly was more important.”

			“At least on that day. That moment in time.”

			“What?” Kirby had never framed their breakup as a singular point in time. That decision had been made in one moment, but the impact continued for the last nine years. Every day in between that Quinn hadn’t reached out had affirmed that she’d chosen the Navy over Kirby, whose life’s course had been completely altered that day. It couldn’t just be one moment on one day.

			But was that entirely true? Quinn had looked so earnest when she’d said that breaking up with Kirby was the biggest mistake she’d ever made. Did she really mean that? Then, with a rare hint of tears in her eyes, she’d said Kirby was the only person who’d ever known her. How could Quinn say something like that, feel that way, and have also chosen the Navy over her every day for nearly a decade? It didn’t quite add up, and it terrified her. “Maybe the military was more important to her that day, but it doesn’t mean you never were more important.”

			Kirby’s head was spinning like an out of control merry-go-round that she couldn’t hop off of. Marilyn had a point. After Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell had been repealed, it was no longer Quinn choosing the Navy over her, but she still hadn’t chosen Kirby either. “But why didn’t she ever reach out after Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell was repealed? Could she be as remorseful as she seems? Could I have been as important to her as I used to believe?” Kirby knew the answer to the last question even as she asked it. She had no doubt Quinn had loved her, but still, even after all of these years, she hadn’t come to terms with how Quinn could have loved her and torn her apart at the same time.

			Marilyn smiled softly. “Maybe you should be asking Quinn these questions.”

			Kirby knew Marilyn didn’t have the answer to any of these questions but hadn’t fully realized she was vocalizing them until Marilyn had spoken. Marilyn, who was a better friend than she probably deserved. “I am sorry, you know. I’m sorry for dumping on you tonight. I’m sorry for bait and switching you. I’m sorry for not being available for anything more than fun. Clearly, I still carry around more baggage than could fit in a C-17 cargo plane from my two years with Quinn, but I didn’t realize until now how unfair I’ve been, Marilyn. You are an incredible woman and human.” Kirby hoped that, even though she’d tried to ruin their friendship, they’d be able to find a way back to it.

			“Kirby, you know I would have been open to more if you had wanted, and a little piece of me always hoped you would come around, but I’ve been fine with our relationship as it is, our situation-ship, as you like to call it. I knew what I was getting when we started fooling around. You have nothing to be sorry for.” Kirby could feel Marilyn’s eyes on her until she looked up. “I truly mean that.”

			“Thank you.” Kirby squeezed her hand.

			“Well, that might not be completely true.” She looked at Kirby as if she was staring into her soul until she squirmed. “What you should be sorry for is that we actually used to be friends. Pretty good friends, I thought, but when we started sleeping together, you pulled way back, so we only hung out as a group or if we were going to hook up. That wasn’t cool. We went from friends to friends with benefits to me being a booty call, sans the friends piece. I suspect that this is the end of our situation-ship period, but I truly hope we can go back to being actual friends again.”

			“You’re right. I’m an idiot, and I’ve spent a lot of years running away from any type of ‘romance’ because I don’t believe in love anymore. I am sorry, and I promise to try to be a better friend to you.” Regret lay heavily across Kirby, pressing her into the couch. As if she sensed it, Marilyn pulled her into a hug, and Kirby relaxed into the embrace, feeling some of the pressure release. “You are one of the kindest, sexiest, most amazing women I know. I wish we were meant to be, but there is someone out there who is way more emotionally available for you. She is probably sexier and less of a workaholic than I am too.”

			Marilyn tossed her head back and laughed. “I know, darling. Doubtful on the sexier, but I agree with the emotionally available portion. The real question is what are you going to do about your sexy downstairs neighbor?”

			“I have no clue.” Kirby gnawed on the inside of her cheek as she considered. “My mom told me to embrace that she has been forcefully rammed back into my life so I can get closure. We’ve taken a couple of not-altogether-unpleasant runs in the morning. We came up with some Acquaintance Rules where we promise to be civil to one another, not loiter in the lobby or the mailroom.”

			“You came up with actual rules? Did you sign them in blood?”

			Kirby chuckled. “No signatures in blood, but rules help me feel like I’m in control. I know this about myself. I embrace it.”

			“Self-awareness is crucial.”

			Kirby pressed her lips together tightly and bit down until she felt a twinge of pain. “So what am I going to do with her? We still have this chemistry. I had hoped it would fade with time, but it hasn’t. It’s like my body hums when she’s around.” She trailed off as she thought about how drawn she was to Quinn despite the pain they shared. Then it occurred to her that, although Marilyn was being amazing, maybe she was not the person to talk to. “Sorry, is it too soon for us to talk about this?”

			“Kirby, seriously, it’s fine. Do you really think you’re the only person I have this arrangement with?”

			“Wait, what? You have other situation-ships?” Kirby was embarrassed by the prickle of jealousy that flared in her and suppressed it. She certainly had no right to feel jealous.

			“Um…yes.” Marilyn dipped her chin. “I’ve always known we weren’t serious.”

			“Wow.”

			“I’m sorry. Does that offend you? I didn’t think it was a big deal. You were always very clear that we weren’t and never would be a ‘thing.’” She made air quotes.

