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To my wife 
I still remember our second date.
Your eyes lit up when I told you I write as a hobby.



1
Achampagne bottle popped and not a soul was celebrating.
Ramona St. Germaine traced a thumb along the bottle’s label, reading its text over and over again. It taunted:
CHEERS TO A BUBBLY FUTURE,
HOLLY & RAMONA, NEWLYWEDS
She and Holly had debated that choice of ampersand at 2 a.m., when Ramona designed their wedding graphics four months ago. They settled on this one that, now in the nippy evening air, looked a little plain, its weight too heavy. In the comfortable haze of Holly bent over her shoulder, waving a pen at the computer screen like a conductor, Ramona would have agreed to export it in Papyrus or Comic Sans, even. Minute details didn’t matter when they had friendship—a plan, a future.
She’d been excited to marry her best friend—literally.
Ramona slouched on the back steps of the wedding venue—the garden-trimmed backyard of a Brooklyn pizza shop. The ivy-lined space had tightly accommodated their forty-some-odd guests, its rectangular perimeter locked between a pet grooming business and an empty realty office. Catering and outdoor seating provided. The weather cooperated, the restaurant staff promised to honor all dietary restrictions, and Ramona dressed impeccably.
Now, Ramona harbored some traditional fantasies. Leading up to the wedding, her vision board dictated the princess look. A white gown and all the fixings.
However, Holly Nelson, with her persuasive, opinionated disposition, wanted to buck the norms. ‘It’s all about suits. Fuck gender on our big day!’ As a consolation, Ramona spent an outlandish amount of time getting her hair set in loose waves down her shoulders. The dress shoes trapped her toes in such an unnatural angle that podiatry ads were bound to plague her phone.
Ramona, admittedly, looked sharp. She swigged straight from the champagne bottle, leaving a light lipstick print.
How did she miss the signs? Had she been too consumed by wedding plans and their moving parts to spot fake smiles or a flicker of doubt in Holly’s eyes?
She leaned her back against the doorframe on the side of the restaurant, stretching her long legs on the dingy cement patio. It was a smoke break area, judging by the cigarette butts decorating an empty flowerpot. Now and then, someone from the kitchen would step outside, realize who she was, and backtrack in pity. Yes, let the jilted woman hide in the shadows of what was supposed to be the happiest day of her life.
“Ah, there you are.”
Recognizing the intruder’s voice, Ramona took another mouthful of bubbly, gritting her teeth. She didn’t meet her sister’s eyes for longer than three seconds. Or else she’d devolve into a blubbering wreck.
Lydia St. Germaine gathered her dress enough to hunch down in a halfway-ladylike fashion. Not that it mattered. They’d seen way worse of each other. Though today may have taken the cake—pun unintended.
“Most of your guests left,” her younger sister mumbled to her own hands hanging between her legs. Her long nails were painted black. How fitting. “I helped people find their gifts. To...to um, take home.”
Another stab to Ramona’s pride. Humili-fucking-ating. On cue, the wedding-esque easy-listening track switched to the pizza place’s usual selection of 80s hits. If she could give the universe a tip, it’d be that playing ‘Total Eclipse of the Heart’ was a wee bit rude.
Lydia crooned along to the song, caught up in the moment, before abruptly clamping her mouth shut. Ramona passed her the bottle; Lydia took a swig, coughed, and wiped her chin before handing it back. Jesus, Ramona couldn’t recall a time her confident sister seemed so awkward.
“Auntie Colette told me to tell you she wants her money back for the crowdfund,” Lydia said. “I explained refunds are direct deposit, so she made me download a bank app on her Stone Age phone.”
Fighting the jitters wracking her face, Ramona closed her eyes and bonked the back of her head on the brick wall. “We met our honeymoon goal and everything.”
Reimbursing $3,500 worth of donations after a failed wedding would be its own personal hell. What heinous crime in a past life constituted this?
“She left already.” Needlessly, Lydia clarified. “Holly, I mean. She’s gone.”
Ramona and Holly lived together. Confronting each other was another personal hell awaiting her, when Holly could answer for tonight. What reasons would validate trust-breaking?
Overhead lights hit the bottle just right, shining a pretty green hue onto Ramona’s ringless fingers. She wiggled them, knowing her perpetually screen-bound job dulled her naturally tan skin. Ten days of Caribbean sun would have corrected that in record time.
“Did she say anything?” Ramona heard herself ask. Nothing felt real.
“To me? Of course not.” Lydia and Holly had butted heads from the day they’d met around fifteen years ago. “She sobbed. Like ugly, boohoo sobbed. Didn’t know she had tear ducts.”
Instinctually, Ramona formed a rebuttal in Holly’s defense. Her muscles tensed in anticipation. Instead, she slumped more. Holly told Ramona, a venue full of family, friends, and an uncomfortable officiant that she couldn’t do this. She couldn’t marry Ramona. Holly had mumbled a “sorry” as she shuffled away, her tall stature bending in an avoid-all-eyes posture.
Ramona’s confused smile hadn’t gotten a chance to collapse before Holly fled. While the basis of this union hinged on companionship rather than being in love, her heart still stopped, knees nearly buckling. Her eyelashes, thick with a wedding-level of mascara, fluttered and fluttered until Lydia, her maid-of-honor, shook her elbow. A signal to run off, too.
“Mona. Here.”
Ramona startled, finally meeting large, deep brown eyes that mirrored her own. Lydia nudged a flat, silver-wrapped gift against Ramona’s hand.
Her chin wobbled, threatening a sob. “I can’t take that.”
Lydia didn’t bother tying the knot. She and her live-in girlfriend had been going strong for eight years and, in contrast to Ramona, disregarded marriage altogether. “You’ll appreciate my present. Trust me.”
Ramona couldn’t be further from a present-opening mood. Yet, as the seconds stretched and she blinked away tears, it felt counterproductive to leave Lydia hanging.
“I didn’t spend much on it, if that helps.”
“It does.” The parcel reflected the fairy lights more fancifully than the champagne she pushed to the side. Ramona admired the wrapping skill, turning it back and forth. She’d taught Lydia how to wrap like a professional and it seemed like the pupil had surpassed the teacher. She ran her slender fingers through a seam and marred the perfection in a satisfying rip.
Lydia shuffled closer, pressing their shoulders together. Full baby sister mode. “What are you gonna do with that nice ass suit? I doubt you can return it.”
Ramona stopped halfway through revealing something in a frame to survey herself. The sleek black slacks, the intricate detail. She huffed. “Maybe I’ll cosplay as Tuxedo Mask in this.”
“Sailor Moon’s true love? You kid, but I think you’re onto something.”
The ability to smile returned. Ramona’s eyes still leaked, but she could smile. Fully unwrapped, she held a medium-sized picture frame from the back. She flipped it and all the air left her lungs. This...
“Do you remember it?” Anyone could hear the lilt of an undeniably smug Lydia. Her highlighted curls were pulled in a regal updo, giving her a rightful haughtiness. “I stole it out of your old diary.”
“Why were you snooping through my old diaries?” Their mother hadn’t disposed of those yet. Not by any sense of sentimentality, but boomers tended to hoard the most irrelevant junk.
“You kept a lot of diaries, and I read them all. I’d nestle under my covers with a flashlight. Think of those as my news subscriptions from ages seven to fifteen.” Lydia stroked her chin, as blasé as can be. “Your bra shopping chronicles were most riveting.”
Within an ornately distressed bronze frame lay something Ramona hadn’t thought about in decades: her Perfect Wife Must-Haves. The list filled two light purple-lined pages, with the perforated edges still intact. From the date, she realized she’d written it during the tumultuous age of fourteen. Damn, this was vintage gay.
“That’s why I looked so bored when you came out to me a year after this,” Lydia murmured, the uncharacteristic softness reserved for only her favorite people. “I never forgot this list. When you sent out the wedding invitations, I suffered through visiting Ma so I could dig through all her old boxes.”
Ramona’s sloped, squat handwriting revealed the inner workings of a teen lesbian. It didn’t contain the expected signs of immaturity, like needing a three-story mansion in the Hollywood Hills. No, within the confines of a diary with an unreliable lock, she’d revealed impressive emotional intelligence.
1. Her love has to be real.
2. Not a liar. Liars are the worst (example: Charlene).
Lydia extended an acrylic nail to the addendum, tapping glass. “Sounds familiar. Who was Charlene?”
“Hmm, a girl in my honors biology class. She used to kick the back of my seat and accuse me of stealing things from her just because her parents bought her a luxury bag every week. And you know what?” Ramona raised an eyebrow at her sister, a smirk bending her features. “Once, a five-dollar bill fell from her bag. I kept it as a retribution fee. I bought Pokémon cards. Pulled a holo.”
“Damn. You’re a nerd.”
3. We’ll call each other hot when we’re super old and wrinkly.
4. Can’t take herself too seriously.
5. I expect to make a lot of money in the future, so I need her to have her own things going on.
6. Has to be sexy.
7. Cute laugh.
8. Similar sense of humor as mine. Doesn’t think it’s weird.
9. Spontaneous dates are a must. They don’t even have to cost a lot. I’d like if some did, though.
10. Tells me when I’m wrong even if it pisses us both off.
11. I can be a pushover so I can’t marry a bully.
12. Doesn’t judge my interests.
13. We can talk forever and still not know enough.
14. Won’t abandon me.
By the time Ramona lowered the gift to her lap, her cheeks were streaked with tears. She wrestled Lydia into a vice-like hug. Grown Ramona had let down starry-eyed fourteen-year-old Ramona.
Lydia smelled of eucalyptus oil and that swallow of champagne. “You’re a hopeless romantic, Mona. You know that, right?”
When Ramona heard people approaching, she could thank the stars. She needed another distraction.
Flo and Dominic looked nothing alike, aside from sharing human qualities. Dominic’s floppy hair fell over his freckled face, and his imperfect teeth added charm to his uncertain smile. In contrast, Flo had deeply rich skin, a close fade, and Invisalign-straightened teeth. One tall and the other under five feet. Ramona’s eyes fell on their combined hands, fingers interlocked by habit. The pair might have been opposites visually, but their partnership spoke for itself.
“We came through for ya,” Dominic announced, his timbre squeaky and out-of-tune like a violin going through puberty. He’d brought his photography gear for the night, but that wouldn’t be used now. “Family and acquaintances gone. It took a lot to convince your mom and Armando to stop asking how much the ceremony cost.”
In contrast, Flo’s voice rumbled like the storm that flopped within Ramona’s stomach. “The restaurant suggests donating most of the food. Plenty is left for us.”
Dominic bobbed his eyebrows. “You still have the rest of the night booked.”
“Not that we wouldn’t understand you wanting to go home and wallow.”
Ramona stared at the tips of her painful shoes. “I had penciled in wallowing. Between restless naps and eating whatever will make me feel human.”
“Pizza can make you feel human.” Dominic glanced toward the open kitchen window, where the scent of cheese and homemade tomato sauce wafted almost unbearably.
“Dom, shh.” Flo tapped him with her elbow. “Mona, we understand completely. But, if there’s any teeny-tiny, infinitesimal chance of you staying behind for a few hours to enjoy the festivities with your best friends⁠—”
“Most of my best friends,” Ramona corrected, detesting the sharpness of her retort. At that, Lydia clung to her tighter.
Flo and Dominic winced in unison like a meme.
Dominic looked crestfallen but on behalf of his stomach. “Can we still eat, or…”
“Yes.” Ramona gave her best impression of a smile. Her friends ushered out her family who probably had a million and one questions. They deserved delicious freaking food.
Lydia perked up. “You’re here anyway, Mona. Why not partake?”
“Because I’m sad.”
“Sad people gotta eat, too.”
Longingly, Ramona’s gaze fell on Flo and Dominic’s hands that hadn’t budged. “I guess.”
Dominic cranked his free arm for a rendition of the robot. “Sad people can dance, too.”
He was pushing it but had a point. These people were a part of her inner circle for a reason. She gripped at the frame, wanting to study it again despite already memorizing the list. “Define ‘can dance,’ Dom.”
“I meant in practice. I didn’t say they had rhythm.”
“The reception DJ y’all hired won’t play any of our requests until you come back out,” Flo revealed, rubbing at the clean lines of her haircut. “She’s staging a one-woman sit-in. Maybe it’s in her contract or something, I don’t know.”
Lydia laughed. “The teenage wedding DJ is pitying my sister? Dear lord.”
Many newly-single-against-their-will types would find Lydia’s joke disrespectful. Not Ramona St. Germaine. She couldn’t make herself laugh, but a huge smile graced her face. She’d written Number 8 in her diary two decades ago with good reason. “I’ll go. They’re vibrating; they want to dance so badly.”
Flo bounced in place. “I gotta dance these bad feels away. Today was the worst.”
Ramona’s stomach lurched as she stood and hoisted her sister to her feet. “One for the books.”
“We’re sorry, by the way. For today. We thought Holly⁠—”
“Have you spoken to her?”
Flo’s bleached eyebrows creased into a cartoonishly sad formation. “Texted. She’s alive and distraught.”
“Good,” Lydia quipped, full of venom. “She could have chosen any time between the engagement and standing in front of my sister on their wedding day to speak up.”
Everyone murmured unintelligible noises. Those sounds made more sense than anything in English. They headed two-by-two back to the remaining reception with the energy of a funeral procession.
Lydia’s black nails grazed Ramona’s side, beneath her jacket. “If at any second you want to get the fuck out of here, say the word.”
The word could be spoken now. Ramona merely nodded. Strands of her once-perfect hairstyle whipped around her face in the chilly breeze.
Maybe her concept of love peaked at fourteen.

RAMONA DIDN’T DANCE that night. She watched everyone else, nursing water to counterbalance her meal of champagne earlier. The waitstaff had carted off the excess food, delivering it to a shelter. Ramona granted permission to give away a cake she didn’t even care to see. At least something noble would come from this debacle. The universe could find someone else to pick on.
The remaining reception party worked for her. Consisting of close friends, her sister, and her sister’s girlfriend, Vivian Moore. An intimate gathering in the worst of times.
The cold crust of the single slice Ramona could stomach sat on her dish. With the two dots of sauce, it resembled a crispy, bloody smile. She stretched her mouth to imitate it.
“New friend?” Lydia gestured to the pizza face with a wedding program. Another pointless use of Ramona’s skills.
“Papa didn’t show,” Ramona surprised herself saying.
Lydia was caught off guard, too. All swishy fabric and resignation, she plopped onto the closest chair. Its metal frame whined at the hard impact. “He’ll feel vindicated. Sucks for you.”
Neither parent supported this type of marriage, made abundantly clear once Ramona sent out the engagement texts. They may have divorced years ago, but those moments confirmed their common traits. Five minutes apart, they’d messaged:
MA – 2:11 PM
 
? 
PAPA – 2:16 PM
 
? 
Their mother and her second husband attended with the enthusiasm of a visit to the post office. They kissed her and Holly’s cheeks and wished them blessings upon arrival. Then, they proceeded to do lemon-sucking faces, front row.
Ramona had been so damn ready to prove them wrong.
And then...
“I want what they have.”
Following Ramona’s wistful gaze, Lydia eyed Flo and Dominic. Despite the raincloud over the St. Germaine sisters, the couple on the dance floor was getting down like someone was sponsoring them. Friends and some waitstaff surrounded them in a circle, encouraging every thrust. Flo worked her hips flawlessly, sandwiched between Dominic and their friend Daphne while a 90s hits mashup boomed through the sound system.
The DJ, in allegiance to Ramona, saluted all military-like whenever their eyes met across the way. Then, she’d continue jamming at her laptop like Beethoven would if he were born in a different era and wore gauges.
If Lydia contorted her face any further at the dance floor antics, it’d be inside out. “What they’re going to have is a baby if he slams his crotch into her any harder.”
Ramona sighed; the reality of what else she’d miss out on knocked into her like a cement block. “Holly and I chose sperm donors, Lydia. We had a final three.”
“Didn’t you tell me Holly’s favorite choice put ‘podcasting’ under his interests?”
“Yeah. Poli sci grad, podcaster.”
“Thank you for not defiling our gene pool,” Lydia stated as if she’d been holding onto that tidbit for a rainy day. “There should be a law against men getting to hear themselves talk. A mic ban, if you will.”
Ramona wrung a cloth napkin on the table. “The child would only be half-podcaster.”
“I oughta buy that guy’s entire semen supply and send it flaming down a river.”
“That’s a biohazard. What if the vials fall over and he gets the fish pregnant?”
They snorted at their ridiculousness. Lydia plucked the napkin away to clutch Ramona’s hand. Her guests’ reception theatrics added a nice contrast. These people could have a good time no matter what. Their happiness provided a sense of peace. If they’d resorted to sitting around, moping, Ramona wouldn’t ever forgive herself for even considering Holly.
Lydia sipped from her cup. “Remember when Holly first broke up with you?”
Right. This was not the first time her best friend had broken her heart. They’d dated in college. Ramona shut her eyes, feeling a twitch coming on. “Yeah, I remember.”
“Happened right before summer break, so I had to endure repeat cycles of Fleetwood Mac and Mary J. Blige blasting from your room.”
“They’re iconic bards of heartbreak.”
In college, Holly Nelson was one of those people whose confidence was almost intimidating. With heavy eye makeup, loud defenses of her beliefs, and pink hair so damaged from dye, she was a striking presence. God almighty, Ramona fell hard for her back then.
Ramona couldn’t hide a crush. She pined and she prodded until Holly caved and they commenced to have a whirlwind of mindfuck-y romance only art students could achieve. They kissed, they argued, they stayed up all night sketching, they dreamt, they cried, they argued, they fucked, they argued more. Then, after undergoing that sequence too many times, Holly called it quits.
“Viv finally spoke to the DJ.” Lydia shook her head, smiling. Indeed, her lanky, habitually timid partner crept close enough to the DJ’s booth to make a casual-and-not-at-all-agonized-over observation about her software. Vivian had been lingering on the periphery for over ten minutes, head bobbing to the excellent setlist and transitions. A glance at her anxiously bouncing Retro Jordans (that matched the semi-formal outfit) revealed her general nature. The woman was a deer in human form. “She used to make playlists and laptop-DJ when she was like, twenty-two. At family functions and all that. I bet she’s reminiscing about the good ol’ days like someone’s grandma.”
Ramona grinned. Lydia and Vivian complemented each other well, too. “You love her so much.”
“Barf. I do.”
I do. Her grin faded.
Back to reality. Jilted at the altar. Proving her parents right. Destined to return registry deliveries and honeymoon money. The waste of hours browsing every online sperm bank. Maybe even a waste of getting a big batch of her eggs frozen four years prior.
Ramona smooshed a crunchy tissue to her jittery eyes before the tears seeped out. Through Kleenex and sadness, she re-focused on Flo and Dominic, who’d rearranged their sandwich formation to tag team grind on Daphne. “How come they work while Holly and I crashed and burned?”
Since they grew up together, Ramona knew Lydia already had an answer. For Ramona’s sake, she was obviously arranging her words into something palatable. “Holly and you were doomed.”
Ramona’s back went taut, ramrod straight. Lydia should have contemplated a little longer. “How could you say that? She’s my best friend.”
After the college breakup, in true gay fashion, Holly and Ramona kept hanging out. Those squishy feelings from before matured into something different. Into a respect, a deep friendship that some people resented. Some people being Lydia.
Ramona and Holly moved on with their lives. They dated other people. Holly accepted her pansexuality. Ramona had her heart ripped out of her chest by exes. Holly got a degree in a non-artistic field. Ramona found her career niche in the design and video world. Eventually, they moved in together, making a home of Ramona’s Park Slope apartment rental. The sex and romance didn’t come back, but everything that mattered did with an intensity that elevated the concept of ‘friendship.’ Friendship with a capital F.
A little more than a year prior, she and Holly spent Ramona’s thirty-third birthday weekend together in Las Vegas. The first night there, Ramona confessed she was tired.
Holly understood her more than any other, barring Lydia, needing no clarification. She’d been jaded by unsuccessful relationships herself. And, as present-day Ramona should have seen as an omen, Holly had been the burner many more times than the burned.
Being in Vegas, they almost, almost got hitched. Ramona was antsy to do so because Holly was her fucking person, right? What better, more practical way to move forward in life was there than committing to one’s better half? No cheating, no discomfort, no wild discoveries.
Holly had a steadier head on her shoulders, though. They needed to set ground rules. These big decisions were discussed with the only experts in this field they knew: Flo and Dominic.
Contrary to the humping and handholding, Flo and Dominic maintained an enviably successful platonic marriage. It’d been platonic by design and Ramona found that beautiful. Every single married couple in her family had been divorced or separated; Ramona had looked it up on their online ancestry tree. As far back as their generations could be searched, nobody’s first (sometimes second) marriage lasted on either side of the family. Her great-aunt deemed it a curse, because what the fuck?
Well, Lydia nipped that in the bud. No desire to marry, no disappointment. She swung her crossed leg, unlike someone who’d confiscated Ramona’s engagement ring and wedding band. No wonder she pursued a career in public relations.
Then there was Ramona. Her gift sat snugly in her backpack, a testament of someone who wanted to break the curse. To game the whole marriage thing so the curse had no idea what to make of their union.
“Mona,” her sister whispered, squeezing Ramona’s hand that’d unconsciously clenched into a fist. “You’re not Flo and you’re not Dominic. You, my basic weirdo, require romance. Not a platonic marriage with Holly.”
“But, romantic and sexual love fades.” In a relationship founded on only romantic love, everything else deteriorated. Ramona could still feel the rub of the couch, the lump at the back of her throat when her parents announced their divorce. She’d been eight years old. “I have an embarrassing track record in the love department, you know? I fall fast and I’m left in the dust every time. This was my way of making my own family, a secure life.”
“Life’s not about security. Clearly.” Lydia waved around herself, at the canceled ceremony venue and the current soundtrack of electropop. “You went against your mushy, heart-first instincts and life shut that shit down.”
The curse lived on. “Holly and I have history. And honesty. And...and good finances.”
“Oh, that’s so sexy.”
Hearing that sarcasm, Ramona’s patience dwindled to its limit. Lydia and Vivian probably wouldn’t take the plunge into marriage even if they desired it deep down. Ramona rose abruptly, severing their hands. “I’m saying the word. I want to go home.”
Lydia’s mouth hung open. But she didn’t apologize. She waved over Vivian, who graciously relieved the DJ from a long-winded story of her glory days. Lady was thirty-two going on sixty. “Viv will drive you home. I’m gonna stick around to make sure everything’s tidied up. She’ll come back here and we’ll throw these decorations in the back of her truck.”
Shit, the decorations. They sometimes joked that Ramona and Lydia got their birth order wrong. “Cool. I want tonight to end.”
“Should I spend the night?” Lydia chewed at her full bottom lip, adding, “Flo told me family drove Holly to their hotel room. She’ll head to Connecticut with them tomorrow.” She rose to her feet, rubbing her arms against the cold Ramona barely felt. “Your apartment’s empty tonight. I don’t want you to be alone.”
“I’ll be fine. You’re more than welcome to call me every few hours and invade my space in the morning. I need to...”
Binge trash TV? Question her purpose in life? Watch herself cry in the mirror?
Lydia acquiesced as if Ramona hadn’t trailed off. “I may do that.”
As Vivian started the truck for some heat, Ramona’s small party of friends took turns hugging her and trying their best not to say anything too awkward. Daphne, who’d arranged the flowers, fairy lights, and table placements, called Holly a bonehead, which got the laughs she’d been fishing for.
Hot, shameful tears spilled from Ramona’s batting lashes. Because they all stood outside her passenger window, waving like they were sending her off to rejected lovers’ camp. Even the forlorn, loyal DJ wandered into the mix, jiggling hands in her oversized jean pockets.
As they rode through Brooklyn, listening to a public radio segment on ant migration (Viv’s choice), Ramona kicked off her shiny shoes with a grateful exhale. Then, she dredged up the courage to scroll through her texts. They were either unaware or depressing.
Nothing from Holly.
If their relationship was as transparent as Ramona claimed, Holly would have expressed her doubts at a pertinent time. Upfrontness was Holly’s entire brand—until now.
A new message from Lydia hummed into her hand.
LYDIA – 8:13 PM
 
Remember your list. Holly broke #14, the most important rule. 
Ramona flipped her phone face-down, the pain of abandonment sluicing through her in angry waves.