			Kirby was reeling with this new information. She’d always thought, at least a little bit, that Marilyn was pining away over her. “I’m being stupid. I’ve been fighting my guilty conscience over our situation-ship because I thought you wanted more. I can’t tell you what a relief it is to hear that is not the case.” Near-hysterical laughter bubbled up within her at that, and before she knew it, she had tears rolling down her cheeks. But they were not of the fun variety. She wasn’t entirely sure if she was crying over the mess of things she’d made with Marilyn, over the loss from nine years ago, or over not knowing what to do now, but they just kept coming.

			Marilyn pulled Kirby into her arms again. “Just let it out.” Kirby had no idea how long she cried for, but Marilyn’s arms were solid, and the hand on her back was soothing. For the first time in a long time, Kirby felt safe just letting go.

			When she finally got herself under control, she pulled back and looked at Marilyn through teary eyes. “I’m a fucking mess.” She grabbed a tissue from her side table to wipe her nose and hoped she hadn’t snotted on Marilyn. Because wouldn’t that be a great nightcap?

			“You’re not. You’re just trying to get past a decade-old broken heart. A heart that you told yourself was healed, but you’re now figuring out isn’t. And to make matters worse, the subject of your pain has popped back into your life. You need to cut yourself a little slack.”

			Kirby hiccupped and lay her head on Marilyn’s shoulder. “What am I going to do?”

			“I don’t know. I’m your friend, and I can be here for you, but at the end of the day, you have to decide what to do in your heart and your head. Decide what you can live with.”

			“Right now, I think the only thing I can do is play it by ear. I don’t know if I can ever trust her. What if she breaks my heart again? I don’t think I could come back from it.” Kirby closed her eyes and took a long inhale. When they had broken up the first time, she had been shattered. She went through the work, eat, sleep, and repeat motions of life, but it was years before she had her head on straight again. Years before she could actually envision a future for herself. She was too old and didn’t have years to waste on that level of pain, which could so easily be avoided this time around.

			Marilyn leaned in until they made eye contact. “Yes, but what if she doesn’t? Would it be worth the risk to find that happiness again?”

			Kirby shrugged, not ready to think about that yet. If ever.

			“I know you feel like you’re in an impossible position, but I think that’s what you need to figure out, and you’re the only one who can decide.”

			They finished their wine and chatted about inane things that Kirby couldn’t remember later. During that time, Kirby’s mind was on Marilyn’s words, playing over and over in her head. But what if she doesn’t?

			After Marilyn left, Kirby stared into her empty glass and was transported to the wonderful days that she’d spent with Quinn: the long weekend at the winery, all of the perfect Sundays under the covers, the early morning runs before the rest of the world woke up. They’d clicked in a way that she’d never dreamed possible, and she felt the ache of the loss deep in her soul. And yet, she’d also never been hurt the way Quinn had hurt her. How could she possibly open herself up to the misery, even if it meant that she could find that happiness again?

			Kirby stood and placed their glasses in the sink, too exhausted to wash them. On autopilot, she trudged through brushing her teeth and putting on her pajamas. When she lay down that night, she’d hoped for sleep to swiftly take her out of her own cyclical thoughts. But Quinn still plagued her dreams. She was haunted by both the devastation on Quinn’s face in the lobby and glimpses of what the future could look like if only she could find it within herself to forgive Quinn and try again.

			





Chapter Eleven

			When Quinn opened her eyes, Fred was standing over her licking her face. It was a rather rude way to wake up, not to mention a bit gross, but her alarm was going to go off in ten minutes anyway. Which made it four fifty in the morning.

			“Geez, buddy. You’re kind of a dick this morning, aren’t you? As if yesterday wasn’t bad enough, you have to wake me before the damn alarm even goes off?”

			Fred cocked his homely but adorable little head and licked her from her chin to her right eye. She contemplated bopping him with the pillow and rolling over for some pity sleep but instead said, “Okay, okay. I’m getting up.”

			She rolled out of bed, and Fred did his little happy dance in a couple circles before lying back down on her pillow and taking a nap while he waited for her to get ready.

			“I wish my life was as easy as yours, my friend.”

			As she put clothes on, she thought back to the previous evening when she’d seen Kirby making out with that very hot brunette. Kirby had mentioned a girlfriend when they’d first met, but Quinn had forgotten because she’d never seen her with anyone. It had always seemed that wishing they could put the past behind them was a childish dream, but seeing the proof in black and white had been almost more than she could bear.

			She understood that she didn’t deserve Kirby. She’d ruined that chance when she’d chosen to be pessimistic about life, her career, and the end of Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell and had thrown away the most important person she’d ever had in her life. Because she had been stupidly afraid. And just plain stupid. And entirely cowardly. She was like the lion in the Wizard of Oz, but unfortunately, she hadn’t realized she had courage until it was too late. A few short months after they’d broken up, the winds of change had begun to blow in earnest, and less than a year after that, Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell had formally ended.

			But by then, it was too late.

			If only she had actually listened to Kirby, who’d tried to tell her that Obama was close to making it happen, but it had already been two years at that point, and no serious progress had been made. She could see the debate going on for another nine years, by which time she would be retiring. Or not, if she’d already been dishonorably discharged due to homosexual conduct.

			Her cowardice had led to another very successful nine years in the Navy. Years in which she hoped she’d been a positive influence on her colleagues in general about how “the gays” were normal people, no different from anyone else. Years in which she hoped she’d helped some young sailors struggling with their sexuality
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