DESPITE EMBRACING her emotional nature at an early age, Ramona’s family hadn’t afforded her the freedom of overt sulking and showcasing a foul mood for the neighborhood to judge. Nope, one hard glare from either parent, and she zipped that trembling lip up and silently sobbed.
Well, it was a new day and age. That evening, after the reception of a non-wedding, she indulged in some self-pity. Once she arrived at her apartment, hip-bumping the door open, Ramona let her backpack slide off her shoulder like a melted scoop of ice cream. Shoulders slumped, she dragged her feet petulantly, kicking off her tortuous shoes.
Then, she stalled in the middle of her and Holly’s living room, eyes roving over their cushy beanbags (one Ramona’s, one Holly’s), the couch (bought with Holly), their chevron rug (discovered on a walk with Holly), and the media console below their television (again, bought with Holly), trying to figure out what the fuck happened next. Would she take a chainsaw to these items? A chaotic 50/50 split?
Their shared household appeared too normal. Like it hadn’t gotten the memo.
Life enrolled Ramona into the jilted brides’ club—she didn’t consent to that. Her design mind visualized the membership cards: a plain gray with the die cut of a lonely character not in the middle but off to the side. That’s how Ramona pictured herself: off to the side.
From her jacket pocket, her phone buzzed.
LYDIA – 8:39 PM
 
Hi sis. Love you. 
RAMONA – 8:40 PM

 

Love you too 

LYDIA – 8:40 PM
 
Holly sucks. That is all. 
Ramona dimmed her phone screen and gently tossed it onto her couch. The shift from elation to abject grief over her failed day left her too emotionally unsettled to trash talk Holly just yet.
An ex-fiancée.
What a pitiful word.
It made her flesh crawl. As did the memory flash of people she cared about seated in metal chairs, their eyes wide and hands cupping their whispers to each other’s ears. Ramona flinched at the vision of her mother’s loud sigh, her thick eyelashes batting. These memories needed to die. Or be replaced.
Skin breaking out into nasty chills, she peeled off the suit jacket and pants. And her socks. Then the black, slim-fit dress shirt, which she unbuttoned mostly before impatiently snatching the final button loose—it tap danced across the hardwood floor in flea-like arcs.
Ramona didn’t stop there, pulling anything left off in her trip to the bathroom. It’d been left in the complete disarray of someone making themselves up for an event. It comforted her, really. To not be the only mess in the apartment.
Hovering over their generically white tub-and-shower combo, she cranked the metal taps. Water rained from above in tepid streams. Ramona wrung her fingers into a knot, shivering. Rather than stand, she settled into the tub portion and made good on crying. She’d perfected the art of crying.
She rested her head upon her own sodden curls on the faux tile wall, blinking through cursedly waterproof mascara. How could she make sense of the world when her best friend let her down? The platonic agreement with Holly should’ve enhanced their connection since Ramona knew how she’d crumble under the romantic, sexual, and emotional pressures replete in her past relationships.
The ride with Vivian took no time. No traffic, construction redirects, or clueless groups of partiers got in the way. She’d wished for delays. Home meant facing the aftermath of the night.
“Sorry about everything,” Vivian had told her not too long ago, guiding her truck into park.
Something about that simple, heartfelt statement pushed Ramona to latch onto her sister’s girlfriend in a desperate hug. Ramona could have shattered when the embodiment of a wary deer hugged her in return.
Ramona’s friend group comprised of strong-minded individuals, translating to a pretty tough crowd. Lydia’s Viv, however, with her cornrows and penchant for news media, wouldn’t give Ramona a hard time. She was different, a sister figure.
Vivian wouldn’t leave Lydia stranded. For that, Ramona had quietly thanked her.
Patting herself dry, Ramona let her mind retrace her steps down the aisle, toward the officiant in a plain knee-length dress. Now that the overwhelming rush of schedules and favors and clothing was behind her, she recalled Holly appearing at the altar a few beats later than rehearsed. An easy thing to discount in the moment. Though, in hindsight, Holly didn’t meet Ramona’s eyes more than once.
Dimly, Ramona remembered beaming at Holly regardless. Seeing Holly didn’t fill her with the giddiness of a lover, and she was dreading having to tack on a chaste kiss in front of everyone, but the prospect of a deep, lifelong companionship could override that. Ramona would’ve forgone that giddiness, her natural inclination to fall head-first into the love feel. For security, to not be alone. Her heart didn’t beat for Holly, and she’d accepted that.
Who wouldn’t want to be with their friends until they’re decrepit? She’d been ready to start new chapters in life.
Then, when prompted by the officiant, Holly’s bottom lip had trembled. Perspiration dotting her lip, she’d said:
“I can’t. Sorry.”
Tasting bile but swallowing through it, Ramona flew back out to the kitchen, snatching a big trash bag from under the sink. In the billowing plastic, she threw in the Tuxedo Mask suit and the shoes. After removing her wallet, she dropped the backpack and her framed present in there, too.
Ramona dragged the bag to her bedroom and dove under her bed, unearthing her largest piece of luggage. She stuffed the bag of wedding rejection into it, punching to get the air pockets out until it zipped up. The symbolism of shoving it all into the darkest corner of her closet hadn’t eluded her.
In a towel-and-shorts outfit she hadn’t noticed until then, she clutched at her chest, wondering if one could truly die of humiliation and disappointment.
The Ramona of yesteryear loved intensely. She’d handed out her vulnerability to too many, leading her to unwise decisions. Leading her to cut out the love distraction in a potential marriage.
But, damn. None of that made a difference, did it?
Ramona switched her light off, avoiding the reminders of Holly in a bedroom they shared. As she nodded off, she wondered if she could ever trust her heart to beat for anyone again.
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Was two weeks post-jilting-at-the-altar and post-possible-friendship-destruction reasonable? Did meeting for brunch make sense? Could Ramona saw a knife through overpriced brioche French toast in this state?
It’d taken Ramona half an hour to decide how to wear her hair. Pristine, in-place hair meant she was completely unaffected and not that pissed. A low-effort style gave the impression of fitful sleep, which wasn’t too wrong.
She settled on a simple high ponytail, hair falling in its natural curls sans much product. A suitable, neutral presentation of someone one ring lighter, who was supposed to be offed from the dating market, platonically committed for the rest of her days. Her hands drifted around the corners of their pale gray bathroom countertop, as cool as her own fingertips.
Lydia had filled her ear with a decisive ‘don’t forgive her easily’ stance. While the whole jilting/wasted time/humiliation situation traumatized her, the thought of losing Holly altogether sent Ramona tripping over her feet to their bathroom to hurl hours ago. Holy fuck, did this upend her life.
The near-spring frigidness made her plain hoodie and jeans a must. It broadcasted normalcy. Nonchalance, even. Yes, this was a low-key brunch with her ex-fiancée and…ex-best friend? Ramona breezed past pink cherry blossoms adorning the block, expecting answers.
A host much too chipper for the occasion welcomed Ramona, gleefully ushering her to their table. The weekend brunch rush packed the Brooklyn restaurant to the brim, savory and sweet scents competing for her appetite. Ramona hugged her leather zip backpack to her chest, narrowly avoiding a Doona stroller blocking the blue-framed walkway and a patron’s manspread legs.
What greeted her was something so mundane and comforting that Ramona could scream. Holly, with a new platinum pixie cut, had ordered their favorite breakfast items and spread them out in advance like any other day. What was once a gesture of kindness had the backpack in Ramona’s grasp crumpled in a deathly hug.
Chippy McHostess—or Carla, as she introduced herself—poured from their pitcher of mandarin mimosa. She slid tall glasses in front of them, chattering on specials Ramona politely declined.
Holly had an assertive air about her. She was one of those people who both commanded and calmed the room, who’d start a new position and have managers sweating about their job security. So it relieved Ramona to see Holly’s eye bags.
“You made it.” Holly’s smile was enigmatic but present.
Ramona leaned into pettiness, thanks to Lydia. Fifteen minutes late. Not life-altering, but atypical for her. She hooked her bag onto the back of her chair. “You changed your hair.”
Holly’s lips twisted into a smile, the shorter cut bright against her tawny complexion. She rubbed through it with an engagement ring-less hand. “It felt right. Cleansing.”
“Mm.”
“Mona.” Holly hailed the same hand in the air. “Your shoulders are practically touching your ears. Relax. It’s me.”
Ramona downed half her mimosa in two swallows. She’d need the courage and damnit, things weren’t supposed to be this tasty when angry. “The world around me is moving on, but I feel different. It’s like we’re pretending right now.”
“I mean it when I say I’m sorry.”
She wished they’d chosen a venue less noisy and joyous. Everyone else there was having the best time of their lives. A table close by broke out into the Happy Days theme song. “I still don’t get what happened.”
“I know. That’s why I called you here today.”
She hated this. The whole point of their union was to avoid the miserable breakups. They could’ve been discussing excursions over fruity drinks like two people who’d been friends for fifteen years. “Sounds like you want to discuss your will.”
Holly laughed hollowly. “No, but I know something between us died.”
Ramona polished off her flute of mimosa and reached to refill. “The second worst day of my life. You know, after...”
The day her parents announced their divorce. Ugh, the therapy she’d endured hadn’t healed those wounds. It only helped her accept the pain.
Holly’s eyes crinkled in sympathy because she knew all this. Smoothly, she pushed the brioche French toast platter until it clinked into Ramona’s empty plate. “Eat.”
Ramona robotically brought a well-toasted triangle onto her white plate. Not big on syrup, she cut off a corner and got chewing. “This feels so formal. We could’ve spoken at the apartment, you know.”
“Am I welcome there?”
“Well, no, not yet,” Ramona conceded, creasing her brows. “In time, sure. I won’t be mad forever.”
“I know. That’s one of my favorite things about you, Mona. Your energy is light.” Holly had the most soothing, earthy voice. She could sell anything to anyone, which was dangerous. This was how cult leaders discovered their power.
Lashes bouncing for a second, Ramona glanced away. Holly’s eyes were so green and so sincere. “I don’t feel light right now. We’d made so many plans.”
“When we make plans, god laughs,” Holly murmured.
“Ah, we believe in god now?”
“I don’t want to bicker.” Holly scooted her seat so close that the table’s edge dented into her ribs. “It won’t seem like it now, but I saved us from a train wreck. I’ve grappled with this for weeks, so I apologize for leaving you out. One side of me loves you, you know? But the other side was terrified of the possibilities.”
Weeks. Weeks of being left out of Holly’s insecurities. Their agreement as partners gained a new layer of meaninglessness. “Possibilities of what?”
“Of love,” she said, rattling the cutlery. “You falling in love with me. Or—or one of us falling in love with an outside person.”
Holly stuttered. A proverbial red flag shot up and Ramona wouldn’t ignore it. “I’ve been over you since college.”
“You asked to cuddle sometimes.”
“I could count on one hand the number of times,” Ramona whined too openly, adjusting her volume because the tourists eating there were nosier than the locals. “I respected your wishes when you said no.”
“Every time I wanted to say no, but I didn’t.”
Ouch. Ramona felt three inches tall. “You make me sound desperate and clingy. Damn, Holly.”
“Exactly. I’m already breaking our rules by not voicing my discomfort, but I care about you so much that I’d cuddle until you fell asleep. It’s hard to separate the fiancée duties from the friend duties.”
Cuddling? Bringing up cuddling of all things? Ramona already accepted the sacrifices, one being the lack of sex. She would’ve missed sex, of course—she’d been rather adept at it. Cuddling fed her; its intimacy kept her blood warm in a way they’d agreed upon. “I wish you’d brought this up.”
“I know.” Holly jabbed a fork into a biscuit, splitting it in half. She took a bite and spent a moment thinking. Thinking and chewing.
Hunger and fighting were incongruent. They should’ve done something else.
Holly sipped her mimosa. “Mona, that small bit of closeness made me feel like I’m robbing you of something. Then, I looked within and acknowledged our partnership without kissing, touching, moaning…It got me a little depressed. It’s like signing up for lesbian bed death without the makeup sex ever.”
“That’s your perspective. A negative one.”
“A negative perspective, sure. But it’s my truth.”
“You swore this didn’t bother you.” Ramona rubbed above her eyes with her knuckles, trying to still those muscles.
Once Ramona turned thirty, some things she could no longer tolerate. Like changing one’s mind without a warning. Because what the hell was this?
“Flo and Dominic work because they respect their rules.”
“Yes. It also helps that Dom’s asexual,” Ramona supplied, determined not to fly off the handle. They’d had all these conversations ad nauseam.
Then, the red flag from earlier came to mind. “You mentioned outside people. If you think I’m going to cheat on you, I’m going to be pissed.”
“Either of us could find a connection out there.” Holly waved to the ‘out there.’ Into the air that smelled of toast and bacon. “We’re not old enough for midlife crises. If I’m still learning what I want out of love, how can we be the best for each other?”
Ramona gulped her drink and gently lowered it to the table. Holly wasn’t telling her everything. “Again, why is this happening?”
Holly went silent until Ramona met her eyes. Round, haunted eyes begging for a hug Ramona couldn’t give.
They waited.
Carla McHostess topped off their waters.
An infant nearby sneezed.
Cash register trays rang shut.
Holly swallowed.
Then, she said, “I met someone.”
Ramona swore she heard incorrectly. “You did what?”
“Someone. I may have feelings for someone.”
Her fingers shook. Her neck grew hotter, sweating under her hair. “When did you find time to meet someone? When planning our reception? When we were up all night personalizing favors? That makes no sense.”
“She’s someone from my past.”
Ramona had to block or request being untagged from too many wedding posts on social media. She’d never hit an online low like that. Though there she sat on a brand new emotional low. Her stomach sank, eyes shaking with tears. She pumped a napkin in her fist like a stress ball.
This relationship was supposed to be bulletproof, but the holes were everywhere. Withered, Ramona replied, “I can’t help but feel cheated on.”
“No,” Holly urged, eyeballs growing more pronounced. She aged ten years in a matter of seconds. “What you and I had—what we have is real. It may not be enough.”
“She’s an ex-girlfriend?”
“Not quite. No.”
“But you’ve dated her.”
“We hung out.”
Were these answers cagey? They seemed cagey. Ramona couldn’t even recognize the visibly distressed woman who’d body-snatched her best friend. A glass of water found Ramona’s lips. “How come you’ve never mentioned her? We’ve gone over our romantic pasts.”
Holly’s intimidating persona dissolved before her eyes.
So, Ramona pressed, “Who the hell is she?”
“Quinn.”
Quinn. That single-syllable ass name. Ramona motioned for her to continue.
Holly took a deep breath, voice close to normal. “A couple of years ago, our companies were both involved in this networking event. We got to talking and I asked her out for drinks. I had an inkling that...” She wet her lips, swallowing. “...that she could be more.”
Ramona blinked. “I find this hard to believe.”
The Holly she knew presented her sardonic, pragmatic way of life as the standard, the best. Whatever idealized, mushy bullshit she was spewing was in direct opposition to that. She hadn’t even been this wistful when they were a couple in college.
Holly sounded like Ramona.
“We went out twice. I’d been so into her and said as much, only for her to tell me she was moving to California.” The biscuit got another stab by Holly’s fork. Holly rarely played with her food. “When I bumped into her a few days before our wedding, I lost it. Remember when I told you I slept over at Cassie’s house? I wasn’t there. I booked a hotel room to spiral all night until I could get ahold of myself and remember what’s realistic.”
“She lives in New York again, you two don’t have a romantic history, and you lied.” Ramona could explode. Her blood and guts would fly all over these innocent brunching patrons. “Did I get all that right?”
“I never brought her up because you’re so judgmental. You wouldn’t believe I’d fallen after two sorta-kinda dates.”
This was accurate. Ramona found this intensely, out-of-this-world, batshit motherfucking bonkers. But only regarding her ex-fiancée; otherwise, she lived for a love story. “This is infatuation. You’re infatuated with an idea, you know. You blew everything up for a woman who might not like you back.”
“I had the bravery to end things because if I’m fantasizing about other people, I’m not fucking ready to be married to my favorite person on earth.” Holly was hissing by now, emphasizing every dismal word with a strain of her neck. “This shows I’m still open to possibilities.”
“With this random woman, Quinn.”
“It’s not about her.”
“You met her and panicked about it until the last second, destroying our wedding and fucking up my parents’ faith in my life decisions. It’s very much about her.”
That last statement loomed over their table. Upon the untouched food and their glass pitcher of remaining mimosa. This time, Holly’s expression softened. Ramona was about to be hit with more and it’d benefit her to get up and bolt. But she was a masochist, staying for whatever would come next.
Wearing a nearly imperceptible smile, Holly muttered, “Your perfect match should love you with their whole heart. I might be a romantic and you should own up to it, too.”
Number 1 on her list. Ramona bit her lip to hold down tears or vomit.
“I don’t know how she feels about me, but she’s back and that’s all that matters.” Holly’s tone got weirdly shy, and Ramona fought more nausea. “When I spotted her shopping in Midtown, I locked up. All I could think was that I could love actually someone
and I couldn’t marry you. Ever.”
Ramona no longer heard the traffic outside or a couple nearby trying to choose a movie to stream later. She no longer felt the uneven wooden chair under her, now rocking with the jitter of her leg. She heard the pinging of dating site notifications. She felt the coldness of the space next to her in bed. She felt lonely.
And betrayed. They were past this. They’d been creating a life together. She entertained half-podcaster children!
“Mona, Mona.” Holly gestured toward her face, gaunt with concern. “You’re...wincing.”
The wince. Or tics, people would call it. When Ramona’s eyes fluttered at top speed until she calmed down or removed the stressor. She couldn’t do either at this moment, thus, she pressed her head to the table and sobbed. She was making a scene, so what?
Holly knew to leave her be, to not give a reassuring pat on the shoulder. She remained glued to her seat.
Something came to mind, and Ramona popped her head up. “We share a lease. I can’t watch you hooking up with another woman.”
“We’ll work it out.”
They had until fall for the lease renewal. Shit, would Holly move out, since it’d been Ramona’s place first? She couldn’t decide if that option relieved or horrified her. They’d been joined at the hip for years. “I was willing to trade in these possibilities you speak of for you. For comfort, security, and the priority of our bond. Those are invaluable to me.”
She’d turned into the little girl on the couch across from her parents all over again. Stumped, unable to keep things together.
Holly rose, gathering her messenger bag. Without asking for the bill, she flagged Carla down to take her debit card, obviously impatient to get out of there. Their conversation could go no further without crushing Ramona more.
“We’ll never be the same, Holly.” Ramona had nothing to lose, so she doubled down. “You’re abandoning me.”
Holly shook her head as if Ramona had much to learn. “No, I’m setting you free.”

THE RETELLING of brunch brought Holly to the top of Lydia’s Forever Shit List. That night, Ramona’s sister descended upon the apartment with a tote stretched to its limit in Chinese takeout, a bottle of rosé, and enough bags of gummies for a dentist to put a hit out on her.
Ramona let herself be babied. She stuffed her face with soup dumplings and sampled every gummy like the vulnerable, wilted flower she’d become. They laid a picnic on the living room floor on blankets and throw pillows, dressed in two sets of Ramona’s pajamas.
Prone to opinionated retorts, Lydia seethed through the brunch play-by-play, inserting the reactive comments necessary for venting sessions. Ramona dedicated her afternoon to questioning the mystery love interest, fascinated in ways she couldn’t describe.
A manic pixie dream girl. If only Ramona thought to quip that at Holly.
Ramona stepped away to take a breather. Her eyelids had been working overtime. When she returned, she jumped back into the rest of the story. By then, Lydia seemed distracted by her phone.
Interest piqued, Ramona asked, “Care to share with the class?”
Lydia jerked the phone to her lap. Suspicious. “Do you wanna know, or will it get weird?”
“Know what?”
“I found her. Quinn.”
Ramona pieced curls behind her ear while her gears turned at hyper speed. “W-what do you mean? Based on what?”
“Well, I know where Holly works. I cross-examined her job with networking events involving other companies. Found a big, dumb brand-focused convention. This Quinn person’s made a name for herself in her field, so...”
Ramona blinked. “You did this while I was talking? I think I mentioned her name ten minutes ago.”
“So, you wanna see her or not?”
She blew a rosé-tinged raspberry because fucking
yeah she had to see this lady. And single-syllable Quinn had a whole name: Quinn Archer. “I hate that her name is attractive.”
Lydia scrubbed her makeup off earlier; her clean face couldn’t hide her apprehension. “It’s not the only thing that’s attractive.”
Her sister wouldn’t give out compliments willy-nilly, so Ramona took a quick self-inventory. She crisscrossed her legs and straightened her back. Her eyelids were behaving themselves. “How hot are we talking? From zero to nine.”
“Why nine?”
“I’m not going to let you call the woman who helped implode my wedding day a ten. Leave me my crumbs of dignity, I beg of you.”
“Can I not rate her at all?”
Ramona swiped the phone, mumbling about how Lydia should apply to the FBI. She scrolled through the event’s generic website. It didn’t take long to find Quinn’s name in a caption. Alongside her picture.
Oh. Hm.
Everyone in the photo wore business casual clothing and an aware-of-the-photographer smile, holding the event’s customized notebooks around a tall, circular table. Smiling Stranger One, Smiling Stranger Two, and her, Quinn Archer.
Ramona could’ve screamed. Hell, she was fucking home. She threw her head back, shrieked like she’d given birth (Lydia almost spilled her wine), and went back to staring.
Quinn Archer was aggravatingly beautiful. Breathtaking, really. Even in this dull and unremarkable setting.
Her cheekbones were high, but not in a villainous way. Skin clear of any blemish, framed by wavy, dark brown hair. Eyebrows of the same shade were on the see-through side, like someone who had to apply makeup to make them stand out, yet the arches were lovely.
She noticed this person looked biracial, which was also Ramona’s experience. A different blending of races, but she knew to skip trying to pinpoint the origin country of Quinn’s Asian parent. She’d dealt enough with that guessing game growing up.
The smiles on Quinn’s face—as Lydia found two other images—came off as pleasant, with a hint of leave-me-alone. Damn, maybe her manic pixie dream girl jab hadn’t been wrong.
Ramona startled when Lydia squeezed her shoulder. She handed the phone back over, dejected. “No wonder Holly left me.”
“Mona, don’t.”
“The chance to even breathe this woman’s air sent our vows and commitment into the garbage. I mean, look at her.”
Lydia’s slurp of low mein didn’t fit the mood. She patted her lips with a napkin. “Okay, shut up.”
“Why? It’s true.”
“Sis, you’re beautiful and while I’m a biased party, I know it’s true. It’s your dorkiness—” She danced her chopsticks in an unmistakably dorky way. “That offsets it. It’s why you have a personality.”
Ramona nodded slowly. “Thank you?”
“I’m thirty-one and to this day, my old classmates ask about you. So many of my friends, female or not, were in love with you since I was like, six.”
“Are any of the women single, or...”
Lydia laughed off Ramona’s joke. “Quinn is a real person, okay? A real human with flaws that even Holly doesn’t know because she’s already put her on a pedestal. I can imagine Quinn being devoid of depth or having an inordinately swollen opinion of herself. For all we know, she’s taken.”
“I swear Quinn Archer’s like if I typed up a hot woman prompt in AI. Except no dead, uncanny valley aura.”
Her sister wobbled her eyebrows. “Okay, nerd.”
Relaying their sights on this corporate dream girl sent a thrill through Ramona. Much better than crying. “Should we cyberstalk her for the rest of the night?”
Lydia held out a half-finished wine glass, hitting Ramona’s in a satisfying clink. “I thought you’d never ask.”

DISAPPOINTINGLY, Quinn Archer kept her social media sealed tight as a drum. The best Ramona could get were job event photos, a studio-grade work profile picture, and the tiny preview image for her private personal account. They had no mutual friends, not even Holly, which was inconvenient, but not completely unheard of for their community in such a big city.
Quinn’s existence lingered in the corner of Ramona’s mind like a dull ache. Ramona vacillated between days playing games until her hands throbbed, long hours in bed reflecting, text exchanges with her therapist Sheryl, and removing all things Holly from their—well, her bedroom. Then, once a night, she’d check Quinn’s socials on the off-chance she hopped off private.
Lydia, however, was overly obsessed, determined to crack this nut. She composed a fake account and even signed into a cousin’s to connect. This Quinn person didn’t honor either request.
Over the following week, Holly wormed her way back into the apartment. They converted their second room from catch-all storage to a makeshift bedroom. The twin bed was an awkward fit. Holly thumbed through a magazine, lounging like the bed was ten times its size. Ramona admired how her friend embraced novelty. Then, her heart hurt because that was a great quality for a partner.
They tiptoed around each other; the situation was livable, nonetheless. In addition, they agreed to mutually block each other on all socials. A juvenile decision, but Ramona wasn’t up for the algorithm to push Holly’s active, unmarried life in her face.
Neither the name ‘Quinn’ nor any tidbits about her left Holly’s lips since the brunch. Holly acted too normally. That didn’t come off like someone on the precipice of falling in love with a nine.
Another week passed until it took a turn. A huge, mega turn. The day was a Sunday. 11:47 p.m.
“I’ve done something creepy.”
Ramona shot upright in bed. Suddenly sweaty. “You found her.”
“Viv has a close contact at ScrollCycle,” Lydia replied over the phone, not even hiding her excitement and dread at being so excited.
ScrollCycle: the online magazine for mental health in the age of social media. It corroborated why Quinn came off so anti-social. Vivian worked in web development, a fellow freelancer like Ramona. The pieces were already coming together.
Lydia kept going. “Viv’s getting concerned about me stalking Quinn, so she straight-up asked a developer friend who’s been working there for three years about her. The friend knows Quinn! He says she’s whipping the marketing team into shape after getting Cali’s team in line. Sort of badass.”
“What’s Viv’s developer friend’s name?”
“Devin.”
“Devin in web development?” Ramona blew a kiss to the air. Whatever! “Thank you, blessed Web Dev!”
Lydia snorted. “He says she’s not the most personable. She’s not mean, he said. Just standoffish.”
“Okay.” The image in her head morphed only marginally. “What else?”
“This is where the creep factor ties in.”
“Lydia, what did you do?”
“After their talk today, I’ve watched Web Dev’s social media like a hawk. And guess what I find?”
Ramona racked her brain for creepy topics. “Uh, a copy of his grandma’s death certificate?”
“Mona, what the fuck?” Lydia’s incredulous tone went dark and conspiratorial. “ScrollCycle needs a designer, stat. The previous one took a big tech gig and jumped ship without notice.”
Ramona designed, but...
“They need, ‘a senior-level designer who specializes in data viz.’ That’s literally what you do.”
Her heart picked up pace. Oh fuck, oh fuck. “Isn’t this company in-office? I haven’t worked in an office setting in years.”
“It’s great pay and open to hybrid depending on the project.” Lydia’s voice kept getting higher and higher. Ramona’s phone pinged with a link to the job description. “This is fate, sis. The position describes your expertise to a T. Plus, you’re a grown-ass woman without insurance. You’re one oopsie down a flight of stairs from a huge drain in your bank account. It’s time to stop living on the edge and get benefits.”
The plan was for her to get onto Holly’s insurance plan post nuptials. Anyways... “Are you asking me to⁠—”
“I told Viv to text Web Dev and guess what?” Lydia allowed a quarter second of guessing time to blurt out, “Devin says the creative director on the design team is bogged down in work and quote, ‘fucking hates the recruitment process,’ so if she can find someone immediately, she’d interview them herself.”
“You want me to work at ScrollCycle.” Lydia hadn’t lied; the job post lined up with Ramona’s day-to-day. If this had been any other time and place, a gig this sweet wouldn’t fall in her lap. “Do you really think this is fate?”
“I’m not sure how involved Marketing is with Creative, but this is your in. You meet Quinn Archer, see she’s just a damn human, and we can move on with our lives. You and I will no longer have to look through the same eight bullshit photos of her. I’ll be released from these shackles.”
“Those are self-imposed shackles. Nobody told you to go this hard.”
“Can Viv tell them to call you or not?”
The hairs on Ramona’s arms stood up. This crossed some major boundaries. Even if Holly broke her heart, this had to be a step too far. A rejection bloomed in her head once Lydia spoke again:
“Too late. I told Viv to give the creative director your number.”
“Lydia, what?!”
“You’re curious and it won’t hurt to interview. The job market is trash; you should be thanking me.”
Ramona’s chest heaved in a wicked way. Was she doing this? Would she attend cheesy employer events with Quinn Archer? This was irrational, right?
Right?
Yep. As irrational as answering the email from ScrollCycle’s Creative Director, Blythe Banner, hitting it off on the phone chat a day later. And as jarring as the recruiter fast-tracking Ramona, omitting any skill tests. As ludicrous as receiving a great offer and negotiating a better one. As wild as onboarding remotely, being informed of her first day in the office in two weeks.
As absurd as heading up to ScrollCycle on the 20th floor, receiving a freaking keycard with her photo on it. Then, asking passing employees about their matching coffee cups with the building’s logo stamped on them.
As off-the-wall as going to the top floor for free morning coffee, the elevators opening up to a bare-bones café on an office floor. As overwhelming as recognizing a particular woman’s high cheekbones and hair to her shoulder blades thanks to eight online photos.
As rational as knowing this would lead to something big.
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The schedule on Quinn Archer’s calendar app resembled one big, multicolored wall. There were too many meetings and then there were Mondays at the New York branch of ScrollCycle.
Thankfully, the jampacked-ness of her schedule would alleviate as the week eased closer to Friday. With at least eight hours of sleep, a presentable outfit, and adequate fuel, she could do anything.
Anything work-related, that is.
A perk of this building, as it housed a slew of companies throughout the dozens of floors, was the free pop-up coffee shop on the top floor. Open daily, 6:30 a.m. to 10:30 a.m. Tasty, uncomplicated brews. Friendly yet not-too-talkative staff. Exclusive to anyone working there or holding a visitor’s pass. She’d do whatever she could to avoid the rudeness of coffee chain customers or stand in a ridiculous line. She glanced up, noting the irony as a line had formed at the counter.
Priscilla, the supervising barista, manned the checkout tablet as a newbie hire bumbled through on-the-clock training. The twenty-something-year-old addition seemed sweet enough, but people turned into their worst selves without their caffeine fix, no matter how free.
Threads of Quinn’s patience frayed as the minutes advanced to her meeting with Cody, Head of Advertising. She’d been acclimating to NYC’s ScrollCycle for a little over two months and he’d sealed his rightful place as her most assholic coworker. Unfortunately, her position as Marketing Director meant one-on-ones with him every week or so.
She ran fingers through the ends of her dark hair, calculating when she’d fit food in her day. ScrollCycle provided choices of free lunch kiosks on the Creative floor. If they hadn’t, she’d either starve or get even more acquainted with the snack selection corporations like these typically maintained. She’d munched through a fully snack-based lunch at her desk between calls more times than one should admit.
“Busy day,” Quinn observed instead of a greeting once she stepped up to the counter. She and Priscilla were ‘work close’ enough for their small talk to lose the tedium.
“Busier than usual.” Priscilla entered Quinn’s usual order on the tablet, her stiff gray ponytail followed her firm nod. Three people manned the café pop-up, using the orders to keep inventory afloat. “We’re training Shannon and one of our machines is on the fritz. Goodness, it’s like they released a clown car in here.”
Quinn glanced around, regarding an uptick in the number of people milling about, eyes trained on their phones. “Lots of recruits. I was one of them.”
“Recruits are a good sign, yeah?”
“I’d like to believe so.” She smiled her most genuine smile. “How are the boys?”
“They’re alive,” Priscilla answered wryly of her twin teenagers. On less active mornings, she’d ramble about soccer practices or college prep, but this suited Quinn fine. “Your flat white with oat milk will be ready soon.”
In the span of that short conversation, her phone buzzed twice from none other than Cody, pestering her on the company-wide messaging app, Scrolly.
Cody Hodge could teach a master class in coworker aggravation. Twenty minutes pre-meeting, he teased items on his agenda. His eyes remained glued to his phone for the meeting itself—better than dealing with his seedy smile or off-topic conversations. Once, he rattled off a fun fact he’d heard about Korea to her, as if he expected her to stand and clap. She stared at him until he got back on task. No matter what, Quinn spent ten minutes post-meeting trying to gaslight herself into thinking it wouldn’t be so bad next time.
Quinn cringed at his superficially professional messages that ended with a winky face. What a slimy guy. She’d never met an adult Cody until him. She’d believe all Codies legally changed their name once their eighteenth birthdays rolled around.
Her phone vibrated again. Fucking hell, Adult Cody. She’d be there on time in…uh oh. In six minutes. Quinn might just make it on time if the new barista would stop mixing up orders. She schooled her features, aware that her face rested on the bitch setting. Imagine Shannon on her first day, getting glowered on by a woman in a pencil skirt and a crisp white top. Like being reprimanded by the school principal.
She wore heels in California, however, the style on this side of the ScrollCycle family, for the Corporate Floor, was what one expected of a businessperson. Jackets, collars, shiny shoes, grays. The creative staff and freelancers boasted more freedom, as seen by a dude sipping his tea in yellow jorts and a button-up that couldn’t conceal the curly ginger hairs on his chest. She respected his confidence, but she was too gay to enjoy the view.
Quinn backed up a few more steps, enough to be within earshot of her order call. She’d risk possible lateness because there were no other times in the day to run out for coffee. It’d become her routine. Maybe she hadn’t been blessed with the finest social skills or the boldness of yellow jorts guy, but she was good at her job. She thrived on picking apart a problem until she found the pain points. A drive for efficiency and productivity coursed through her veins. Her best friend had once (or twice, or maybe more) told her that these admirable qualities could become hindrances. Well, too bad because there she stood, all businesswoman-like. It would have to do until she retired.
She swiped away another notification from Cody when it happened.
Or rather, she happened.
Quinn would question her health, checking her pulse for the rest of the day. Her heart hadn’t ever reacted so quickly before her brain registered a woman so beguiling that she’d fall to her knees in awe if she’d forgotten social norms. Instead, Quinn gawked.
Oh, how she gawked. And then, aggressively looked anywhere else when the woman matched her gaze.
Quinn had pretty privilege ever since she hit puberty. She’d been chased and asked out and harassed by too many to count. This created a sort of inverse effect, where she hardly paid anyone extra attention. Sure, she appreciated a sexy neckline or an enticing ass like anyone of her orientation. It didn’t amount to much. Companionship came secondary, taking her dating history into account.
So the newness, the raw unfamiliarity of her short breath, and the stifling state beneath her top freaked Quinn out. How and why had the temperature been set to hell? Should she grab a COVID test?
This woman’s thick, bouncy curls cascaded over her slender shoulders. Some strands fell across her slightly wide, under-groomed eyebrows, adding an inexplicable charm. Those lips—the bowed top lip quirkily fuller than the bottom—elicited an actual shiver.
Her ensemble of the form-fitting, professional dress with a bright pop of an amaranth cardigan intrigued Quinn since it opposed Quinn’s typical dressing conventions. On her, though, what a showcase of her miles of leg.
And her eyes. Richly dark and large and heavily lidded by naturally lush lashes and—Quinn could faint—were they fluttering? Her lashes fluttered like the butterflies trapped in Quinn’s stomach.
Was this how sirens lured sailors to their deaths? She’d follow that woman anywhere if⁠—
“Flat white with oat milk!”
Her feet moved on their own accord; the rest of her body knew that her brain had short-circuited. All that flashed and repeated in her mind was, Don’t stare at her! Don’t stare at her! Don’t stare at her, you lez!
So Quinn’s head could’ve popped like a balloon when she and the hot woman grasped the coffee at the same time. Um.
The woman tugged and, reflexively, Quinn tugged back. The same action occurred again, to which Quinn forced herself to reach the woman’s eyes, and god, was that a flash of defiance before they fluttered to something more contrite?
“Ack, sorry!” Shannon swept in to clear things up, all arms and brunette flyaways. She pointed to Quinn. “This is hers. You two ordered the same thing. I’ll make another.”
“No, I have nowhere to be,” Quinn blurted. Which, she wouldn’t have said in a billion years. Until now. Priscilla looked up from her tablet. “She can have it.”
Hot woman eyed her for a moment and mumbled a cordial enough, “Thanks.”
Being this close felt like hovering near the surface of the sun. It pained Quinn to look at her so intimately; it felt wrong, as if she had bypassed the ropes to a masterpiece in a museum. This woman had a delicate sprinkling of freckles across her nose—simply artful.
Since the ‘thanks’ sufficed, the woman spun on a heel and retreated to the elevator. A leather backpack swung on one shoulder. She peeked back for their eyes to meet once more—Quinn’s heart stuttered in a way that scared her—before rushing through the first doors that opened.
A picture of her ass deserved a place in a museum, too. Quinn prayed the woman worked for ScrollCycle.
“Your flat white, Quinn.”
Back to work. Back to Priscilla and wide-eyed Shannon, peering at the elevator, then at Quinn. The fresh cup of coffee sat there, waiting. They’d witnessed the whole exchange.
Okay, Priscilla the coffee lady with two teens and two poodles never discussed sexuality, but the way she’d clocked Quinn with a raised eyebrow and gentle, accepting smile was benignly homophobic. Quinn couldn’t dreamily stare at a mysterious woman? She couldn’t quietly rejoice in someone roughly her same height? Was this not a free country to do so?
Scrolly messages lit up her phone. Fuck, she was late. It was a disservice to herself for Cody to catch her slipping.
Thanking the baristas, she claimed her cup and took her leave.

HOLY. Shit. What in the ever-loving isle of Lesbos was that?
Ramona’s coffee cup trembled along with her hand, even after she’d stepped back onto ScrollCycle’s Creative floor. Should meeting Quinn have been that intense?
She placed her free hand on her chest. Her heart knocked back at her like a maraca, in double time.
“You’re here to confirm she’s nothing special,” Ramona reminded herself. She’d keep her eye on the prize and not whatever the hell transpired minutes ago. “She’s attractive, that’s all.”
Bloody attractive. If Ramona could harbor that amount of beauty in a talisman, she’d keep it under her pillow every night for good luck.
She reached behind herself to pat for the backpack pocket that held her new keycard. Locating it, she turned to scan it through her bag (it worked) to get past the security entry. And to agonize—she could be in over her head.
Ramona lingered around a row of those glass offices these companies loved so much. Two people on their laptops occupied one nearby. She threw them a courteous smile which was returned in full. Huh. Maybe being amongst other humans wouldn’t be the worst. She opened the Scrolly app to message Blythe Banner as directed in an email yesterday evening. Blythe, bless her, pinged back within seconds.
9:42 AM
 
Blythe B: Wrapped up in website stuff. Relax out front and I’ll come find you. Welcome aboard! 
Promising enough. She sounded as much on their call, too. Blythe, based on what Ramona perceived, emanated a talented, yet frazzled nature. That was a combination she preferred in a leader. It meant Blythe would be too swamped to micromanage.
Ramona wandered to a circle of unoccupied couches close to the entryway. That worked as findable. She shouldered off her bag and landed on the comfiest-looking couch of the bunch with an elderly grunt. Craning her neck either way, the open floor plan didn’t surprise her either, though she loathed an open plan. Everyone dressed casually and way more colorfully than the majority of the lot on the top floor. That was what happened when a bunch of companies intermingled, yet even Quinn had been dolled up like a Corporate Barbie.
She wished anyone from her artsy friend group had gone to medical school so they could explain this feeling so clinically that it’d be stripped of all symbolism or whimsy. Ramona examined her paper to-go cup in a slow spin, warm to the touch.
Quinn reminded Ramona of none of Holly’s exes. She didn’t fall under her nor Ramona’s usual types, either—they drove the edgier terrain for their love interests. The colored hair, piercings, tattoos, wardrobes of excellent thrift finds. Was conventional beauty what Holly desired all along? Ramona herself fit the conventional bill, too, she surmised. So there was that.
Ramona pulled creases from her dress; she tapped her matte boots together. Quinn’s attention unsettled her. Had Holly described Ramona to her during their little ‘dates?’
This whole ordeal felt invasive, a clear violation of the trust she and Holly built until the failed wedding. So what if that short tug-of-war for the coffee was kind of sexy? It was a free flat white. Quinn didn’t pay for this shit. She gave away something free! Matter of fact, Ramona didn’t even need the swill.
Tempted, she pursed her lips through the smallest sip to prove her point and cursed aloud. It was an outstanding cup. Okay, she’d finish this, but she refused to thaw on Quinn. The universe decided to test her, one hundred percent. She acquired this job to get paid and tie up loose ends, not get those ends tangled into her laces.
Thankfully, Blythe showed up before Ramona got any more cerebral and emo.
Blythe couldn’t have been much shorter than Flo in her rain boots (was it supposed to rain?), herringbone camp hat, and a long bowling shirt. This was the type of person in Ramona’s circles. Blue hair and all. Blythe walked quite effectively with an open laptop in her hand and her eyes glued to the screen. She settled next to Ramona with casual familiarity. Ankle upon a knee, arm resting on the back of the couch.
“Blythe Banner.” She offered an expert handshake to Ramona, belying her laid-back sitting position. “How relieved I am you’re joining us. We’re prepping for a company-wide redesign—an overhaul of our website, design systems, and branding. So, I’ll be roasting in meeting hell.”
She cupped Blythe’s hand, realizing her own grip needed major work. “Ramona. Thanks for having me. Sorry about the whole roasting-in-hell thing.”
Chuckling, Blythe jerked a thumb in the busy office’s direction, nails a similar burgundy to Ramona’s. “Our team’s on the far end. You’ll know our section because we have a massive whiteboard covered in inspo. We clear it for new stuff every couple of weeks.” She brought out her phone and forwarded at least four attachments to Ramona’s new work email. “IT’s installing your Cintiq and monitor on a standing desk. Link me what laptop you need, and I’ll order one right away.”
Whew, the red carpet treatment. “Perfect. So I report to you every day?”
“Yeah,” she confirmed in a voice seasoned with vocal fry. “But please don’t take that as me babysitting you. Our team is exemplary and low-key. We can schedule a time to go out for drinks in the next few weeks. You do drink, or no?”
“Yeah, I do. I’m drunk right now.”
At that, Blythe’s eyebrows reached her side-swept fringe. “Is...is that a joke?”
Ramona could kick herself. “It is. I’m sorry. Can’t promise I won’t do it again. I haven’t physically been around people in a work capacity in years.”
“Right.” Blythe’s face slowly accommodated a cautious smile; Ramona could tell she was trying to sus out any dramatic tendencies. “No prob. I see you know where to get the coffee. Smart. Let’s meet the other designers.”
Drunk jokes to her manager on day one? Ramona followed Blythe around the maze of standing desks, computers, and ergonomic chairs, telling herself to chill.

IT DIDN’T TAKE LONG for Quinn to identify her. The new Senior Data Visualization Designer: Ramona St. Germaine. That name gave her shivers.
Blythe had hastened Ramona’s hiring process since sifting through hundreds of candidates took dedication and time she didn’t possess.
Usually, as a director, Quinn would get a chance to inquire about new hire résumés. Regardless, Ramona St. Germaine’s portfolio site was immaculate, exactly what their team needed after the last data visualization guy dumped them for a popular tech company.
Brainy with a face card like that? How could Quinn concentrate on the video call going on right now? Fifteen other people clogged this one; she could fade into the background as the biggest mouths (Cody one of them) dominated the conversation.
A huge perk of Quinn’s promotion: getting her own office. Its clear glass wall gave a terrarium impression. It was nice, nonetheless.
Her phone lit up with a text from Tara Jang-Hayashi, her best friend. Quinn slyly checked it outside her desktop camera’s view, heeding telecommunication etiquette.
The message revealed the most darling picture: Quinn’s goddaughter, all sixteen months of her, knocked out on Tara’s chest, a sloth stuffy tight in her grasp. Along with it, Tara captioned about their favorite housewife-based reality show:
TARA – 11:43 AM
 
My baby’s out like a light. Even she finds this season a snore fest 
QUINN – 11:45 AM

 

So cute! You two are the same. Mini you. 

TARA – 11:46 AM
 
Please tell me something not boring!! To distract from my exhaustion 
Tara was a perpetually exhausted person. Four years back, Tara and her husband, Graham, moved from NYC to upstate New York for a slower pace, but the fixer-upper’s repairs exhausted her. A high-demand career used to keep her exhausted. Pregnancy and parenthood exhausted her. Quinn couldn’t remember her friend ever not being exhausted, but Tara was charismatic, they respected each other’s time, and they couldn’t deny their friendly chemistry.
While Tara loved her DIY-renovated house and safe neighborhood, she occasionally missed the nonstop action of the city. Tara’s successful senior citizen dating app earned them a good chunk of income, supplemented by Graham’s pay as a social worker. It left her free to push out a couple of children: three-and-a-half-year-old Callum and his younger sister, Mischa.
QUINN – 11:48 AM

 

I’m not myself. Idk. 

TARA – 11:50 AM
 
?????? 
 
Explain 
QUINN – 11:51 AM

 

I’ve been thinking about someone all morning. I’m spacing out in my meetings. 

TARA – 11:54 AM
 
Please please please tell me it’s not that chick with the pixie cut you met at BoreCon 
BoreCon = Boring Convention, what Tara called any work-related function. Quinn covered her grin, aware of her virtual coworkers’ eyes on her.
Holly Nelson was the manager of a nonprofit she’d met and gone out with a couple of times in what felt like a past life. She’d been receiving texts from Holly lately, as Quinn chose to ignore her requests on social media. Tara swore her ‘vibe was off’ with no evidence, though Quinn trusted her friend’s gut more than her own for matters of the heart. Quinn had been taking her time replying, navigating surface-level conversation.
QUINN – 11:55 AM

 

No, not her. I’m talking about a new designer on the team. 

She linked to Ramona’s portfolio, directly to the About section for her face. Tara wouldn’t care about anything else.
TARA – 12:04 PM
 
Hot! She’d turn my head and I’m a het with neck problems. I can’t remember the last time you had a crush on anybody 
Quinn pulled a strained face, then adjusted it as Cody and ScrollCycle CEO Jared McDermott went on tangents about dividends, campaign ads, or their golf scores.
Was this a crush? Would Quinn consider these visceral, strange feelings a crush? Now deep in her thirties, that word came off as childish and insufficient.
TARA – 12:06 PM
 
Does she work under you? 
QUINN – 12:06 PM

 

No. 

TARA – 12:07 PM
 
Then ask her out! Office sex is a classic 
She tucked her long hair behind a shoulder, close to hyperventilating. Her gaydar beeped off the charts for Ramona, feminine appearance and demeanor be damned. Quinn couldn’t depend on assumptions, however. Ramona might’ve been on a spiritual journey that abstained her from dating. Or she may have a rotation of ladies as enamored as herself. Or she could be partnered. Or married.
Again, Quinn didn’t chase. She didn’t pursue. This pushed her firmly out of her element.
“—and how’s Marketing going, Archer?”
She snapped her head up. Cody feigned friendliness to others, though Quinn knew he still had a stick up his ass from her being a few minutes late to their one-on-one. His thick blond eyebrows rose in challenge.
He couldn’t beat her superpower. Quinn could coherently recite figures or any marketing plans for the next three months.
“Glad you asked, Cody,” she answered in her best corporate diction, wearing her brightest corporate smile. She gently set her phone face down and shifted to talking business.

AS EXPECTED, Quinn’s meeting marathon kicked her ass. Her stomach grumbled, for her lunch ended up being energy bars she wolfed down between in-person chats. By the time her afternoon cleared up, the lunch carts on the Creative floor were gone. She visited the floor anyway, intent on grabbing a piece of fruit and mini bags of chips to replenish her desk stash.
In her quest for sustenance, she could’ve conjured up Ramona St. Germaine in a glass meeting room with the design team. Turned out it was real. Ramona threw her head back in a big laugh, showing off perfect teeth and a lovely neck and what did Quinn show up here for? Food, what was that?
Either delirium or a magnetic force brought Quinn’s knuckles to the edge of the door in the semblance of a casual knock. The designers, including Blythe, silenced as she waved through the clear wall like someone a quarter of her intelligence.
Blythe’s brow tensed in concern, smile sincere and questioning. She waved for Quinn to walk in.
Again, Quinn resembled a principal in her getup as she surveyed the jeans, crop tops, and indoor hats. Last week, she sent Tara a picture of herself feeling chic in a new pantsuit and earned a photo of Tara’s mother wearing a similar suit to jury duty. Friendship with Tara humbled her. “Hey, it’s me.”
She added way too much ‘aaaaaay’ to the hey. She stopped short as her eyes met Ramona’s, then she made up for it by eyeing everyone else like a madwoman. “Hope I’m not interrupting.”
“Not at all.” Blythe pointed a stylus at Hiro, another senior designer. “Hiro mocked up some ScrollCycle memes we could pitch to the social team.”
Hiro Ito, stout in stature and usually touting a cheeky smile, didn’t look up to sharing the joke. Every team member but Blythe and Ramona seemed put off.
“I can’t wait to see them after they meet Grace’s approval.” Quinn hadn’t seen Grace of the social team smile once. Bringing up the most humorless person at the company was a bad move.
“Sure,” Hiro muttered. He kicked his Timberland boot to the rug.
The chilly room of reception went colder. “I couldn’t help noticing the new hire. I wanted to say hi.”
The designers went still for a beat, then their gazes traveled to Ramona, who’d been staring all along. Quinn sensed it and it made her sweat.
“Uh, sure.” Blythe hardly masked her confusion. While Marketing kept a cordial relationship with Creative, there remained a distance. Most of their in-person interactions consisted of big projects’ postmortems. Working on separate floors increased that disconnect.
Ramona spoke in a honeyed, warm cadence. Quinn wanted to dip her voice in tea and savor it. “Um, okay. Thanks for dropping by. My name’s Ramona.”
Would shaking hands be too awkward? Yes, so Quinn performed the second most awkward thing—standing stiffly, back flattening onto the door. “Welcome to the team. I’m Quinn Archer.”
“Mmhm, I know.”
“You do?”
Everyone else’s gazes bounced from one to another like a tennis match. Especially as Ramona sputtered for a second. “Well, Blythe showed me the company masthead and all that, so...”
“You memorized the company masthead?” Shay Prescott asked through a lighthearted laugh, bewilderment clear through her stylish glasses. “You’re a rare breed, Mona.”
Mona? Shay and Ramona were on nicknaming terms already? While uncomfortable laughter filled the room, Quinn tried to recall if Shay ever showed up on Pride ERG email chains and if that huge rock on her finger was for an engagement or fashion.
“Sit for a while,” Blythe offered. She certainly didn’t want this, but her welcoming nature was appreciated. “Loose agenda here. Spitballin’ ideas.”
Ramona had taken off her cardigan, revealing tan, smooth shoulders. Quinn was still staring, and so were all the designers. “Oh, no. I’m just popping in. I apologize for the intrusion.”
“Archer. It’s fine.”
She’d already locked her fingers on the door handle to save herself from this calamity. “Enjoy the rest of your pitches and memes and whatnot.” The time was displayed on the meeting room’s flatscreen, a reminder to disappear. “And enjoy the rest of your day. Every one of you is out-of-this-world talented.” Quinn broadly gestured to them, hating herself. “Ramona, I trust you’ll fit right in.”
Ramona’s smirk appeared gracious. And...and were those dimples? Quinn sweated harder. “Thanks for noticing.”
“That’s my job. To notice.”
The door clicked close, and Quinn contemplated resigning. She hadn’t reached heights of discomfort that elevated since she’d been a preteen. Post haste, she needed to grab her snacks and get back on the Corporate floor before more stupid poured out of her mouth. She straightened her posture, breathed in, and strode on by, pretending not to see Ramona watch her as she passed.



4
By day three at ScrollCycle, Ramona scored a seat at the design team’s lunch table. While Ramona held tightly to the belief that remote slayed all other forms of working, she conceded the quick camaraderie with them brought a spark to her life. Much better than eating at her desk.
“Kwame and I are getting married this fall.” Shay wiggled the tremendous rock on her ring finger, as she did often. She pinched the air with her pointer and thumb. “I’m this close to saying, ‘fuck it, let’s elope.’ Weddings are a financial racket. There’s been a hidden expense every step of the process.”
Wounds on the mend, Ramona chose not to volunteer much. Weddings were indeed a racket.
“Eloping is my dream.” Freja blinked through the fringe of her white-blonde hair, sipping cherry seltzer water. As a junior designer, she typically hid her face full of piercings behind a drawing tablet. “The only thing holding me back is finding that pesky husband.”
“I’d like to find a husband, too,” Xavier agreed with a sheepish smile. Nicknamed X, he primarily animated and kept a low profile around the office, but the team got to experience his talkative side. “Or a long-term partner in general, matrimony not required.”
Hiro had the face of someone on the verge of making a joke, which wasn’t far from the truth. He spun the wedding band on his finger with a thumb. “Marriage is okay.”
Shay glared through her oversized spectacles, long, violet braids framing her dropped jaw. “Just okay? Does your wife know this?”
“My wife is the finest woman on the face of the earth. Marriage is okay.”
“Do y’all plan what days of the week to have sex like they do on TV?”
“Don’t ask questions you don’t want the answer to.”
Through their groans, Ramona decided to go in a different direction. Enough of the ‘M’ word. “What’s Kwame like?”
“I’m glad you asked.” Shay’s thumbs hammered at her phone. On her bare arms, an original snail character she’d designed flexed. Suitable for a playful illustrator.
Hiro finished off his chicken sandwich with a loud crunch. “She loves any reason to bring him up.”
“Leave that jadedness over there,” Shay playfully snapped back as she handed her phone to Ramona. “He’s a history professor. Witty, makes World War I jokes nobody understands. He talks too much, but so do I. It works for us.”
Ramona grinned at Shay’s excitement, nodding as she swiped through photo after photo of the two of them hugged up or at a venue. Indeed, her fiancé’s dark complexion and chiseled good looks would pull many admirers. “He’s like Morris Chestnut in the 90s and early aughts, when he had hair.”
“You see the vision.” Shay’s nose wrinkled in a hard smile. “I’ve been burned in the past. But, I don’t know. Our connection was unavoidable.”
That gave Ramona chills. She once fancied having that kind of epic, undeniable bond with someone. “Yeah? Weren’t you afraid?”
“Why would I be afraid of love? You gotta seize it when you can because you never know when you’ll get another chance.”
“Amen to that,” Xavier muttered to his falafel, hinting at a checkered dating past.
Ramona spoke her mind before it caught up with her, “Your man reminds me of my dad.”
When the table burst out laughing, Shay asked, “What makes you say that?”
“Similar looks.” She grimaced; she couldn’t audit her words sometimes. “Papa stays in the gym to stay fit. He’s fully gray now, but there’s a resemblance.”
“A silver fox.” Freja hummed thoughtfully. “Is your father single?”
“The girls need to know,” Xavier added to the chorus of cackles.
A stab of hurt hit Ramona’s chest. Her father hadn’t reached out, knowing how her wedding turned out. Based on social posts of him visiting his side of the family in Haiti’s scenic countryside, dude was alive. He pushed ‘tough love’ silence when she was at her lowest—a staple of her childhood.
Ramona forced on a grin. “He has a girlfriend, I fear. Nice try at becoming my stepparents. Not disturbing at all.”
“Worth a shot.” Xavier shrugged, causing his bedazzled jean jacket to crease. Fully committed to the Y2K aesthetic, he wore his hair in a taper fade with twists. “Are you seeing anyone?”
“That’s a negative.”
“While we’re talking about you,” Hiro said, smile cheeky, “what’s the deal with you and the corpse?”
Ramona returned Shay’s phone in time to frown. “Huh, a what?”
Shay motioned for Hiro to lower his voice, then explained, “That’s what we call folks from the Corporate floor. Corpses. Have you been there? Everything’s dead and colorless.”
Freja’s tablet found a way into her lap. “Then they come clicking and clacking onto our floor in their hard shoes. Loud zombies.”
“They look like they’re from The West Wing.”
“West Wing of the Undead.”
Ramona tried not to burst into happy streamers. These weirdos shared her similar patterns of humor. “Are they cliquey?”
Shay twisted a braid around her fingers. “ScrollCycle’s cliquey overall. We’re siloed on purpose.”
Hiro went on, his face the most serious she’d seen it. “Quinn isn’t awful, but when anyone from that floor enters a room full of…” he waved at the table, “our types, everybody shuts up and gets ready to hear bad news. Layoffs, budget cuts, you get it.”
Shay searched the distance for something Ramona wished she could see, too. “Archer’s new-ish, so I don’t know much about her. From what I see, she’s quite buttoned up literally and figuratively. When she went out of her way to welcome you, I assumed you were an executive’s love child. Or an heiress to some tycoon.”
“You did arrive under mysterious circumstances.” Hiro rubbed at the sparse hairs hanging from this chin. “Excuse our suspicion when Quinn showed up. Thought we were getting fired.”
Heat slashed up and down Ramona’s neck. She hoped the skin there didn’t redden. “Connections, yes. Nepotism, no. A friend of a friend referred me.”
“Do the two of y’all have a history, then?” With that, Xavier waggled his plucked eyebrows.
Hiro’s eyes bulged. “You’re kidding. Had no idea Quinn’s into girls.”
Ramona could pass out in this hot seat. She took a shaky sip of her raspberry seltzer. The lamb shawarma she inhaled earlier bleated, trotting hoof prints all over her stomach. “No history, really. She went out with a friend of mine years back.”
No need to overshare about Quinn being her ex-fiancée’s acquaintance. New coworkers shouldn’t be forced to pity her.
“The energy shifted when she walked in, right?” Shay’s pitch rose like she’d been wanting to bring this up. “I felt like I was encroaching on a private moment.”
Ramona pulled a longer swallow from her glass. “Not sure what you’re talking about. Is she like our boss?”
“Nope, she and Blythe are on equal levels. They work together a lot. Blythe manages us; Archer has her marketing team.”
Xavier’s saucy leer would be the death of Ramona. “Do you want Quinn to boss you around?”
“Hold on, hold on.” Hiro held his hands steady, trying to make sense of the world. “Are you gay, Ramona?”
Shaking his head, Xavier placed a hand on Hiro’s shoulder. “Sweet summer child.”
As the other designers laughed at the straight guy, Ramona tried her best not to become physically ill. She’d taken on this job just to snoop on Quinn Archer—not that she could admit that to anyone.
She could admit that Shay didn’t imagine the energy between her and Quinn. Her eye twitched.
“Speak of the devil.”
Ramona followed Xavier’s head nod to the Mediterranean food cart, where Quinn pointed out her choices for a to-go container. Good lord, she opted today for looser cut pants that accentuated her slight build and a sleek, neutral-toned blouse that fit onto all the right curves. As they aptly described it, Quinn clicked and clacked across the floor.
Quinn picked up on her audience, easing into a gentle, close-mouthed smile for them. And only Ramona received a little wave.
“Jesus, your luck, Ramona.” Hiro huffed. “What karma did you rack up in a past life?”
The corporate stars aligned for the next five minutes. Xavier hopped from his chair, exclaiming about breaking news on his phone—an acquisition or a massive layoff at a competitor company or anything equally heinous. Freja gasped at headlines on her tablet while Shay and Hiro broke into tirades about the industry.
This slice of pandemonium allowed Ramona to watch Quinn catwalk to the glass exit leading to the elevator. She looked practically edible today and damn, could anything ever be easy? How would Ramona get closure with all that...distraction?
Through the glass, Quinn stood waiting for the elevator doors to open. Responding to the tug of Ramona’s stare, she glimpsed over a shoulder, holding her gaze.
Interesting.
Testing fate, Ramona smiled.
Quinn returned the smile, flicking her hair to get a better look at her.
Mutual attraction—Ramona’s weakness. Letting her resolve slip, she succumbed to tracking key details.
Like details on that beautiful mouth, those playful lips. And teeth she’d noticed in a fit of hotness happened to have moderately elongated, sharp canines. Quinn could draw blood with those.
Determined to make her life more complicated, Ramona gave her a once-over: the smooth fabric of her pants over her ass, the sharp tips of her high heels, the curve of her spine beneath a silk blouse, gently sun-kissed arms, and the glossy fall of her hair. Then, she looked back into Quinn’s eyes to make sure this whole perusal was okay.
Quinn’s thumb visibly tensed onto her container.
The elevator doors parted; people trickled around her, and the connection hadn’t broken. In a fluid step backward, Quinn entered the elevator alone. That shy smile turned sultry. The world blurred around them.
Quinn was so sexy. And Quinn wanted her.
Ramona had sworn off the I-like-you-do-you-like-me rigamarole of her twenties. Those were the relationships that flopped the hardest—the ones where she operated on hormones and the love feel. With the image of her ex-fiancée all pensive and coy over this same person, Ramona thanked the universe for the doors closing.
Shit, this wouldn’t end well.

“RAMONA WANTS ME. What do I do?”
“That was quick,” Tara grunted from the phone, clarifying why she was grunting in the first place. “This laundry’s heavy as a bitch. Ugh, I sound like my fucking mother.”
Normally, Quinn would laugh and push that narrative further, since Tara’s mother, a retired kindergarten teacher, was a doting, wonderful person.
She paced in the square of her office, muted on her rug. “We had a pretty steamy moment, and we weren’t even touching, Tara. She watches me like she wants to swallow me whole.”
“I get it. You’re not into that.” Tara and Quinn started as acquaintances at a coworking space a decade ago, transitioning into close friends once they realized they contacted each other every single day. She’d given many iterations of advice to Quinn, who moved slowly and cautiously.
So, imagine Tara’s cardiac arrest when Quinn muttered, “Not in the slightest. I should have dragged her into the elevator with me.”
“Quinnie?!” Her dramatic pause lasted a good ten seconds, then, “This is Quinn, right? You’ve never lusted after somebody in all the years I’ve known you. Should I do a wellness check?”
That gained a low, self-deprecating laugh. “I move at a glacial pace. It’s annoying.”
“You’re not annoying, ever.” Tara’s voice softened with a dash of maternal affection. “This change of pace is refreshing. Don’t be a dumbass about it, alright?”
“I won’t promise that. I say and do dumb things when she’s around.”
The following pause went doubly as long, where Quinn checked if the call dropped. Quinn shoved a thick pinch of pita into her mouth, moping.
Tara broke her silence. “Being smart isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. We need our dumb moments. Besides, you haven’t gotten laid in a long while.”
Quinn hesitated to confess that these growing emotions ran deeper than sexual attraction, going the sage route of, “I’d like to get to know her better.”
The initial ambiguity of Ramona’s interest had placated Quinn. It allowed her room to daydream and figure out what these feelings meant, even if her actions made her do the opposite.
And now, Ramona showed desire. Feeling lightheaded, Quinn ragdolled into her chair. She took a bigger bite with hummus as Tara gave a helpful anecdote about dumb moves leading her to Graham.
To outsiders, Quinn and her ex, Celene, exhibited all the ingredients for a lifelong partnership. For their two-year duration, Celene committed to Quinn in ways that rivaled the leading ladies in films. However, Quinn had to learn how to girlfriend. Sure, she performed nice gestures and planned pleasurable dates, but it never clicked for her. It took Quinn a year to say ‘I love you.’
Quinn had love for Celene, fine. However, she worried that she lacked the ability to fall. When they had sex, Celene would gasp and writhe and whisper in Quinn’s ear how her body turned her on. Yet, this happened when Quinn wasn’t doing much. This led to a lot of mediocre sex.
Explosive, distractingly memorable sex eluded Quinn. It’d gotten to a point where Quinn grew suspicious of the girlfriends she’d bedded, wondering if they were getting off because of a shared moment or getting off at obtaining the unobtainable. She’d been labeled ‘stuck up’ or an ‘ice queen’ in California; women at that office treated her like a conquest. A challenge to fuck the frost off.
What Quinn considered awkward, underdeveloped social skills and fixation on her profession, others saw as a cold, sexy reason to build their own narratives.
“Are you still meeting that lady from BoreCon?”
Pixie cut Holly Nelson invited her for drinks after work, as she happened to be in the area. That brought Quinn back to her desk. Back to her half-consumed lunch. “I felt bad leaving her on read so often. I recall some intriguing conversations with her.”
“You can’t force chemistry, Quinn. You told me: zero chemistry.”
Quinn did say that. “She’s a nice reason not to rush home after work. Holly’s cool and smart.”
“And her vibe is off.”
“Without you in the city, I need more friends because I didn’t have many to begin with. Everyone’s partnered up or they moved. I thought you’d encourage me to go out.”
“People who long for you that badly make insincere friends, babe,” Tara growled like a predator stalking its prey. “They’re always waiting. Waiting for you to have a weak moment and they attack.”
Saved by the chime, Noah from her team pinged her on Scrolly. A marketing fire drill had erupted, and her team was melting down. Quinn slid her container to the side, activating manager mode. This was doable.
She bid Tara farewell, promising to call her on the walk to the bar. If only she could be so confident figuring out this dating stuff.
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QUINN – 5:31 PM

 

Sorry, running late. Work demands. 

HOLLY – 5:32 PM
 
Can I order for you so it can be ready once you arrive? We can talk about your day. 
Quinn smirked at her phone, impressed. That was efficient. She liked efficiency. She descended on the escalator to the building’s main exit, requesting her order:
QUINN – 5:34 PM

 

A Manhattan, please. Ty! 

A drink after solving the SEO and website mess would be a delight. Holly made good company. They could catch up and see what they had in common after these years. If she was lucky, Holly would have a partner; no reason for Quinn to circumvent unrequited feelings.
Yes, she’d drink. Get tipsy, but not too tipsy on an adequately fun night.
“Yoohoo! Yo, Quinn! Hold on!”
‘Yoohoo’ shouldn’t have been endearing or attractive in any circumstance. But then there was Quinn, holding in a whimper as Ramona hopped down the last two steps of the escalator, waving something overhead.
“Blythe shoved this into my hand and sent me running after you like a spy.” Ramona exaggerated a wheeze, holding onto her knee. “It’s a token of thanks for fixing something about SEO. Sounds tedious.”
Quinn backed into a smooth marble column, or else she’d wilt. What an adorable person. In her chartreuse 70’s-style top and velvet shorts. Very retro. “It was a team effort and yes, super tedious.”
“Passionfruit crème chocolate,” Ramona read from the wrapper as she handed it over.
Cheeks peaked from grinning, Quinn tucked the bar into her handbag. “It’s delicious. I’ll text her a thank you.”
“Don’t tell anyone, but…” Ramona leaned in conspiratorially. Dimples on display. Quinn’s heart did the racing thing again. “I don’t eat chocolate. Not by itself. If it’s coated over or baked into something, sure, I’ll bite.”
“My god, that’s heresy.”
Sheepishly, Ramona shrugged. Her backpack bounced with her shoulders. “I’m a simple woman. My mouth tells me what it likes, and I listen.”
Quinn hid her swallow because that sounded so needlessly, unintentionally sexually charged. “Come by my office and I’ll give you some.”
“How do you know I’ll like it?”
“You won’t know until you try.”
Ramona’s dark eyes flashed. The innuendo hadn’t missed her. She bit her lip as she looked away, then matched Quinn’s gaze again. And they stared.
Quinn leaned fully onto the column. Its coolness relieved her. “Are you busy, Ramona? I’m meeting an acquaintance not too far from here for drinks. You could come along.”
Undeniably rude to bring a tagalong, but Quinn would milk every minute of Ramona looking at her like that and wring the seconds for the last drop.
Ramona pouted thoughtfully. Quinn let Ramona see her looking at her lips. “Would that be a wise idea?”
“Why wouldn’t it be?”
“Is this a setup? A ploy to get me into a throuple situation?”
Quinn rolled her eyes lightheartedly, testing the waters—and her own boldness—as she lightly stroked one of the many curls resting on Ramona’s shoulder. Ramona’s hair had gotten frizzier over the day and that was attractive, too. So soft. “As if I’d share you.”
“I see.” Ramona took a half step closer. It nudged Quinn’s hand to fix onto her shoulder. Quinn kneaded the chartreuse fabric with long, tapered fingers.
Fuck that Manhattan. She’d fare better spending the evening with Ramona. And night, if it came to that.
Her fingers slowed to a stop. Quinn wasn’t one to move this fast.
“You alright?” Ramona asked, noticing the shift because, of course, she did. “Are you realizing that you actually want that throuple?”
Quinn scoffed, putting the ridiculousness of that proposal to rest. “I can hardly maintain a successful thing with one partner. Two is unimaginable.”
She then wished she owned a life rewind button. Quinn would have kept her self-effacing comments in her head. She would rewind as far as agreeing to the drinks with Holly in the first place. Anything would be better than the sudden rigidity in Ramona’s posture. The dimness in her smile. Her enviable eyelashes batted in an uneven pattern.
“Ramona, did I say something wrong?”
“I, um...” Ramona’s hand—nails short and beautiful—shielded her eyes. It equated to drawing a curtain between them. “Sorry, I should get going.”
Quinn pulled her own hand away. From flirting to this? “I don’t understand.”
“Have a nice evening. Enjoy your acquaintance.” With that, she gave a final, sullen smile and scampered to the revolving exit.
Well, there was the ambiguity Quinn thought she liked so much.

QUINN SHOVED A DECEPTIVELY heavy wooden door to the bar, thoroughly dejected. The walk lasted about eight minutes and Tara implored her to cancel the meetup for seven of them.
Tara, who wore her cynicism as armor, shed it when it came to Quinn. Tara held onto the wacky notion—fairytale, really—that Quinn would meet a beautiful woman who didn’t only understand her peculiarities but celebrated them. Then, Quinn and her true love were destined to have a million orgasms and get married and make babies, blah blah, the whole fantastical spiel.
Those things were nice-to-haves. Would she enjoy them? Of course.
Realistically, not everyone was meant to fall in love. Quinn had reached thirty-six with no real prospects—never mind everything else. She could have the occasional acceptable girlfriend. Callum and Mischa eased her sporadic baby fever. She was fine.
Holly’s platinum pixie cut stood out like a beacon. It suited her, Quinn thought with a soft nod. Attraction hadn’t been a huge factor when Holly first approached Quinn between seminars, objectively cool in a bodysuit and short sleeves to show off her tattoos. Was she cute? Sure, but not Quinn’s type. Quinn didn’t tingle like when Ramona flitted her lovely fan of eyelashes.
Her empty stomach flopped in protest. She’d offended Ramona.
Quinn hovered near the door, pretending to check her phone to kill time. She blended well into the corporate culture because it involved tons of masking. Sure, she’d open up more to people who exuded sincerity, like Blythe. Otherwise, she could tap out of her everyday hangups and take on issues like teammates disputing a color palette update. Work issues became her issues.
She glanced up as Holly waved her way. Waving back reflexively, she centered herself in a deep sigh. They’d have a good time, and that’s that. Quinn treaded past the lacquered bar stools in a wood similar to the door, steampunk-inspired décor, and a bartender with a thick chevron mustache. Holly occupied a booth across from the bar. Quinn’s Manhattan sat on its polished tabletop in a crystal martini glass, aesthetically pleasing and begging for a sip.
“Quinn, you look great,” Holly greeted with a big smile, her Monroe piercing twinkling.
Quinn shouldered off her jacket. She sure didn’t feel great. “Thank you. You, too.”
Holly leaned in for a hug, her vest and tailored slacks striking a perfect balance between dapper and feminine. “I clean up nicely. What can I say?”
Quinn placed her bag and jacket in the booth seat opposite Holly and slid in after them. She took a long pull from her drink and purred. At last, decompression.
Holly pinched at the flimsy one-sheet menu. “I’m thinking fries. Wanna split?”
“Sure, sounds good.”
Holly leaped up to alert the bartender, and Quinn grinned. That random action reminded her of Ramona yelling ‘yoohoo,’ hot on her trail.
Ramona. Her second sip burned. If only Quinn could apologize. For what? She had no clue. Her fingers prickled to at least schedule a Scrolly message for Ramona tomorrow. That wasn’t too intrusive.
“How’s being back on the east coast?” Holly asked as she returned to her seat, folding her hands onto the table. “Already missing the better weather?”
A straightforward question. Good. “It’s second nature living here, like the city never left me. I’m not excited about winter, and I miss being a brief ride away from my best friend. It’s a little lonely.”
“Hard to believe. You being so popular and all.”
Quinn blinked, confused how she’d ever given that impression. “Popular? Not really. I’d say I have fewer friends than most my age.”
“Sorry, my mistake.” Holly spun the menu with her pointer fingers; she laughed to herself. “I guess I missed you. Is that too much to say?”
More Manhattan flowed into Quinn’s mouth. She must steer tactfully here. If she voiced the truth of, ‘I didn’t give you much thought,’ that would shatter anyone. “That’s sweet. Why did you miss me, exactly?”
Holly flushed; their booth’s hanging light emphasized it. “You made an impression. Easy conversations, laughs. Being around you makes me happy.” She cocked her head to the side and whispered, “I’m not the most cheerful person.”
Quinn smiled, though deep down she yearned to escape. If her memory served her right, Holly had a decent-sized group of friends, but the details had understandably faded over the years. “You’re surrounded by people who love you. That’s so lucky.”
A shadow of something not-so-lucky darkened Holly’s smile. “Friends aren’t enough sometimes, you know?”
“Uh, I don’t know.” She’d be in a lonelier place without Tara. “What do you mean by that?”
Holly shook her head, redirecting the topic. “If you’re lonely, you can always hit me up. I’ve been going out, exploring the hidden gems of the city. I could introduce you to some of my friends.”
Mustache Bartender slid a paper cone packed with golden fries on a metal holder onto their table, followed by some condiments. He bowed, then strolled away without uttering a word besides, “Fries.”
That lightened the uneasy atmosphere as they laughed and enjoyed the snack together. Crispy, Belgian-style fries were a favorite. Holly went into a rather long and entertaining story of an abandoned car lot she and her friend Flo discovered on their nighttime adventures. Quinn considered herself more of a wine-and-charcuterie-and-movies type when she and Tara hung out. That didn’t make Holly’s tale any less compelling. As they chatted, her drink had been replaced with a new one and a dark, gingery cocktail for Holly.
Quinn could socialize with this woman. She couldn’t wait to rub the fact in Tara’s face. “Imagine if you two got trapped there.”
Holly’s green eyes stretched. “Flo would lord it over me forever.”
“It was her idea!”
“Right?!”
They grinned like friends would. And just as Quinn’s social confidence peaked, Holly sighed and softly tugged at her ear. “You have the best smile.”
“Thanks.” Quinn’s eyes darted anywhere but at Holly’s. “I brush twice daily.”
“You, um,” Holly went on, missing out on Quinn’s awkwardness. She swished the stirrer in her amber drink, clinking melting ice. “You never said goodbye, Quinn. I’d hoped…”
She didn’t finish.
Other patrons chattered, unwilling to pick up on someone who needed saving. A group of younger adults conga-lined past their booth.
They sat longer.
Tara, bless her intuition, messaged her right then. Quinn listened to the bzz-bzz-bzz of consecutive texts, digging through her handbag. “Do you mind?”
Holly tilted her drink to her lips. Eyes still watching. “Who are you talking to these days? Anyone special?”
Ignoring her heart rate picking up, Quinn untangled her phone from her work ID lanyard.
TARA – 6:41 PM
 
In-laws visited for dinner and Callum said the word shit 3 times. They want my head on a stake 
 
Oh shit hold on 
 
You still with her? 
 
??? ? ????? 
 
Is she in love with you yet 
She typed back for any reason not to answer Holly.
QUINN – 6:53 PM

 

Yes. 

 

To the still with her part 

TARA – 6:54 PM
 
If you’re on a date, why tf are you texting me???? 
QUINN – 6:54 PM

 

This can’t be a date. 

 

Wait 

Quinn peered up at Holly, asking, “Are we on a date?”
Holly’s jaw worked like someone not used to being speechless. “Yes, Quinn. What else could this be?”
QUINN – 6:56 PM

 

Oh fuck, this is. 

Anxiously, Quinn smoothed her hair back, as she wanted a ponytail and didn’t have a hair tie. Now that she’d been mopey over a woman she barely knew, she’d developed greater grace for women like Holly.
That was the difference. She’d pay cold hard cash for more than the fleeting conversations and eye sex with Ramona. She wanted to hear Ramona’s political opinions and irrational childhood fears and from which parent she’d inherited those dimples.
Quinn shut her eyes for a few seconds, needing this dreadful moment to end. When she checked on Holly again, she’d gone back to denting the menu, swallowing thickly.
Upsetting two women in one evening? Quinn belonged at home.
“I’ve yet to...” Quinn wet her lips after finishing the second Manhattan. “Receive people well, Holly. Romantically, that is. I wasn’t born with that ability. In college, I’d look up personality tests to make sure I wouldn’t end up a serial killer.” Her rueful laugh quieted since Holly didn’t budge. “I doubt I have what you want.”
“I liked you then and I could like you now,” Holly replied with a straightforwardness Quinn respected. “That’s why I’m here.”
“How do you know that? How?”
Holly waved in the space between them. “We get along well. I think we have a connection—we could start there.”
Quinn would drop dead if she ever made Ramona this uncomfortable.
Tara’s texts lit up her phone, so Quinn tossed it back in her bag. She’d grown used to being misunderstood. Tonight, she wanted none of that. Either she’d find the one, or live a fulfilling solitary life. No in-between. “I appreciate your kind words, but⁠—”
“I broke someone’s heart recently.” Holly thumbed at her vest material, where her heart should be. “My ex would have forgone all the special parts of a relationship to be with me. It’d become so suffocating I couldn’t breathe sometimes. We were dreadfully desperate.”
Quinn crossed her arms. She had experience there. “Okay.”
“Quinn, you and I at least deserve a chance. You have a shell around you, but I’m patient.”
Would she embarrass herself in front of the design team and office baristas for Holly? She noticed the chocolate bar sticking upward in her bag and her heart ached. This yearning hurt so badly and yet it was cathartic. A release of emotions she’d only read about or saw in others’ eyes. Like Holly’s.
Holly wasn’t an irredeemable person. She just didn’t fit Quinn.
“I guess this date is a bust.” Holly chuckled under her breath as Quinn stood, ready to leave.
“I don’t dislike you, Holly. You’re so active and neat and fascinating.”
“I sound like a science project.”
Quinn smiled and meant it. “I’m not interested. Sorry.”
She left a glassy-eyed, pixie-haired nonprofit manager in the booth. Quinn held up her phone to the bartender, offering to cover all their expenses. She rapped her glossy nails after tap paying on the small console, needing the transaction to hurry in case Holly came over for another round of rejection.
Thankfully, the purchase was finalized. Quinn hauled the door open to leave that tavern and hopefully this life of not-fitting behind.
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When Blythe sent Ramona after Quinn to deliver that damn chocolate bar, she should have coughed up any excuse to refuse.
Quinn’s sharp, maddeningly good looks paired with bashfulness were a deadly, most attractive combination. Ramona saw through her designer labels, the immaculately drawn makeup, and the deceptively intimidating appearance that shook her teammates into silence. Quinn had upgraded from an AI-generated hottie to a sexy puzzle.
Yes, Quinn bewitched Ramona St. Germaine. Bewitched, indeed. Maybe she’d dance and frolic through a field of daisies in an Irish music video, wearing dark jeans and a denim jacket.
Then, the red flag. Quinn, fiddling with Ramona’s hair to raise every pore, revealed her trouble committing. Hardly maintaining a successful relationship. Great. It wasn’t like Ramona could hold superiority over that, but real recognized real. Ramona saw the glaring neon sign ordering her to hold her horses.
That flirting woke something up in her. Regardless, they were a recipe for chaos, as proven by Ramona working at ScrollCycle in the first place.
She barely caught a wink of sleep. This curse plunged her into an unrecognized despondency that night, caught between the buzz of Quinn’s coy, flirtatious behavior and the harsh reality: Ramona’s romantic relationships flared brightly before ending in disastrous flames.
Before the jilted marriage was Lilian who cheated with women in two different states or Symone, whose outbursts put Ramona’s nerves and eyelids into overdrive. Hiro had no idea what he was talking about for a fortunate past life; the opposite proved itself every time. She’d be slated for a failed partnership. Ramona came from an ancestral line of lovelorn losers.
To sink the knife deeper, her mother took no prisoners whenever Ramona bothered to answer her calls—lectures on wasteful spending i.e. the wedding, and unsubtle suggestions to prioritize anything over a love life.
Her mother wasted her breath. Ramona had settled on the latter already.
Sitting on the toilet the following morning, she sent off an I’m going to wfh message to Blythe while she peed. Working remotely seemed the wisest choice, her being sleepless and all.
Then, something not-haha funny occurred.
She bumped into Holly, who appeared as ragged and smile-deprived as she did, emerging from her bedroom. In a bizarre twist, Holly apologized again for publicly rejecting their friendship. For breaking their lifelong pact to be each other’s person.
These apologies lacked the ulterior motive vibe of their brunch those weeks before. It tempted Ramona to tap into where that came from, then changed her mind since she’d be expected to return the favor. A casual ‘the woman you jilted me for wants my body and the feeling is painfully mutual, but she and I would be hazardous when mixed’ wouldn’t blow over well.
Could one disaster undo years of friendship? Ramona didn’t know. Besides, with both their names on the apartment lease, Ramona had no authority to kick Holly out.
Falling back on routine, they decided to forgo the work part of working from home. As a manager at her organization, Holly could swing it.
They ordered breakfast sandwiches and bickered about the series finale of a drama they used to binge together. Safe conversation. A part of Ramona swore Holly avoided private life talk as much as she did. Had Holly been catching up with Quinn? Ramona swallowed a fiery pit of unjustified anger, tasting egg and cheddar.
Later, she and Holly threw on some clothes and went out. They rode subway to subway without an aim in the world, like they had before everything went to shit. They window-shopped; they shared two different orders of banh mi. Joking, laughing. They were them.
Almost.
The jokes felt too careful, laughs a little forced. An unexplainable longing persisted, right at Ramona’s chest. Like youthful times of having a skinned elbow, when her father would turn that into a lecture on emotional regulation. She wondered if Quinn’s dad was such a bastard.
Ramona tried to shake that inkling free when a Scrolly notification chimed from her phone.
1:01 PM
 
Quinn A: Hi Ramona. I have new data for your latest project. 
 
Are you in today? 
Strange. They’d never DM’d until this moment. Ramona’s gut rang bells from the rafters—the intent of this went deeper than some data. Though, look how far her gut got her at this point. She could not fixate on the fact that they were thinking about each other at the same time. No, not at all.
“Want to catch a matinee movie?” Ramona asked as she pocketed her phone, needing a distraction from Quinn. Because Quinn decimated her supposedly relaxed, kind-of-like-old-times day with her best friend.
Ramona daydreamed about Quinn’s smile when she rested her eyes in the subway. The sunshine reminded her of the warmth under her collar whenever Quinn caught her eye. She swore she smelled Quinn’s fragrance while they roamed a department store. Banh mi made her speculate what flavors Quinn would prefer—if she’d pick away any ingredients.
Holly turned out to be down for anything. Even ditching work on Friday, too. They met up with Martín on his day off to roam around Brooklyn, collecting a nice bounty of free stoop treasures (Holly scored brass bookends and a watch), then ordered a third of the menu at a Dominican restaurant. They dropped by Daphne’s for video game co-op campaigns and homemade cake until late that night. Through conversation, laughter, and election discourse, Ramona fought the voices telling her she’d hurt Quinn’s feelings. Her friends would flash her pity looks throughout the day, obviously assuming her still depressed about the lack of marriage.
She attributed her deep sleep that night on Daphne’s rug to a full stomach. But at 4 a.m., she found herself scrambling on hands and knees to the toilet, retching up red velvet cake and imagining Quinn checking her phone for a reply.
On Saturday, Holly and Ramona returned home to pound through a docuseries about people obsessed with their pets. Watching folks weirder than them helped. Around that night, Holly beckoned Ramona to share the couch. Were they back? They could be back to normal.
They met up with Flo to hike through Central Park on Sunday. Twice, Holly offered a hand to pull Ramona up, for Ramona wasn’t the most active person. She puffed her mouth into her cold hands, heart swelling at their comfy bubble repairing itself. Healing and all that. Flo, without Dominic, did a good job of not shoving what could have been in her face. Maybe Flo knew that, too, as evidenced by her extra tight hugs.
Holly and Ramona took two hours to choose a movie that evening. They ended up streaming some Oscar bait.
That was when Ramona backslid.
Both women’s eyes sprouted tears three-quarters into the film. Unable to cope, these tears progressed into tears for their future. Ramona patted for Holly’s hand under the couch’s throw blanket. Holly received her without a hitch and Ramona exhaled, reassured. They held tight until the credits rolled.
“Nothing can break us.” Holly sniffed, mirroring the main character who’d sacrificed her life to save her friend. “Never doubt that.”
Ramona’s jaw quivered. “I lo⁠—”
And something, something abnormal, stymied words she used to declare so easily back in their heyday. They clogged her throat like traffic. Changing course, she croaked out, “I won’t.”
So they hugged. For minutes, which ticked by like hours.
And the backslide?
A simple gesture. Ramona rested her head on Holly’s shoulder, letting it grow heavy.
Holly wriggled from the hug. Under the same blanket, holding hands and shedding tears for what could have been, they’d inched dubiously close to cuddling. Holly stood, wiping her hands on her pajama bottoms, invisibly soiled.
“I thought we established our boundaries, Mona.”
This wounded Ramona, even though it rang true. Holly hardly tolerated cuddling while engaged; why get all snuggly after drawing lines in the sand?
She apologized, but the damage had been done. Holly bid her goodnight, shaking her head.
Ramona couldn’t muster the strength to drag herself to her bedroom. That room used to be theirs. Now it bore bare spots that once held Holly’s around-the-borough finds. Like an old Polaroid camera, a horse statue from a flea market. Letting her mind run, Ramona pondered if those items preferred their new home on Holly’s desk.
Her mind detoured to Quinn. Would she allow Ramona to nestle onto her shoulder?
Ramona’s heart couldn’t sustain another blow.
She cocooned herself into the blanket that smelled like Holly’s cologne, sighing for being so conflicted. The universe didn’t deem her worthy to fall in love like others, to hold the twinkle in their eyes the way Dominic did for Flo or Shay did for her 90s Morris Chestnut or, regrettably, Holly did for Quinn.
Ugh, fuck the universe.

STEADFAST ON HER ‘FUCK THE UNIVERSE’ kick, Ramona started strong. She stretched from the couch twenty minutes before her first alarm, ready to grab the day by the ass. She would pull the reins on her destiny. There existed no signs, no powers-that-be prancing her around like a marionette any longer.
Instead of curating an outfit that would stun the masses (and catch Quinn’s eye), she selected a T-shirt that gave herself the biggest grin. It hung baggily on her, so she did a French tuck because she wasn’t a slob without the universe dictating her steps.
As the elevator to ScrollCycle ascended, Ramona’s right leg bobbed in place. Owning one’s destiny took a lot of brain power and energy.
She’d veered into an indie coffee shop a few blocks off the path to work for spontaneity. The barista manning the counter was cute, though a younger adult than her preferences. Either way, Ramona granted this woman—with her jewel face art and blown-out hair—to invent a drink. She stressed for her to experiment off-menu, to send Ramona’s taste buds on a ride. She tightened her grip on the end product: a frosty blended coffee.
New flavors, new day, new her, fuck it.
“Morning, Mona,” Shay greeted, the lone person in their design section that Monday. Everyone else on their team holed themselves up in other rooms or chose to arrive later. Shay perked an eyebrow at the concoction in its clear compost-friendly plastic. “Interesting colors you got in there. Are you drinking paint?”
Layers of the marbled, frozen drink showed edible glitter, swirls of purple and pink and green, strawberry-banana whip, and multicolored sprinkles. She’d nearly reminded the barista she wasn’t eight years old. “It has three shots in it.”
“Of what, Red 40?”
Ramona poked a straw into the mixture. “I am on a personal journey.”
Shay pushed herself from her computer specifically to roll to Ramona’s side. She rested an elbow on the desk and a cheek on her palm, intrigued. “Not to yuck your yum, but I must watch you consume this.”
Defiant and embarrassed, Ramona crossed a leg under her desk and fed the straw to her lips.
“You don’t have to do this.”
“Hush, I must,” Ramona combatted, sucking in a deep, long mouthful. Of the most vein-wringing, saccharine beverage ever to touch her tongue. It didn’t even evoke a flavor, only sweet. One could twist this into pleasing her inner child, but nah. If hell were made of sugar, this was it. In a frightening turn, her teeth crunched on...rock candy? That barista was now her sworn enemy.
Shay slapped her knee in a heavy laugh, glasses askew. “Your face says it all. Dump that trash.”
“If my journey involves a sugar high, then so be it.” Ramona risked a second sip. Ew, worse than the first one. Not a single natural taste came to mind, not even one’s basic vanilla. It absorbed the espresso like toxic sludge.
“Well, Ms. Personal Journey, can you tell me if the kerning on this header bothers you?”
“Of course.”
Ramona, then, made a mistake. She held her stomach, already queasy while attempting to slide the drink to the far side of her standing desk. However, on-brand for the turn of her fate, it tipped over and out poured a half-melted oil spill of cosmic nastiness. “Gah, help!”
Shay, amazingly, established herself as unreliable in an urgent situation. While Ramona saved her keyboard from the gunk, Shay dug around her messenger bag at a snail’s pace. “I have a tissue in here somewhere.”
A tissue? Like, singular?
“Shit, shit, shit,” Ramona groaned, resorting to using her hands as a barrier to the edge of the desk.
Shay sprang up to action, but for a different reason entirely. “Oop! Our freelance videographer’s guest pass isn’t working and he’s carrying heavy stuff. You got it from here?”
Goldfish memory seemed to be a theme with her team. Shay tossed her a partial pack of tissues like an afterthought.
Ramona dropped each sad tissue rectangle to minimally soak, sarcasm not strong enough in her. “Sure thing, buddy. I’ll be fine.”
“Great, good luck!” And she dashed off!
“Fuck this cold shit,” Ramona groaned as her hands and the sludge became one. There was a Venom analogy she could make, but to whom?
Ramona smelled perfume before Quinn emerged from the ether to stick a wad of paper towels on the mess before it dripped to the floor. She set a tub of cleaning wipes between them, scooping the whipped cream and chucking it into Ramona’s small trash can with a heavy plop. Quinn handed over a pack of wet hand wipes for Ramona to rid her fingers of the stickiness. They didn’t speak until everything appeared as it should.
“You saved my desk from destruction.” Ramona dramatically slumped in her chair, genuinely grateful. “Thank you.”
“You’re very welcome.”
They swapped small smiles. Holding-back smiles.
“So…” Quinn scooted the trash can into place with the tip of her high heel and Ramona tried not to leer. “Looks like your cake melted.”
Ramona snickered, slapping her forehead. “Ha. It’s a bleedingly sweet abomination. Thought I’d try something new.”
Quinn rested a thigh against her desk, gripping its edge. The form-fitting high-waisted skirt and the softly textured blouse folded at her elbows were sex on wheels. “I admire that. I stick to habits a bit too well. To my detriment.”
Ramona gazed up at Quinn, from her place in her chair. Something about her tense shoulders and heavy eyes had Ramona blurt, “Restless night?”
Quinn’s jaw unhinged. She miraculously didn’t look pissed. “Do I look haggard, Ramona?”
Mm, her name out of Quinn’s mouth. Ramona rubbed her arm of chill bumps. “I don’t know, you seem low energy.”
“I see.” She bit her lip and glimpsed to the floor. “I came to apologize.”
Now Ramona’s jaw dropped. “You did nothing wrong.”
“You ran away from me.”
“Sorry about that.” Ramona felt her blush rise up her neck. She winced twice. “I should’ve answered your message. That data you mentioned sounds useful.”
Quinn stared at her blankly, then a light went on and she nodded. “R-right. Yeah, the data.”
Ramona’s heart galloped. “Did you come by for any other reason? Or do you get an alert for my clumsiness?”
“That’s funny,” Quinn murmured more to herself, giggling a little. She revealed a coffee cup from upstairs Ramona hadn’t noticed. “I grabbed one for you. Though, if I’m as haggard as you hint, I should probably drink this, too.”
Ramona swiveled, regretting her lack of tact. “I didn’t mean it that way. I’m so rude.”
“It’s a truce coffee. When I didn’t see or hear from you Thursday and Friday, I thought I offended you.”
Had Quinn lost actual sleep over Ramona? She leaned back in her chair, astounded. The idea of Corporate Barbie sacrificing her beauty rest for someone like a toxic sludge drinker didn’t fit her narrative at all. “You don’t owe me anything. A flat white’s better than the poison I bought. Thanks.”
“You’re not mad at me?” Quinn’s soft, elevated voice balanced itself with a nice husk. God.
“On the contrary. You brightened my morning.” Ramona extended her arm, wiggling fingers self-manicured with teal polish. A Holly-Ramona activity from the weekend. “Gimme my truce coffee.”
Quinn’s smile met her eyes this time. “You brightened my morning, too.”
Their fingers whispered over each other in the hand-off. Ramona’s heart beat double-time again.
“Well, I have a call about the next quarterly budget soon.” Quinn skated short nails on the desk, eyeing the time on a suspended screen above the design team’s vision board. “I suppose that’s important.”
“Sounds exhilarating.”
“It is. The only question is on what app should I mindlessly scroll for most of it?”
“That’s the antithesis of ScrollCycle’s mission. For shame.”
“Oops. Don’t tell anyone,” Quinn play-whispered, pushing herself into a stride. Rather hesitantly, she placed a hand on Ramona’s shoulder as she took her leave. The touch sent shivers through Ramona as if Quinn caressed her. “Enjoy the coffee.”
Ramona missed her already. She didn’t care for Quinn to attend her dull money meeting. While she couldn’t stop that from happening, she could prolong the conversation with an eager, “Hey, by the way, how old are you?”
Quinn half spun around rather gracefully. Her eyebrow arched up in pseudo challenge, and Ramona remembered HR discouraged these types of questions. Any of Ramona’s friends would give her the third degree, asking why. In a refreshing deviation, Quinn simply said, “Thirty-six. You?”
“You got me by two years. Thirty-four.” She took in the tuck of Quinn’s soft blouse, the fit on her breasts and cinched waist. “Nice.”
Quinn’s smile widened, revealing her sharp canines in a way that felt almost obscene. Ramona found herself wanting Quinn to bite her anywhere, to draw blood. “Later, Ramona.”
Ramona pivoted to face her computer because Quinn’s hot body was calling and picking up would be her downfall.
Soon after, she devoured that flat white with oat milk, sorry she cheated on it with the hideous ‘something new’ earlier. Consistently delicious, her taste exactly. She lost herself in its stamped logo on the side, acknowledging how fate brought Quinn to her, despite her stubbornness.
Well then. The universe was nothing to fuck with.
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By the afternoon, Quinn hadn’t come down from her high of rescuing Ramona’s floor (and lap) from a goopy, sticky disaster.
Before swooping in, she’d been lurking on the sidelines. Coffee cup in hand, poised to find a lull in Ramona and Shay’s conversation like an opening in jump rope, and as a child, she sucked at jump rope. A few journalists gawked at her from their desks, so she waved as if that was the most natural occurrence in the world. She sprang into action once Ramona’s dodgy drink’s top flew off, cramming wipes and a roll of paper towels from the communal sanitization station under one arm.
The heavens opened for Shay to desert Ramona. And Quinn made her entrance.
Plus, Ramona hadn’t been loathing her all weekend! While any response to her Scrolly message would have reduced Quinn’s fears, their face-to-face discussion did the trick.
Last night, Quinn tossed and turned through a restless four hours of sleep, dreading the arrival of Monday. She and Ramona were only tangentially connected as work-related employees, not even familiar acquaintances. If things between them went cold, it wouldn’t impact either of their project outputs.
She tapped an apathetic tune on her wireless mouse. Reflecting on Ramona’s dimpled smile stripped this quarterly spreadsheet of all intrigue.
Blythe grunted through a loud back crack, occupying her usual chair in Quinn’s office—located in the corner, diagonally from Quinn’s desk. Blythe warned her of her troubled mood the minute their one-on-one meeting started.
They’d gone over relevant concerns, agreeing to shelve less-pressing agenda items until Blythe’s “brain stopped spinning a hundred plates.” Jared’s official announcement of a brand redesign appeared in everyone’s inboxes, magnifying the pressure on Blythe’s shoulders. Quinn was by no means a designer, but marketing and design needs overlapped enough for her and Blythe to establish a rapport. Sometimes, they’d banter about a new movie or office politics, but companionable silence was their sweet spot.
Quinn yawned; she missed out on lunch. Just another Monday. While Blythe wouldn’t mind Quinn departing for food, it’d been drilled into her since she could first walk to prioritize her guests. Blythe, legs crossed at the ankle of her barrel jeans, was a guest in her space.
A bag of veggie straws in the desk drawer was calling Quinn’s name. She rifled through her snack stash when Blythe sighed and snapped her laptop shut. Blythe rolled her head back onto the chair, scrubbing her face with a firm hand. She managed to have a more jam-packed schedule than Quinn, stretched into a thousand directions and this redesign was only in the early stages. Her phone lit up often from C-suite members relaying their uninvited opinions.
Unceremoniously, Quinn pinched open the veggie straws with a distinct crackle. Blythe turned Quinn’s way and shook her head at an offer of one. So, Quinn chewed demurely, knowing she’d pour half the miniature bag into her gullet if she had no company.
The creative director broke her reticence with, “I have something on my mind, and I need your take on it.”
“Sure.” Quinn pushed her snack-lunch aside out of politeness nobody requested. “Talk to me.”
“It’s about Ramona.”
Queasiness tickled the back of Quinn’s throat. Maybe they had a sidebar about her and Blythe had to bring it up. She played ignorant. “Ramona St. Germaine?”
Blythe rested both elbows on her knees, popping her knuckles. “Have you reached out to her recently?”
What?! Was her Scrolly message considered hostile or harassment? It had been an innocent comment about having new data, which she somehow forgot when Ramona brought it up. That was very fucking not-normal. Quinn Archer forgot nothing related to work.
Was there new slang where “data” meant something sexual? And who the hell was Quinn to question if Ramona would be in that day? Ramona had no allegiance to her to answer that. Ugh, she should have listened when Tara told her to leave it alone.
“Archer?”
Quinn reached beneath her hair, flicking at her tragus piercing. “I sent a Scrolly message. On Friday. About work.”
Well, what else would it be about?
Could this be what troubled Blythe? Maybe Ramona complained about Quinn and Blythe, as a good manager, followed up for an update. Based on the way Ramona drank Quinn in, everything seemed okay.
Blythe ran fingers through her blue bangs. “Ramona’s already an asset to my team. I hope she sticks around.”
Quinn forced on a tight smile. She bet she looked constipated. Those straws wanted to come back up.
“You’re acquainted with her, so it makes sense to bring her into the fold.”
“For um, what?”
“I am at my limit, Archer.”
Now thoroughly confused, Quinn grew the nerve to furrow her brow, showing some emotion. “Your limit?”
“Of this redesign,” she revealed, to Quinn’s relief. “My daily responsibilities on top of that, with all these new meetings with contractors and our fucking CEO...”
Quinn melted back into her chair now that she could breathe again. “Oh, him.”
ScrollCycle’s Jared McDermott fit many descriptors of his ilk—older, wealthy, out-of-touch when they swore they had a finger on the social pulse. He conducted surprise visits in his Air Jordans to appeal to the youth and could stretch a three-minute conversation to thirty without effort. Cody worshipped him, but truthfully, Jared worshipped Cody just as much. Jared would wear Cody as a skin suit if given the legal opportunity.
The fluorescent lighting did no favors for Blythe’s worry lines. “That motherfucker watched two hours’ worth of graphic design videos on that new learning app, Sir Course-a-lot, and he’s been up my ass ever since. He’s impeding my process.”
“I’m so sorry.” Quinn cringed, fearful of the day he started a marketing course. “So, Ramona? You brought up Ramona?”
She gritted her teeth before she spoke Ramona’s name again. No need to be obvious.
Blythe pointed a thanks for the reminder. “Ramona, yes. The woman is a machine. She designs, animates, and exports the data viz for our videos and website so fast that it’s hard to keep her busy with technical tasks. Meaning, I’m going to put her senior status to good use and have her take over some of my day-to-day duties.” She patted her knee, pleased to add, “One of them being these one-on-ones.”
Frozen was the only way to describe Quinn during the embarrassing seconds that followed. She halted mid-motion, reaching back for her snack, and gaped as if Blythe had just chopped her laptop in half and started gnawing on the cords.
Ramona, here? In her office? She and Blythe met at least twice a week.
Blythe mistook Quinn’s frozen state for offense. “Please, I don’t hate your guts. She’s competent at managerial tasks and she communicates well. I swear on Buster.”
Buster was Blythe’s ten-year-old pug mix. She meant business. Quinn licked her lips, explaining, “I’m not offended at all. Only surprised.”
And elated. And terrified...with elation.
Blythe bounced to her feet with newfound energy. “Sweet, sweet, sweet! I figured since you and I cross paths so much and we message regularly, we can tie up any huge decisions organically. You know, I can send Ramona up here now. Do you have time?”
No. A meeting with Grace about Social’s stock footage account would start in three minutes. “Yeah, sure. Send her up.”
“Thanks for being so flexible. I’ll find Ramona and get her up here.” Blythe stepped out the open door and saluted. “Later, Archer.”
Quinn would scream “I love you!” out of joy to Blythe’s back if it wouldn’t be grounds for an HR visit.
She drafted a kind, professional email canceling her chat with Grace, needing to primp before Ramona peeked into her world. It may have been a square office with a transparent glass wall, but it was hers and Ramona would be standing in it.
She sent off the corporate equivalent of “Fuck off until another day, byeeeeee!” and materialized in front of her small wall mirror with her makeup bag.

QUINN GREETED Ramona from behind her desk after an internal debate on standing versus sitting. She settled on pantomiming distinguished document signing in a half-standing formation she prayed didn’t come off Cro Magnon-y.
God, Ramona looked even better than she did that morning. She’d banded her hair into a neat ponytail, presenting a long, sexy neck and a hint of a collarbone in her oversized top. Under normal circumstances, Quinn wouldn’t fiend over a woman sporting a navy acid wash t-shirt with a silkscreen print of wolves howling to a crystal moon.
Normal left the building long ago.
The shirt worked on Ramona. And it paired well with her denim skirt and Doc Martens. She sauntered in (after knocking and waving, a callback to the first day) all long and lean and statuesque.
“Corporate floor.” Ramona made a show of turning to the glass to see where everyone typed and talked in refined neutrals. “Is this where all the adults work?”
Quinn needed that laugh. “I guess so.”
She took her time stepping in a circle, absorbing Quinn’s office space. Every detail intentional, from the pops of gold, the furniture, and items on her small windowsill to offset all the building’s gray and white. The rug added coziness and tied all the colors together. Quinn set her pen down, ready to justify her choices.
Ramona spoke before Quinn voiced any insecurities. A bright smile graced her features. “Love how you made this office yours. I’m impressed.”
She released a held breath and stood straight. “Thank you. I prefer to be comfortable around a pretty, minimalist space. Every blue moon I work from home, but it feels wasteful to have this space and not use it.”
“Ah, that’s how they get you.”
“You have a point,” she replied, sounding starstruck and needing to get a grip. How could she, though, with those distinct, expressive eyes on her? It’d be overkill to apply mascara to lashes so flawless.
Smirking, Ramona nodded to something behind Quinn. “Are you a collector?”
“Of?” Quinn steadied herself by placing her fingertips on the desk and looking back.
“The gay ass flags.”
A tchotchke on her windowsill, hitting the light nicely despite the blinds, sat a flowerpot painted in company colors holding flags from the past six years of Pride ERG events. “I inherited those with this room.”
Ramona smirked, squinting daggers. “So, you. Ally or…” She whipped her wrist in a decidedly homo fashion.
Oh, they were going there already. Five minutes into this whole thing. Quinn could set off the smoke alarms, she’d gone so hot. “Gay. Emphatically gay.”
“Not an ally?”
“Both. Are you quizzing me?”
“Like I’m a henchwoman for a corporate lesbian syndicate?” Ramona slipped a hand in her pocket, giving her voice actor realness in a deepened voice. “Answer wrong and I’ll drag you to the final boss.”
Quinn matched her lowered tone. “Honey, I am the final boss.”
Ramona collapsed into Blythe’s chair, her cackle filling the room.
The thunderbolt struck Quinn dead in the chest. Ramona’s laugh could power cars and every solar panel. She could be the green solution to fossil fuels. Quinn leaned further onto the desk, lest she disintegrate.
“I could give you a run for your money,” Ramona said as she got up, her conspiratorial smirk twisting something deep in Quinn’s stomach.
Not expecting a response (good, since Quinn could hardly string anything else together), Ramona wandered further, raising an eyebrow to pass behind her desk.
Allowing it, Quinn flopped into her beloved seat. This gave her a nice view of hips and a backside as Ramona danced fingers over the desk edge, a few souvenirs from Cali, a succulent in a gold dish. Quinn fell into a trance, for Ramona moved like a melody, like jazz. Unexpected and nimble.
“You’re quiet,” Ramona observed, tone as careful as one in a temple. She glanced down at Quinn, her smile soft.
Quinn nodded. “I am.”
“All the time?”
“Uh, most of the time. My friend Tara used to call me ‘monastic.’ She gets the chattiest side of me, though.”
“Is that Tara?”
Quinn chased Ramona’s gaze to the framed full-bleed 8x10 portrait studio picture of Tara. Vaguely 80s style with her hand posed coquettishly beneath her chin. Faded background, over-the-top serious face. Years back, Tara gifted the ridiculous photo as a gag. The inscription on the corner, in her neat cursive, read, ‘To my loveliest Quinn, please appreciate my face forever and ever xxx.’
“That’s Tara in all her glory. I also kept it on my desk at the Cali location and people thought she was my girlfriend.”
Ramona lingered, studying the photo with a grin at its humor. “I could see that. She’s mad pretty.”
Something strange happened. Quinn fought not to frown. She felt a twinge of...was that jealousy? Nothing big and ugly and absurd, but jealousy nonetheless. Would Ramona approach Tara before Quinn, if they met in a social setting?
Okay, a little absurd. Jealousy over a crush added a new layer to a lot of firsts. Quinn inspected the photo as if she couldn’t recall every detail in her sleep, which she could. “Tara’s totally pretty, yeah.”
“I’m not used to full-fledged offices again yet,” Ramona mused, off on her own thread while Quinn suffered her existential crisis. “Blythe’s office is bare bones since she’s always running around.”
Quinn fiddled with her ear piercing, keeping her fingers busy as Ramona stood uncomfortably close. With her full lips grinning, Quinn felt her temperature rise even higher, which seemed impossible.
Unable to handle the tension any longer, Quinn fell back on what she knew. Work. “Blythe and I agreed that you should concentrate more on the leadership aspect of your job description. Project management, daily duties involving planning and ops.”
“Do I get paid more?”
Quinn could die. “Um, I didn’t…is your pay not sufficient? We can discuss compensation if⁠—”
Ramona bent to her knee so fast that Quinn’s heart skipped several beats. She looked up at Quinn, shaded in remorse. “Hey, it’s all good. I can’t stand making you uncomfortable. That’s not my intention.”
If only she knew. Quinn swallowed hard, engrossed in the taupe polish on her own nails, betraying a tremble. “I feel like I’m on display, for some reason. I’m nervous.”
A storm of emotions swept over Ramona’s face in the few seconds before she placed a hand on Quinn’s arm. Skin on skin. Ramona probably noticed the heat coming from her. Graciously, she made no mention, asking, “Why are you nervous?”
Because Quinn wanted to pull essentially a stranger by her wolf tee and kiss her with all her might. “You’re confident and so cool. I don’t want to leave a wrong impression with—” She gestured widely to her outfit and her square office with the gold tchotchkes and the white marble desk. “All this.”
She had to be coming down with something. This could be fever delirium. It took her months to get this vulnerable with Celene, so to spill her heart out this easily couldn’t be advisable.
In return, Ramona had her own session of silence. Her hand slipped off Quinn’s arm, which was a personal travesty. It drifted over Ramona’s open mouth. “You say I’m...cool.”
“Yes, I do. You have a strong sense of self, and you seem like you own all your unique qualities. Ugh, and your profession. I was blown away by your portfolio.” Her face burst into flames; how fucking lame. As long as she didn’t admit she’d read and admired every inch of her site, she wouldn’t expire. “S-since I make it a priority to know your skill set for marketing. Um. You’re accomplishing great things and our metrics thanks to your data viz are already improving and god, I promise I’m less like this outside of work.”
That took the wind out of Quinn. She, an exceptional director in her right, who could whip up an on-the-fly speech to the entire company, hadn’t struggled like this in years. Her words were to exude competence, not be a rerun of the cringe talk with the designers.
Ramona finally snapped out of her thoughts and shrugged. “I suppose I’ll have to see you outside of work.”
“Please do.”
“Until then,” she went back to her full height, seemingly as stricken as Quinn felt, “we’ll see more of each other each week. Is that going to be okay?”
Quinn got up, too, both thankful and devastated to see her go. “Of course. Is Thursday good for you?”
“Hit up my cal.”
They exchanged equally secretive smiles before Ramona headed to the door. Quinn would love to brag that she chose not to give into her base instincts and gobble up the vision that was Ramona’s figure, but that would be a lie.
Ramona stopped and drummed her fingers on the handle, clearly stuck in her head. She turned to face Quinn. Voice low and somehow blasting in the room. “Cool is overrated. Your whole powersuited thing is…you’re next level.”
Then, she was gone.
Quinn stood in cement, stunned, for what seemed like centuries. The ghost of Ramona’s long fingers lingered on her forearm, and she could scream because what was going on? Who was this Ramona person?
A buzz at her phone indicated an upcoming meeting. She couldn’t skip them all. She straightened her posture, pasted on a smile, and retreated to uncomplicated corporate land.
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Ramona raked her rice and beans into a pile with her fork as her friends’ overlapping conversations hovered around her.
Two days had gone by since Blythe dropped the atomic bomb called, “If you’re cool with taking on more senior-type shit, head upstairs to Quinn Archer.”
Tomorrow would be Thursday, Ramona and Quinn’s scheduled one-on-one where they’d talk design operations and pretend they didn’t want to rip each other’s clothes off. Maneuvering through this challenge would demand every ounce of her womanly fortitude. She took a forlorn bite, eyeing Holly sharing a hearty laugh with Cassandra and Flo. She and her ex-fiancée could swap notes on their feelings for Quinn. Wild.
In Quinn’s meticulous office, breathing in her scent, all objections to their attraction took a leave of absence. Her list brought #8 to mind:
Similar sense of humor as mine. Doesn’t think it’s weird.
When Ramona uttered the offhand ‘Do I get paid more?’ it hadn’t been in jest at all. It’d been a critique, suspicion of an environment that could take advantage of her, the whole reason she’d been an independent contractor. Anyone else would have chuckled by way of a joke, as she’d accepted her naturally affable face. A prime reason she’d been brushed off in the past.
In this case, Quinn picked up on the critique and crumbled most surprisingly. And Ramona flocked to backtrack, bending at the knee to comfort her.
Fourteen-year-old Ramona’s must-haves remained astute. Quinn, who reduced Ramona into giggles for the final boss joke, saw through her smile, her unimposing exterior, for the real shit.
Martín Gonzalez refreshed her sangria in a flourish of a pour. As befitting a librarian by day and bartender by night. They’d met at a Pan-Latin American celebration a decade ago, when he made his distinct slope of thick, jet black hair his personality. His hair kept its fantastic shape, but the volume not as much. It reminded Ramona they were all slowly aging and dying together. “How’d I do?”
Ramona slid an elbow on the top of a high-backed dining chair to face him fully. “Glorious. You outdid yourself. I could eat your flautas every day and not get sick of them.”
She’d arrived at her apartment to a living room full of their friends. At first, it cheered her up, but she quickly realized they were Holly’s guests, with drinks and food provided by Martín. They bounced Ramona person-to-person to hug like pinball, but the truth remained: this get-together would have happened whether or not she’d shown up. What a blow to her already rocky feelings.
“What are you working on these days?” he asked, rubbing thick fingers into the scruff on his face. “Anything interesting?”
“Oh, shit. Right.” A feeling so mortifying, so vexatious hit Ramona. Something akin to coming out. “I got a full-time gig.”
“What?!” Flo squawked, sangria pitcher hanging precariously over her glass. “You, Ramona, doing full-time. It sounds like prison: full-time. You’ve said this.”
Ramona worked up a guileless shrug. Let it stop, let it stop. Let the ground swallow her into hell to escape the questions. “I’m eating my words. I am now a part of Corporate America.”
Flo summoned everybody to the table to take in the sideshow freak. “Why? Where at? Is it fun?”
“You got a new job?” Holly shooed Dominic out of a seat to contribute to the inquisition. “Is it remote, at least?”
Avoiding the ‘where’ question, Ramona held out a finger per reason. “One, apparently, benefits are a thing. Lydia got me an easy interview, so why not? Two, it’s fun enough. My team is brilliant. Three, it’s hybrid. Mostly in the office. They provided computers and a pass and everything.”
Holly’s eyes flitted to mutually puzzled creatives. “Is it a money issue? I could help, you know.”
Ramona looked to her lap, face aflame with all these witnesses. “No, Holly. That doesn’t feel right anymore.”
They were already leasing together. Anything deeper and boundaries would be violated again. Holly reached for the guacamole, relenting to her point.
“That’s why you’re so quiet and verklempt,” Daphne interjected, her deep skin tone aglow in her tipsiness. “You’re knackered after a long, hard day working for the man.”
“At least it’s not about the wedding anymore,” Dominic muttered, just as tipsy. He caught the ire of all eyes on him. “What? Is this subject not fair game?”
“No, it’s not,” Ramona replied as gently as she could.
“I’m proud of you.” Flo yanked her down to her height for a side hug. She pooched lips beneath her septum piercing in a faux kiss. “You’re switching it up. Doing new things. It’s good for you.”
Holly nodded, the image of pensive. “I agree.”
“To Mona and her stint working for the man!” Martín held a glass up.
“To Mona!” they cheered, clinking their drinks. Ramona was touched, albeit embarrassed.
“Sorry about that,” Dominic squeaked out, his pale leg bobbing with nerves. “I’m not used to you, you know. Being so sad for so long.”
Cassandra plucked a tortilla chip from a tray on the table, showing off an arm of labyrinthine tattoos. “She looks more lovestruck to me. Remember when she had a crush on me?”
Ever the heterosexual, Cassandra never let that go. She’d probably repeat that story for her future grandkids, to remind them she was once hip. Ramona eased into a smirk. “A crush for like, four days.”
“Doesn’t matter. When you crush, you crush hard.”
“You work with any hotties?” Daphne accepted the ice water Martín nudged her way with a nod that swung her blunt-cut hair around. As the other lesbian in their crew, of course, she and Ramona tried dating. Despite Daphne’s beauty, it yielded friendship more than anything. Soon after, they used each other’s wingwoman abilities when bars were more their scene. With Ramona’s charm and Daphne’s (fading) Londoner accent, they did well for themselves. “Ladies love them some Ramona, don’t they?”
Most of the table mumbled in casual agreement.
Ramona picked up on Holly bobbing her brows like “Yeah right,” meeting eyes with Cassandra. Now, what was that about? She may go zero to sixty in the love department, but she wasn’t undesirable. Ramona delivered an anecdote, mouth on the loose. “Attractive women are present. On Monday, one called me cool.”
And the table, which had branched into a few conversations, went speechless. R&B playing from a speaker filled in the gaps.
“You, cool?” Cassandra asked, her triply pierced lip twisted into something unnatural. “What for?”
“My ‘strong sense of self,’” she quoted, tasting the shyness on her tongue. It mixed well with her sangria.
“What were you wearing?”
“C’mon, y’all. Mona’s cool in her own way,” Flo said, though that seemed a bit backhanded as well.
“Uh uh, answer the question.” Daphne grinned over her cup. “This is pertinent information.”
Holly answered before Ramona could defend herself. “She wore her wolf shirt.”
The room exploded.
“I asked you to burn that damn shirt!”
“Is she from another planet?”
“And does that other planet not have internet?”
“Has she been cryogenically frozen for the past twenty-five years?”
“Was she being catty?
“No, you assholes!” Ramona wailed with laughter, needing to dump these people and start from scratch because what the hell? “Being around me is a little intimidating for her, I guess.”
They stalled, eyeing each other in doubt.
“Okay,” Daphne drew out like she was speaking to an unstable patient. “But is she trying to recruit you to her MLM?”
Dominic guffawed. “Does she need a kidney?”
Cassandra showed no sign of being convinced. “Are you positive she’s not being catty? ’Cause I’ll fight her.”
“An ‘attractive woman’ at your office saw you in a wolf shirt and she called you cool?” Martín scratched at his chin again and threw up his hands. “This coworker is bullying you. Call HR.”
Ramona would be fielding comments like these for the rest of the night. Feeling generous, she let them roast her. It made them more normal than ever.
Except for Holly, who probably hadn’t banked on Ramona moving on and making big life decisions without her knowledge. Something about that restored a sense of power in their dynamic.
Taking a page from Daphne’s book, Ramona switched to water. Had to stay hydrated and hangover-free. She had a one-on-one with Quinn Archer tomorrow.

“GODDAMN, BLYTHE SHOULD OWN THE COMPANY.” Ramona hit the back of Quinn’s comfy coral chair with a huff. Once they stumbled through their tense, flirty introductions, Quinn locked into what Ramona named Archer Mode.
This mode entailed analytics, the occasional jargon all business types spouted, and insights only a Marketing Director devoted to her role could enumerate at rapid-fire speed. She linked Ramona to a document that made her eyes want to bleed. On it was a catalog of duties Blythe wanted to relinquish and paragraphs on how they could be translated into a senior designer’s schedule. No wonder Blythe wore her laptop like a Tamagotchi.
Quinn phased out of Archer Mode with a coy smile. “Trust me, I’d appreciate it if she did. The executive suite constantly breathes down her neck, so we stay clued in with each other to cut through the BS.”
Ramona chuckled from her corner, crossing her legs. “You’re a real one, Quinn.”
“Oh, stop.” She twirled those long fingers through the ends of her hair. “I appreciate you taking this on. You’ve only been here for a week.”
“Blythe is good people. And she’s right. I get bored and I’d rather take up her slack than someone giving me pointless busy work.”
While Quinn could beast through her high-pressure position and untwist the pretzel that was corporate nonsense, she couldn’t check Ramona out inconspicuously if it saved her life. Her dark eyes roved down Ramona’s legs. Even in tights, Ramona felt nude. In a good way. “How are you liking it at ScrollCycle, Ramona?”
“Is this the customer service survey segment of our meeting?”
Quinn laughed as she absently patted for her pen. Seemed like she needed something to keep her fingers at bay. At bay from doing what, Ramona would kill to know.
So, she asked, “What are you thinking about?”
The smile dropped from Quinn’s lips as if she’d been caught by a pastor. “Hm?”
“You’re staring at me and fidgeting. I figured I’d ask.”
“You’re forward,” she murmured, visibly coloring. The pen clicked within her fingers and Ramona tried her damnedest not to picture what they could do elsewhere. “That’s admirable. I admire a lot about you.”
Ramona slid her laptop onto the small chair-side table. Enough work. “Well, what were you thinking about?”
As Ramona sat, expectantly, the muscles in Quinn’s face grew so taut, they looked a moment away from snapping and damn, she was even appealing like that.
Finally, Quinn released a lungful of breath. “You feel far away.” She waved the pen like a wand in Ramona’s direction. “Over there. I wish you were closer.”
Ramona felt the upper hand slipping away, her ears and neck burning. She concentrated on the rug until she could gather the strength to reply. “This is where Blythe sits, right?”
“It is, yes.”
“So, I sit where Blythe sits. I could add it to the highly organized document you typed up.” She fixed her mouth into a smile-shaped line. Quinn’s office wasn’t even that big. They could communicate without having to raise their voices.
“Please don’t add that,” Quinn responded softly, whisper-like. “You’re welcome to move your seat here, to my desk. I have the room.”
From one-on-one to face-to-face. Would Ramona survive?
She lifted her ass and that chair and shuffled over. She’d have to find out. Survival shmurvival.
Everything turned intimate immediately. The details of Quinn were marvelous and too rich to soak in at this proximity. Ramona felt privileged, like she was in on something sacred. “Better?”
Quinn openly watched Ramona get herself settled. The hotter Ramona’s neck turned, the broader Quinn’s smile grew. Ramona adored the faint creases at the corners of her eyes, hinting at a woman who laughed with her whole face. “Much better, thank you.”
“Our thirty minutes is over.” Ramona placed her phone next to Quinn’s. “You should have relocated me earlier.”
“Can you hang out longer and work here? It’s quiet. Or I could play some music.”
Huh. Ramona revolved in her chair to study the Corpse floor of suited zombies through the glass wall. The Creative floor, by far, reigned supreme, but creatives themselves were noisy. She could hear herself think up here. “Quiet is fine. Do you have any other meetings today?”
“Two at the end of the day with our branch in Vancouver.” Quinn shook her mouse, clicking rhythmically. “Speaking of, I have a proposal to finish for them. Oh, joy.”
Ramona rolled away to snatch up her laptop. She took a swig of her water because hot damn, Quinn, and decided to get some low-level work done. Once she steered herself back in place, her knee jabbed right into Quinn’s thigh and holy fuck could they do anything? At least they both wore layers today. Feeling the smoothness of her leg would send Ramona into orbit.
Quinn laughed through her apparent nerves, peeking under the desk. “Do you need more space?”
“No, no. I’m just long-legged. Mona Long Legs, as I’d been called in elementary school. Excuse them if they thump you.”
“I don’t mind,” she said, smile impish as her knee brushed Ramona’s leg in return. “At all.”
Okay, Ramona would not survive. That much was certain. She woke up her laptop and went internet digging for mood board inspiration. At least that didn’t require too much brain usage.
Thank the universe (that Ramona now feared and respected), they found their groove again. Comfortable silence save the clicking, typing, and uncontrollable sighs Ramona had no idea she made whenever her search frustrated her. She couldn’t help herself as she lightly groaned when the two palettes she preferred clashed. And then she’d groan again because she groaned.
Okay, they needed to haul her back to the Creative floor with the rest of the raucous peasants.
A Scrolly message chimed in from Blythe:
2:44 PM
 
Blythe B: Moving our call tomorrow to 10am. Sorry! 
Morning meetings on a Friday? Ramona whined, shimmying in her chair. “Fuck me.”
“Hm, what was that?” Quinn asked against her hand, sounding breathless, eyes steady on her monitor.
“Nothing.” Ramona typed up an affirmative to Blythe, adding a skull emoji. “I’m realizing how noisy I am doing the simplest tasks.”
“You do moan a lot.”
Ramona snorted at Blythe’s sassy gif response. “I’m not moaning. I’m like, grunting or groaning. I sound like…” She huffed like she had been the past fifteen minutes. “Moaning is…” Ramona wiggled her shoulders and let out what she considered an erotically whimsical moan.
Quinn abruptly shot halfway up from her chair, giving Ramona a damn near heart attack. She waved to her blazer. “Do you mind if I...”
Uh. Ramona sucked in air, unable to look away. “It’s your office. Do what you’d like.”
Cheeks reddening, Quinn peeled off her blazer to hook on the back of her chair. “I’m hot as fuck today.”
Okay, so. Ramona St. Germaine considered most pornography unappealing. Watching it made her feel itchy and she defeated its purpose by critiquing the acting. However, did any porn on earth come like this? Where mid-lecture, high-powered women swear under their breath, desperately removing their blazers and nothing else? Tasteful, erotic Bette Porter-core.
Quinn returned to her seat with a light sigh and flapped at her sleeveless blouse. The material strained inward, where one could see the indentation of her demi bra. Ramona choked on nothing.
“Ramona, are you okay?”
She shook her head. Nope. Nope. “Please don’t ask what I’m thinking right now.”
Quinn leaned forward. All smooth and flushed and unassuming. “Are you warm, too?”
After that, she smirked. Definitely not unassuming.
“I’m going to pack up and see what my team is up to.” Ramona shoved her laptop and bottle into her bag while fighting not to meet Quinn’s eyes. To not witness those arched eyebrows rise in recognition of Ramona’s arousal. “We convene again next week?”
“Let’s do Tuesday,” Quinn suggested as she rose.
“Tuesday. Got it.”
“Ramona.”
Ramona had forgotten how to zip her bag, so fuck it! She’d sooner drop all her stuff than stay a minute longer. She wagged her head to whip her curls out of the way. “I’ll make the calendar invite or you can do it because you’re so good at⁠—”
Quinn craned her head, nearly catching her eye. “Ramona.”
She managed to vacate her seat without breaking her neck. “I gotta go. Blythe should go over this list with me, too. I’ll work from home tomorrow so I can⁠—”
“Ramona, please.”
Ramona squeezed the straps of her backpack, slowly and shamefully meeting Quinn’s gaze. Eyes that were already dark, but somehow blown out and darker. Lips parted, fingertips anchoring her to her white marble desk. Primed to vault over, to pounce on Ramona like a lioness, to sink those sharp canines into her jugular. A sound escaped Ramona’s throat and hell yeah, that was a moan.
Quinn outwardly quivered. Good lord.
They stared into each other’s souls, it felt like. Their heavy breathing so audible; it was deliciously indecent and not at all appropriate for their office setting. But they stared all the same, the desire so defined that an old part of Ramona awakened that moment.
Ramona had lied to herself. The I-like-you-do-you-like-me dance of her twenties made all the sense in the world; she hadn’t sworn off it. It’d blossomed and evolved into I-like-you-and-you-like-me-too.
Quinn blinked out of it, glancing at her transparent wall. Yeah, they were still at ScrollCycle. She dragged herself down, back in her chair behind the desk. She licked her lips. “Have a great weekend, Ramona.”
If Ramona said anything close to what she wanted, she bet Quinn would be game. Instead, she pulled the door open, severing this moment. “You, too.”
As she took the stairs to her respective floor to burn off the horniness, she wondered if Holly and Quinn ever experienced anything that strong.
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“Here’s your flat white with oat milk,” Priscilla offered the following Monday. When Quinn reached for it, she whipped it out of reach, hand on her rounded hip. “You look like you could use this.”
Getting called haggard. Again. Quinn blinked puffiness, muttering, “Long weekend.”
Friday evening and Saturday consisted of unbearable humidity and bouts of Quinn Archer out of her sexually frustrated mind. She stayed indoors, compounding her stress with cabin fever. On the rainy Sunday, she shrouded herself in a parka, shoved necessities in her pockets, and walked three blocks for a change of scenery. She stopped by an ATM so she could pay the laundry pickup guy later. Errands gave her a semblance of having her life in order.
Only for her to arrive home, patting around herself for a missing debit card. Quinn fastened her hood around her head and trudged through the entire soggy route, discovering the card lying face-down yards away from her apartment building.
The moment Ramona sidled into her office in those shorts and sheer tights, Quinn’s brain melted out of her ears. She defaulted to her work fixation, a reliable fallback when everything else was chaotic. It worked for the most part during their meeting.
Her brain, back in solid action, punched in for its next shift. And shift her eyes did, to the lithe definition of Ramona’s legs. For sure, Quinn broke some ScrollCycle codes of conduct by not keeping her eyes to herself. Ramona didn’t seem to mind—she encouraged it with that little smirk of hers.
The ‘what are you thinking about’ question stunned Quinn. Admitting to wanting Ramona closer held enough truth and carried less weirdness than confessing she needed those legs crisscrossed over her shoulders.
Brown eyes mischievous, Priscilla handed over the cup. “How are things with that designer?”
Priscilla knew Ramona’s name. But the vague title helped, even if Quinn’s blood pressure spiked. “Things are complicated.”
“I hope everything turns out well. You seem happier.”
Quinn froze, not believing her for a second. She waited for Priscilla to finish taking a couple of orders to say, “You’re kidding, right? I’m a sleep-deprived ghoul.”
Priscilla relayed the orders to Shannon, who hadn’t flubbed many orders since her first day. That was Ramona’s first day, too, now that Quinn thought about it. Priscilla buffed circles onto the chrome counter, smile too knowing. “Falling for someone is tiring. Always wondering what they’re up to, if they’re thinking about you. Your brain is split into discordant pieces.”
Quinn sipped her hot drink to do anything but agree. Falling? Falling sounded so... “How are your boys?”
The barista flung her head forward in a guffaw. Her short ponytail wiggled. “They’re alive.” She winked. “Good luck to you.”
Once the elevator doors closed on Quinn, her mind returned to Thursday. To Ramona close enough to touch, whimpering and moaning as she worked on her laptop. She’d writhed in her chair and how could Quinn not imagine her in the throes of pleasure? Then, Ramona muttered ‘fuck me’ and Quinn’s skin burned something serious.
Then, Ramona furtively eyed her breasts when Quinn removed her blazer and the noise she made.
Over the weekend, Quinn threw herself in bed and implemented the most obvious method of relieving that frustration. In post-self-induced clarity, a wave of distress washed over her. Quinn had a history of unsatisfying sex, oh god.
While she satisfied herself proficiently, her sexual encounters missed the mark. Would she come? Sometimes, sure. Quinn would lie around afterward like, what now? Celene treated an active life like a religion, so her mastery of the body would presumably rock Quinn’s world. It didn’t. Nobody did. Not in high school exploration, not in college hookups, not with girlfriends, not with dates. The problem was Quinn.
She couldn’t dismantle her and Ramona’s all-consumingly tension with lackluster sex. Tara, who fanned herself on FaceTime during the office moaning story, suggested this one would be different.
So, say she and Ramona fucked. Quinn burnt her tongue on her coffee thinking that, swearing profusely. But if they went there and, like all the others, Quinn found it to be mediocre, it would break her heart. That was too much pressure. She couldn’t bear for the length of their connection to be cut short.
That night, Quinn pushed up her reading glasses and embraced her habit: she researched. She scoured sites on getting to know people romantically, crafted an annotated document to organize the most optimal questions, and memorized some for their upcoming meeting. Sex was scary; notations were good.
Tuesday morning, her phone vibrated.
TARA – 9:28 AM
 
Ask her out! 
Quinn pursed her lips, jotted, I can’t! in response, silenced her phone, and keyed into her office to do what she did best.

PRISCILLA HAD A POINT. Quinn’s mind fragments centered on Ramona St. Germaine. She’d been forced to function on autopilot all day. Meetups with Ramona, fleeting conversations in passing, their Scrolly messages, the flirty waves fueled Quinn. They fed a bottomless gulf.
Today and the following two weeks could be cataloged by her favorite, the days of their one-on-ones.
Tuesday
Based on Ramona’s sheepish smile and her enthusiastic chatter about marketing protocol, it seemed she, too, had chosen to set aside their sizzling chemistry from Thursday. This delighted Quinn, even as Tara made unscientific claims that she would literally explode if she went too long without sex. Quinn had never courted anyone before, but her extensive list of questions delighted her. With each addition, she realized how much she needed answers to them all.
The first eighteen minutes elapsed, catering to project management and its software options. Sweat beading from nerves, Quinn tried her best at casually (eyes averted to her screen, voice steady) asking, “Ramona’s a nice name. What’s its origin?”
Ramona tilted a curious brow as if she wanted to make a joke. She took the kinder route and replied genuinely. “My grandmother. I used to pull from the lemon trees in her backyard. She died not too long after I turned six, so I don’t have many memories of her.”
Quinn envisioned Ramona at that young age, fidgeting through a funeral. She bit her lip to hold in a deluge of emotion. “I’m sorry. Do you miss her?”
“Strangely enough, I do.”
Then, something she hadn’t accounted for happened. Ramona bounced back with, “And you?”
Quinn blushed, startled by her lack of preparation. Unlike herself. “My mother had an obsession with royal families. Quinn sounds kind of like Queen, so…”
“Queen Archer.” Ramona puffed her chest, flaunting an arm all hoity-toity. “Your mom was onto something.”
Encouraged, Quinn couldn’t help herself, quizzing her four more times until Ramona straight-up asked, “Did you google a bunch of questions to ask me?”
If given the chance to skip states and never show her face again, Quinn would. Head hanging low, she affirmed the suspicion. Celene criticized how Quinn struggled to live in the moment. Planning like this didn’t blow over well with people into more organic interactions.
Ramona laughed, but it lacked bite. It lacked any nastiness. “I like them. You’re so lovely for pondering on these things.”
Lovely. Ramona called her lovely. Quinn gripped the arms of her chair, stomach plunging and floating at the same time.
Falling. It felt like falling.
Thursday
Quinn showed Ramona her snack stash. From there, she offered a square of the passionfruit crème chocolate bar.
At first, Ramona seemed amused, even a little impressed with the snack collection, until it sunk in that Quinn attended so many meetings, these clear, labeled bins in her desk drawer were stand-ins for skipped meals. After shrugging at her bird-like nibble, Ramona scowled.
“Why are they all binned up like this?” She pointed like an auditor, sounding official.
“I’ve stayed late and spotted a mouse scurrying past accounting.” Quinn shivered. “So, I keep them sealed.”
“I won’t accept that.” Ramona set the rest of her chocolate aside. She sounded more serious than Quinn had ever heard. “My mother’s Puerto Rican, so I’m going to take a page out of her book and fuss at you about eating until it’s drilled in your head. These clowns here don’t deserve so much of your time.”
Quinn assured her she didn’t mind. Ramona looked unsatisfied, but she let it go. Even getting scolded stoked the flames of whatever this was.
At the closing of their chat, Ramona grinned at her phone. “It’s Sushi Day for lunch. My design team’s rejoicing like a messiah is coming to bless their stomachs.”
Quinn loved when the sushi restaurant showed up as an option. She licked her fingertips of chocolate, aware of dark eyes watching. “It’s a local place and they do live up to the hype. Two premium rolls per person.”
“Come downstairs with me?”
“Can’t.” Quinn’s cheeks warmed. “The line for sushi wraps around the hall. I wouldn’t make it back in time for my next meeting.”
With Jared, the CEO of all people. Blergh. She’d promised Blythe she’d attend out of solidarity. Also, to help mediate, or else that man would talk them out of twenty minutes past time.
“Fuck that. Cancel.”
Quinn reached to rub a thumb at the material of Ramona’s shirt sleeve. Satin. “Can’t.”
“How long’s the meeting?” she asked, watching Quinn’s hand.
“An hour.”
“Bet.” She grabbed her laptop and flitted off.
After a highly excruciating hour and six minutes of defending Blythe’s decisions so far to a man who couldn’t operate Photoshop if humanity depended on it, a hangry Quinn retreated to her office. She collapsed in her chair. The thought of trekking out for sustenance made her head throb. Until she noticed a parcel sitting on her desk.
A paper bag wrapped around a takeout container of sushi. On it, a note read:
Made an ass of myself for this. I showed them a picture of you and asked what you always get. The first sushi lady made an educated guess, but some guy in charge thought I got back in line fifty minutes later for extra food for myself????? They started arguing and things got awkward. What the fuck?????????
Please eat this while I recover.
- Ramona
Quinn laughed, reread the note, and laughed some more. Ramona stood in line a second time and endured major awkwardness for her. And indeed, the rolls inside were two of her favorites. Bravo.
Before she snapped her chopsticks apart, she typed up a thank you message. It was hard not to declare her undying devotion, but she managed.
Monday
Quinn’s midday meeting had been postponed because the presenter tested positive for RSV. So, she replaced it with a one-on-one with Ramona. They met up in one of the Corporate floor’s numerous conference rooms.
Ten minutes were allocated to catch up on Blythe-like stuff. The rest were for them. Sun gleamed onto the window-lined space in a huge rectangular slash. Captivated, Quinn wanted to mention how the light accentuated all the subtle colors in Ramona’s eyes.
Ramona lowered her laptop, perched in the polyester chair. “Do you have any insightful questions for me today?”
“Always.” Quinn sighed. She pressed herself to reel it in because god, could she pine for her any more openly?
“You’re prepared for everything. Even to see me.” She traced the corners of her laptop. “It’s flattering. I’m, uh, more scatterbrained. I pretend I’m practical, but I’m a poser. My sister sees right through me.”
Quinn bathed in the compliment. She strummed her fingers along the ends of her hair, utterly transfixed. “You have a sister? Is she anything like you?”
Ramona passed Quinn a photo of her sister on her phone. Quinn blinked rapidly; the genes in their family should be studied, the good looks. Curls similar to Ramona’s though Lydia’s had been touched with highlights. Tanner complexion, sporty physique, and rounder face. Quinn could mine scores of fun facts from her. “So pretty. I’m an only child.”
“Lydia and I share some interests. She came out more athletically inclined. And twenty percent more evil. She’s the kind of evil sister.”
Quinn shook her head, wistful at this life she’d dreamt of being a part of.
Wait.
The implications scared her into passing the phone back. “I’d love to meet her.”
Ramona’s cheek dimpled. Facetious comment incoming. “Why? To get more intel on me?”
“Yes. I can’t get enough of learning about you.”
“If you want to know anything, continue to ask me. I’m an open book.” And what passed over Ramona’s face was a sadness Quinn couldn’t shake.
Wednesday
By now, Quinn embraced the inconsistency of their one-on-one times. She said as much and Ramona gently nodded, an idea forming behind her eyes. Quinn couldn’t wait.
Once they’d discussed marketing stats, Ramona invited her to step outside for a bit.
“Only twenty minutes,” she begged, waving at the window. “It’s a beautiful day.”
Soon after, Quinn sat in a nearby park, rays hitting her face. Ramona had gone into a story about a friend, Cassandra, who’d fallen ass-first into the fountain before them. “It was gross,” Ramona concluded as they laughed.
The curl of Ramona’s long lashes and the pucker of her lips captivated Quinn. Mooning over this woman had become an addiction. “You’re amazing.”
Ramona startled from savoring the sun. Those same lashes bobbed discordantly and Quinn slid closer for a better look. Everything about her was so fascinating and beautiful. With a single cough, Ramona answered, “You’re amazing, too.”
Swallowing the knot in her throat, Quinn went for it. Tara had been hassling her every day and the texts were getting unhinged. “Will you go out with me? Dinner or a movie, whatever. How about Friday?”
Ramona’s slender fingers twisted into each other. Nervous. “I’m meeting the design team for drinks Friday evening.”
“Oh, okay.” Quinn stared at her own hands. Was that a rejection, or what?
“What are you doing this weekend?”
Quinn smiled out of reflex, then it dulled. “I’m visiting Tara upstate this weekend. I’m spending the night.”
Tara wouldn’t mind a rain check, however, Quinn needed to talk about all this to her in person. For the sake of her sanity.
“Let’s see where the universe takes us.” Ramona hopped from the bench with gusto. “It’s well past twenty minutes. Let’s get out of here.”
Defeated, Quinn brushed nothing from her blouse. “Yeah, sure.”
That sadness returned to Ramona. Was Quinn entitled to inquire about it, about what took her someplace unpleasant? They fell into step, discussions covering more mundane terrain.
Quinn solved problems for a living, yet Ramona St. Germaine had her completely stumped.
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Ramona called out of work on Friday. That choice cemented itself the moment she and Quinn left the park yesterday.
Being asked out threw her for a loop. She’d been “Holly’s girl” regardless of romantic status for as long as she could remember. They’d been inseparable.
Now she worked with folks who were strangers to her history, which confused her on an irrational level. Of course, they wouldn’t assume her to have been left jilted and dazed months ago.
Quinn hit all the right notes. The daylight glimmered over her shiny hair, the hopeful glint in her eyes. Ramona’s very core sent yes signals through every capillary, every cell.
Though, she resisted.
Once she and Quinn became a thing, it’d jumpstart betrayal of her friend. Ramona internet stalked Holly’s manic pixie dream girl, made eyes with her, connected, and—in one’s angry head—stole her. The concept of ‘stealing’ a woman felt outdated and low down. That was how others would view it, though.
Late that morning, Ramona stopped short at Holly hunched over the clean kitchen counter, sending emails on her laptop. Holly sipped from her favorite coffee mug.
Ramona bought that mug in the hotel lobby during the Vegas trip—the trip where they solidified their forever bond. It originally came as a two-pack, but its twin slipped off Ramona’s lap weeks later, shattering on their hardwood floor. The surviving one steamed with Holly’s strong brew.
Holly nodded her platinum head to the coffee maker, noting enough of a helping for Ramona to partake. They small talked, the pleasantries of two people walking on eggshells and giving nothing personal away. They laughed a bit.
Into her coffee, Ramona emptied three packets from their jar of hodgepodge sugars and sweeteners accumulated over the year. Further reminders of their time, the things they collected. Her fingers balled up paper wrappers, a wash of emotion hitting her. Because why?
Holly had been in the middle of divulging nonprofit drama when Ramona interrupted. “Do you remember why we broke up?”
Coolly, Holly eased her elbows onto the counter behind her. “I told you. We’re not equipped for anything other than love marriages.”
“I’d argue two friends committing is a love marriage. I digress.” Ramona stirred in her half-and-half with more strength than necessary. Drops of coffee dribbled to the counter. “The first time you broke up with me. When we were dating in college. Do you remember why?”
Holly, in her ratty sleeping shirt and sweats, held her head high. “I cut you off because I couldn’t give you want you needed.”
“What do you think I needed?”
“Too much. It affected my mental health. I wanted to play the field, be young. You were trying to use me to patch up your mommy and daddy issues, I don’t know.”
Damn. Ouch.
“So not even an ounce of accountability on your part.” Ramona’s lashes went flying, so she turned away to gain some control. To be honest, she’d been just as caught off guard by that breakup, despite the relationship’s turbulence. Not by it ending, but how Holly had called it off in a period of calm. A pattern. Her stomach churned at the realization. “Lydia thinks we were doomed from the start.”
Holly scoffed, blowing over her mug. “She would.”
Lydia may have earned her title as the more evil sister, but she loved Ramona with a ferocity that had its merits. Before the wedding, she assumed their tension was rooted in jealousy; after all, two headstrong personalities like theirs were bound to clash.
Quinn came to mind. Ugh, who was Ramona kidding? Quinn had permanent residence in her head. This time, the memory of her saying she’d like to meet Lydia. It baffled Ramona. Nobody ever claimed that to her, ever. Even when they knew she and Lydia were tight. “Why do you say that?”
“She’s judgmental.”
Ramona rubbed a hand onto her pajama bottoms, needing to feel anchored. “You called me judgmental, too. At brunch.”
Holly’s shoulder bounced in a soft shrug. “Same household. Same mindset.”
“I’m sorry, are you mad at me?”
“A little, yeah.” Her green eyes shined despite the narrowed glare. “I’m sorry I hurt you, but of all people who’d understand my perspective, I thought that would be you. You paint me as a villain and it’s making the dynamic among all our friends unbearable.”
She had some nerve. “You weren’t completely open and honest with me, Holly.”
“I owned that. Why are you keeping whole career changes from me?”
Ramona bit her lip. She’d hoped the passage of time would’ve blown that whole topic to the wayside.
“Why, Mona? We’re living together. The least you can do is let me in on major life events. We’re supposed to be best friends and partners no matter what.”
Ramona groaned her loudest. Holly stared, impassive, which infuriated her on a molecular level. “Is it that hard to love me?”
Because what the fuck? Was she the worst? Worthy of being abandoned like a fool on what was supposed to be the happiest day of her life?
Love. Love, that complicated and simple word.
Its use could be interpreted in many ways. In that kitchen, with cooling coffees, Ramona watched Holly search the floor, parts discolored from decades of previous tenants. Searching for the meaning of love and a reason for leaving Ramona. For reneging on something they’d agreed upon. On making Ramona design and print champagne stickers for a sham.
Holly squared her shoulders. “In the way you want? Yes.”
Yes.
Yes, it was hard to love Ramona.
That echoed in Ramona’s head as she floated out of the kitchen. It echoed in her head as she showered until the hot water ran out. And as she fell face down onto her bed, too spent to even dry off.
This friendship with Holly was fucked up. While the situation sent her pulse into an angry rhythm, Holly sucked her too dry to fight.
Ramona nodded off like that. She shuddered awake by the buzzing on her bedside table. Blinking at her phone, she scrolled through a group chat of her design team having a round robin roast session. The latest victim: Freja and her inability to keep the elevator door open for strangers.
Ramona squinted at the time. 2:34 p.m. Too early to meet them. She could sleep more, but her hair required some rehydration and tender love. As she sat up, failing to correct the twisted towel tied to her chest, she noticed a Scrolly notification. From forty-five minutes earlier.
1:49 PM
 
Quinn A: Look at your work do its magic! 
Quinn had attached a screenshot of website metrics with the retention time and other number things circled or highlighted. Thanks to Ramona’s graphics, eyes were on the ScrollCycle website for longer periods. From anyone else, Ramona would close out of the window, yawning. From Quinn, she read over the material twice. Documents and research seemed to be Quinn’s ‘like language.’
Ramona’s heart pounded, growing warmer than her damp hair should allow.
2:40 PM

 

Ramona S: Nice! 

 

You are an absolute nerd 

2:41 PM
 
Quinn A: That’s why we get along. 
“Number four,” Ramona breathed out to her closed-off room.
Can’t take herself too seriously.
Ramona dashed to get moisturized and in good form for her hangout that evening. She had a pit stop to make beforehand.

4:09 PM

 

Ramona S: I need a hug 

4:11 PM
 
Quinn A: When? 
4:12 PM

 

Ramona S: As soon as possible 

4:12 PM
 
Quinn A: Then come here. 
RAMONA RECEIVED a new message from Quinn containing an unfamiliar room number on the Corporate floor. She prayed for nobody she knew to catch her in the elevator, shaking nerves from the ends of her fingers.
Determined, she trotted past the suits and the Friday lackadaisical chatter to a row of much smaller, private rooms. These were reserved for single-person phone calls, space equipped with a metal chair and a ledge to hold a laptop. The door held only a sliver of window unlike the entire wall situation of Quinn’s office, so the meetup location made sense.
Like Clark Kent, she skulked into the phone booth, bumping into Quinn. No apology was necessary, for Quinn, with her crisp scent and soft lantern sleeve blouse, gathered Ramona into her arms like she needed the hug, too. Ramona shuddered out a sigh as she pressed her face into Quinn’s neck, her hair, and breathed. Quinn reached beyond them to slide the door closed, then that hand cradled the back of Ramona’s head.
Oh, if hugs could heal. Maybe they could.
Coworkers described Quinn as standoffish and cold and a bearer of bad news. Well, they could fuck themselves because as Ramona leaned her bottom on the back of the chair for better leverage, Quinn hadn’t let her go. This was a tender hug that stuck to her skin, her bones. Ramona fastened a hand on Quinn’s waist and swept the other hand between her shoulder blades, down over the bump of her bra strap. Quinn responded in kind, stepping closely between Ramona’s legs.
The tight quarters evoked timelessness, of them carried out at sea, away from all civilization. The soundproof walls facilitated muted, intimate privacy.
“Do you have anywhere to be?” Ramona murmured into the dim air.
Quinn pulled back far enough to stroke at Ramona’s hair, lightly parting curls from her eyebrows. It felt unbelievable. So did her soft, cool breath as she spoke, “I’m where I want to be.”
Ramona could wilt under this closeness, this deep affection. “You should stop feeling things for me. I come with baggage.” She fluttered her eyes to meet Quinn’s. “And a curse.”
Quinn smiled like someone going nowhere. “I’m not afraid of a curse. Adds to the mystique.”
“And baggage?”
“Baggage scares me, not going to lie.”
Ramona winced, adamantly tough on herself, as Holly’s encounter still stung. “You should run.”
Quinn’s features dizzied Ramona, just so irresistible. She wrapped her arms atop Ramona’s shoulders. “You’re afraid to like me.”
“What gives that impression?”
“How are you cursed?”
She took in the comfort, the spark of Quinn draped onto her. “Do you think relationship issues can be generational?”
“Oh, that’s deep.” Quinn stood a little straighter. “What do you mean by that?”
“Generation after generation of miserable people. Everyone divorced or separated. Lots of loveless circumstances.”
“That sounds unfortunate, yes. Like a curse? No.”
Ramona wished she could let go. To indulge in Quinn touching her hair with divine gentleness and giving all signals of ‘be mine.’ But, Ramona wasn’t Holly. She refused to string her along without the bigger picture. “I like you. And I’m afraid.”
Quinn’s smile could light the darkest room. “I really, really like you.”
“No fair. Don’t one-up me.”
“I’m so into you that it hurts.”
“My jaw hurts from fighting not to kiss you.”
“I see it clenching.” She laughed, sliding a hand around her jawline. Fingertips the softest Ramona had ever felt.
That move could initiate a kiss, no doubt. Ramona shook her head. Resisting temptation. “Wait. Um.”
Quinn pulled her hands away. The separation was painful.
Ramona knew her lashes would be her tell.
She went for it anyway.
“I’m afraid I’m going to lose you because I was supposed to be married two months ago.”
Quinn’s muscles tightened beneath Ramona’s fingers. Ramona rested her hands in front of her, wringing them together. She kept talking since what would anyone else say in Quinn’s position? “It would’ve been a platonic marriage. With an ex. I’m so unlucky when it comes to love that it felt like my best option for a lifelong partnership, kids, the whole adult thing I’ve bought into. Anyway, my best friend and I were engaged and planned our wedding. Our friends and some family attended. Then, she left me at the altar.”
She’d seen Quinn awkward, turned on, and shy. But not clueless, not like she’d take her running out suggestion. Ramona wouldn’t fault her for that.
They stared at anything but each other for a few minutes. The air in the room turned uncomfortably thick.
Finally, Quinn spoke. She fidgeted in place like a guilty child. “I left my fiancée, too.”
Ramona’s gut plummeted. “You, what?”
“My partner of two years. We had a nice relationship, I guess.” Quinn’s head hung low, her hair partially cloaking her face. “She asked me to marry her. I had no choice but to say yes because that was the logical next step. And a day later, ScrollCycle reached out about a lucrative role across the country.”
“In California.”
“Yeah,” she breathed, voice shallow. “My ex and I got in a huge fight about it and took a break to cool off. I went out on a few dates, trying to figure out if I’m, I don’t know, defective. If I’m unable to love or accept love. Nothing came of those dates and my fiancée took me back. Hell if I know why.”
Holy balls. This was straight out of Ramona’s AVOID THIS playbook. Every single word. She swallowed dryness. “And then?”
“Three rounds of virtual interviews over two weeks. I got the job offer and I accepted.” She tucked hair behind her ear, still beautiful as Ramona’s sense of calm crashed into the rocks and waves. “I hired movers to pack and ship my stuff while my fiancée was on a day-long business trip. I booked a plane and moved away. We officially broke up over the phone.”
The open, wonderful Quinn did this? “Brutal.”
Quinn glanced up, her expression the picture of self-loathing. “God, are we toxic?”
They laughed. A disappointed laugh.
“To summarize.” Ramona could fester under her covers for the rest of day, damn. “You abandoned a fiancée, and I was abandoned by a fiancée.”
“Whose red flag is bigger? Or redder? I’m not sure how that’s measured.”
“I have more.”
Quinn dropped her hands to her sides. “What else?”
“My ex and best friend, the one who left me...” Ramona couldn’t believe this word vomit. Her sister would have taped her mouth shut. “She told me she left me because she has feelings for you.”
Quinn stepped backward, which wasn’t too far in the cramped space. “Um?”
“She found out you live in New York again, getting the ball rolling for her to cancel the wedding. Not knowing anything about you rattled me and my sister, so we got me the data viz job.” Ramona realized she sounded like someone who should be locked up. Her hands shook and her voice did, too. “Lydia swore that seeing you as a normal human would help me not be so hard on myself. I wasn’t going to hurt you. Just get more grounded in my place in the world. Then, I met you. And here we are.”
Any second now, there could be a cartoony Quinn-shaped hole in that wall. “You’re a lot, aren’t you?”
“I’ve been told.”
Quinn shook her head, positively baffled. “Who is this ex, anyway?”
Something held Ramona back from naming Holly. Last vestiges of loyalty to their friendship, perhaps. A need to not drag her through the mud even when they were on uncomfortable terms. “It’ll be clear soon. I still live with her, so...”
“You. You’re the redder flag.” Quinn pointed. Flustered, but present. Not barreling out the room, as anyone else should. “Ramona, you’ve been so evasive. I could read it all over you.”
Ramona rubbed at her eyes, down her face. “This is new, having red flags.”
“I can’t believe you’re toxic.” Quinn’s shoulders slumped. Pure defeat. “Or am I more toxic because I want to make out with you anyway?”
“The latter, what the fuck?”
“Are you my karma? Ramona, oh my god.”
Ramona laughed gently, then it shot to frantic, and transformed to tears.
Oh, kill her now. Actual tears.
As her eyes welled up, Ramona felt no urge to wipe them away; the weeks of hiding her past came pouring out. Quinn might wake up tomorrow morning ready to change her name and country, but Ramona was willing to take the risk.
“Why are you crying?” Quinn asked, her own eyes twinkling. Nose shaded pink, lip trembling.
“Why are you crying?”
“Because I want you so badly and I don’t know how to do that.”
How to want, not why. An important distinction. Day vs. Night. Hot vs. Cold. Quinn vs. Holly.
Ramona spread her arms and Quinn curled into them like she belonged there. Her heart squeezed at the thought.
She hadn’t anticipated revealing her jilting and connection to Quinn this way. Then again, she wouldn’t have expected to be enclosed in a phone room with the dark silence of a TV Catholic confessional. Or that Quinn could touch her with such sensitivity.
Ramona would be damned if her fucked up mistakes with Holly got in the way of her moving on. God, she wanted to move on.
Solemnly, they stepped back onto the fluorescent-lit floor minutes later, rubbing their eyes. The universe blessed them with a mostly empty section, at least. TGIF.
“I’m sorry,” Ramona muttered.
“Me, too.”
They parted ways without another word. Time to put on a brave face for happy hour. It wasn’t like Ramona could let her team know the Marketing Director they cowered from was the source.
Today had been emotional.
But now she no longer had to hold back.



11
Quinn raised her wine glass in a toast, honoring those who had fought for Tara’s right to send her husband upstairs to bathe their children, while the women uncorked Pinot Noir like their favorite reality show housewives.
After a delightfully chaotic dinner—where Callum insisted on eating only tan-colored food, Mischa cried for whatever was on everyone else’s plates, and Tara and Graham engaged in a rock-paper-scissors battle over dish duty—her heart swelled with affection for her best friend. Gentle wouldn’t be a top ten word for Tara Jang-Hayashi; she went through the rounds like a champ regardless.
Graham Hayashi devoted countless hours at a Brooklyn social work organization, though home chaos flustered him. Fun dad, though. Their children climbed all over him like a jungle gym.
“To the weekend.” Tara hailed with a wine glass reminiscent of a fishbowl. “And to my gorgeous Quinn who gets to witness why I’m tired every day.”
Quinn clinked their glasses, amused. Tara’s held double the amount of red. “Also, to the most expensive-looking mother I’ve ever met, who’s been tired since I met her.”
Tara held her arms up, two-stepping in her embroidered striped organza dress. Weary, soon to be pleasantly drunk. “I wore this for you, beloved.”
She tested the sleeve fabric with her free hand. “Isn’t this Prada? My god.”
“I spot cleaned it only twice today. I’m winning at life.”
They paused at the loud splash sound and Mischa-like wail from the upstairs bathroom. Tara slurped from her fishbowl like she hadn’t heard a thing. “I’m still suffering from the second-hand embarrassment of your story.”
Crying with Ramona in an office phone booth. Not one of Quinn’s greatest hits. “I have first and second-hand embarrassment from telling you.”
Tara slid the prepackaged charcuterie platter to the center of the dining table and poked at three different items before finally selecting a triangle of espresso cheese. No wonder someone always had a cold in their household; Callum had just recovered from one himself. “You rarely even cry with me.”
“We had a moment,” Quinn reflected, twirling her glass. “She laughed and it turned into crying and before I realized it, tears poured from my eyes.”
“I get she’s insanely hot and all, but what’s her appeal?”
Quinn could do a dissertation. Her hand hovered over the plastic tray, distracted. “Ramona stops me in my tracks. She speaks her mind in a way I admire. She’s talented, engaging, and knows exactly who she is.” Quinn selected an olive, halving it in a bite. “She’s water. Flowing through life and you can’t control or predict her path, but she’s so refreshing nonetheless. She’s out of my league.”
Tara’s mama bear instincts flickered in her eyes. She held up a disturbingly sharp knife she’d been using to slice a wedge of gouda. “I will stab you dead if you say that again. You, my friend, are the best person I know.”
“Besides your husband? Your children?”
“I said what I said.”
“I don’t tell anyone about my past with Celene,” Quinn said, grimacing. “Ramona was right in front of me, disclosing these uh, concerning things and all I wanted to do was validate her. Relate to her.”
Tara’s short raven bob swished in her dramatic head shake. “This Ramona you swoon over wore a baggy wolf shirt to work. In public.”
A Cardinal sin in Tara’s book. Quinn smiled, despite herself. “She did that, yes.”
“Do you recall the caliber of hot and fashionable women in your Cali office?”
She shrugged. “I recall.”
“Did you find out who the ex-fiancée is?”
“Yes. Get this.” Quinn perked up because this was the content Tara lived for. “Ramona added me on some socials. It took two point five seconds to discover Holly Nelson had been engaged to her and it didn’t work out.”
Tara sneered, unmoved. “Who the hell is that?”
“BoreCon pixie cut girl!”
“Oh fucking shit!” Tara flung her hand so hard that the knife went flying to the far side of the kitchen. “No way. I told you she’s problematic. I don’t miss. I’m literally always right!”
Quinn went to fetch the knife wedged into a cabinet, tossing it into the sink. “A humble lesson to take away from this.”
“So BoreCon Holly lives with Ramona. Do they sleep together?”
That inkling sent dread through her body. She drew from the memory of Holly discussing her ex, connecting the dots of them being ‘dreadfully desperate’ by her account. She took a big gulp. “I’m going to say no. I hope not.” She sat and raised a naughty eyebrow. “Get this. Holly still messages me. She sent something at midnight, asking if I’m free again soon.”
“Does she have a rejection kink or what?”
Quinn snorted. The warmth of the wine kicked in. “Before, I ghosted her because I wasn’t interested. Now, I ghost her because who would want to break Ramona’s heart? To be lucky enough to stand across from her at the altar...” Registering what she thought aloud, she packed two slices of salami in her mouth.
“Interesting.” Tara let that word float above them as they took turns pulling from the charcuterie. After draining a good amount of wine, she slapped her hand on the table as if she had just finalized a decree. “Ramona has too much going on. Too complicated and you don’t like complicated.”
“I don’t?”
Her friend eyed her like the dumbass she was. “No! Nobody likes complicated. Good relationships start easygoing, then they build in complexity over time. Not the other way around. What if she’s exacting revenge?”
Quinn wouldn’t even go there. “You didn’t see her cry, Tara. She’s sincere.”
“You may be compromised because you’ve never been this taken by anyone, young lady. You say she gives you these butterflies.” Tara would fling herself off the roof of the house if she knew how much she resembled her mother right now. “I’ve read that butterflies can be misread. That they’re anxiety masquerading as something good. If you encounter someone who gives you butterflies, your safest bet is to stay away. It’s a warning sign.”
She certainly didn’t feel in danger around Ramona. “It’s a pleasant tickle. Like a feather. Are feathers bad?”
“Hm. Maybe you like trouble.”
On cue, Quinn received a text from Ramona. Not on Scrolly, associated with work. A true-blue message for her eyes only. She opened it to a stock photo of a field covered in red flags. The message attached read:
RAMONA – 8:18 PM
 
Thinking about purchasing this property. Any thoughts? 
After the way they’d left things, this joke was too soon and inappropriate. Then, why was Quinn giggling, swinging her legs like a schoolgirl? She showed Tara and, naturally, her friend pressed her lips into a flat line, not ready to joke about it.
QUINN – 8:20 PM

 

Purchase? Do you not live there already? 

RAMONA – 8:23 PM
 
Damn, you got me. It’s been in my family’s ownership for generations 
“I believe we agreed I’m right about everything,” Tara reminded her, snapping fingers for Quinn to wake up. “She’s not a marketing problem. You can’t solve her. Humans are illogical and untrustworthy.”
“I hear you, trust me.” Nevertheless, she sent out a reply.
QUINN – 8:26 PM

 

They kind of look like roses. How romantic. 

RAMONA – 8:27 PM
 
A silver lining. I’ll arrange my flags in bouquets and send you some 
 
What’s your address? 
Of all the people on earth, this woman made that feather inside Quinn tickle.
QUINN – 8:29 PM

 

I have loads of red flags already, tyvm. Do I seem like the type who would ask for more? 

Then, Quinn sent her address anyway, which got many emoji laugh reactions from Ramona.
“You’re defying me!” Tara gasped. Not even pissed, just stunned. “Who is this Ramona nutcase and why is she turning you against me?”
“I acknowledge and respect your advice, hon.”
Tara flattened her lips again. Partially satisfied but accepting dissent for a rare moment. “I’ve got to admit. I love that she’s making you work for it.”
Quinn slid her phone off to the side to do her own gasp. “That’s not fair!”
“Wahhh, look at me. I’m Quinn.” She balled her fists up to her face, imitating a whiny baby. “Women have been offering themselves to me on a silver platter for my entire adult life, and now I have to ask a random nerd out like a commoner!”
Graham padded downstairs in the middle of them cawing in laughter like drunk old birds. Callum clung around his broad shoulders like a wild animal. Mischa, thankfully, had fallen asleep. He held her like a sack of potatoes in his arm.
“Hate to interrupt all the fun I wasn’t invited to.” Graham winced at Callum yanking the black-rimmed glasses off his face. “Someone take the smaller child. It’s time.”
Quinn was proud of Graham. When he and Tara met, the guy had an obnoxious fixation on gym culture. Ever since fatherhood, he’d gained a layer of dad bod softness, stopped wearing contacts, and hadn’t seemed more comfortable in his skin.
Tara didn’t look so proud. “I don’t want her. I clocked out after watching her all day.”
“I bet you get an adequate night’s rest.” Graham staggered toward Quinn, short strands of gray sparkling at his temples. Callum sang Old McDonald at the top of his lungs. “Please collect Mischa. She will sleep through your girl talk.”
“I’d be honored.” Quinn collected her. She didn’t have a choice; Graham would sooner throw the girl at her and haul ass if she declined.
Minutes later, Tara and Quinn reconvened in the house’s den. Lit by a corner lamp, a cozy atmosphere and their refreshed wine brought Quinn a sense of peace. That and the little tot snuggled onto her lap.
As peaceful as could be, Mischa’s raven hair had been towel-dried and left loose. Her platypus print pajamas fit snuggly onto her toddler squishiness. Quinn drifted her nose over Mischa’s scalp, taking in her scent—she smelled of chamomile. A longing struck Quinn she feared to explore.
She noticed Tara staring and drinking, thoughtfully silent.
“What?”
Tara shook her head, pressed into the back of the couch they shared. “I shouldn’t.”
Quinn sipped her wine, mouth parched. “Please say it.”
“Fine,” she acquiesced. Looking unsure, another rarity. “That looks good on you.”
Motherhood. Quinn wondered if the conversation would steer that way, even if she hadn’t asked. She covered her angst with a joke. “Does she match my earrings?”
Tara smiled, patting the denim on Quinn’s knee. “She does. Do you want your own?”
“You know I can’t control that. My childhood left some scars, so I’d need a partner to balance the work, and I am partner-less.”
“Celene was open to children, was she not? Willing to give whatever you wanted.”
“Too bad I didn’t want her.” Quinn slapped a hand over her mouth. “Shit.” Then, she gestured at the sleeping kid. “Sorry.”
“Meh, curse away. I can’t believe you finally admitted that out loud.”
Quinn rolled her head to the side. She blinked at her friend bashfully. “I’m so mean for that.”
“You and Celene were such an attractive pair. Sadly, I could see you weren’t,” Tara swiped at the air, “moved by her. You enjoyed her company, but she didn’t move you.”
The reasons multiplied through Quinn’s head. “I wasn’t moved by her degree. Nor her stellar credit score or her extreme dislike of most television. Nor her abs and strict dietary regimen.”
“Curiously, you care about Ramona’s wolf shirt.”
“Care?” That feather fluttered and fluttered. She lowered her voice even if Mischa was knocked out. “I don’t only care. God, I want to wake up in her wolf shirt.”
Tara pretend choked on her last mouthful of Pinot. “Your condition should be included in the DSM.”
“Maybe it should. Oh well.”
“Listen.” She placed her empty glass on the coffee table. “Off-the-charts chemistry gets you only so far. I’m worried she’s unstable. Should you stick to sex and only that?”
Quinn’s pulse quickened. She waved for Tara to put her glass on the table, too. “You know we’re not sleeping together.”
“So, you two are talking, texting, and heavily flirting?”
“Yes, so?”
Tara held her hands up in a conciliatory motion. “Nothing. I’m ceding defeat for once. I’m losing this battle.”
For once, indeed. “Why?”
“’Cause you and Ramona are already dating, Quinnie.”
For the next eight minutes, they watched Mischa snuggle into the material at Quinn’s chest, fast asleep. Tara couldn’t hide her palpable affection as she soaked them in. Quinn combed fingers through Mischa’s straight, damp hair to help it dry faster. She couldn’t keep her hands off this child.
Tara’s deep breath smelled so much of wine. Her smile was wide and sated. “She’s not half white, but she could pass as your kid.”
“Your carbon copy? Please.”
“She could.”
Quinn’s brow tensed. While baby fever plagued her from time to time, the physical attributes of a hypothetical kid remained fuzzy. “I don’t need my baby to look exactly like me. That’s not important.”
“Mmm, true,” Tara agreed. She’d originally considered adoption or fostering before she met Graham. Maybe they would in the future. “As humans, we’re bound to fantasize, though. And if you let your mind’s eye wander, you’ll envision a head full of curly hair.”
The swiftness of Quinn’s head turn nearly dizzied her. In that swiftness, she caught Tara’s sly smile as she pushed herself off the couch and offered, “More wine?”

MEANWHILE IN BROOKLYN, Ramona and Lydia St. Germaine escaped—err—exited dinner with their mother Felisa and Armando Agosto, their mother’s husband. Calling him a stepdad at Ramona’s big age never sat right, considering she’d been twenty-eight when their mother remarried. The couple bought a quaint two-story in Astoria after their wedding and there, both sisters felt out of place, strangers in their mother’s new chapter in life. These outings were set in neutral areas, like a restaurant in Prospect Heights tonight.
“The short ribs were good.” Lydia sighed into the warm night air. She’d linked arms with Ramona as she teeter-tottered in stilettos like a newborn calf.
“Best part of the night.” Ramona eyed her sister’s choice of footwear. “I can’t believe you’re going clubbing next. I could hibernate for days after dinner with them.”
Felisa Agosto, who’d held onto the St. Germaine surname until she and Armando tied the knot, provided her daughters shelter, clothing, and plenty of food. They didn’t struggle for funds, especially with the copious input of their father, Samuel, a decades-long actuary. She and Lydia alternated time spent in each of their parents’ homes until their father moved to Miami. Samuel now lived a permanently vacation-adjacent, semi-nomadic life, bouncing from family affairs in Haiti to other countries and back to Florida to tidy up his condo for short-term renters. Without much prompting, their father was quick to show off his American passport, its pages a motley collection of stamps and stickers.
Emotionally, parental support was iffy at best. Ramona was certain her mother questioned their genetic ties, especially since her eldest daughter had been a crybaby until high school, only to evolve into an outspoken, empathetic, and intensely emotional woman. Lydia made more sense; she had inherited Felisa’s stoicism. That didn’t mean Lydia enjoyed these stilted, uncomfortable dinners. Even Lydia mentioning a potential promotion couldn’t crack a smile from their mother—she was a Fort Knox-grade safe personified.
They learned to appreciate how she did show love—by keeping them on top of their grades and alive. For that, they endured these mandatory dinners.
Armando, a retired veteran, spoke in three-word sentences at the lowest possible register in English and barely more in Spanish. Ramona and Lydia repeated “Huh?” “Eh?” “Qué?” all night like a couple of granny sisters.
Everything about these gatherings sucked their energy to critical levels. Their mother didn’t seem to enjoy their company either. Like she’d been obligated by the state to spend time putting on a happy family front.
Felisa showed little sympathy for Ramona’s failed wedding. Well, if one doesn’t count: ‘How much money did you waste?’ Ramona did not respond; she gnawed at her ribs like a jackal.
“Viv and her friends feel like dancing,” Lydia said in a singsong voice that sounded like murder. “I’m playing the role of supportive partner.”
“You play it well, dear Lydia.”
“Don’t start.”
Lydia swiped at her phone screen with a thumb. “Wanna split a car? They can drop you off before taking me up to Flatbush.”
Ramona lazed through social media, sucked into her phone as well. Lots of vacation posts and dogs. “Let’s do it.”
“You can tag along to dance the night away, if you want,” Lydia teased, knowing the answer already.
“I’d rather lick a subway handrail.”
“Ew, you’d probably transform into a rat when the moon’s full.”
Their rideshare arrived two minutes later. A perk of hanging around busy areas, teeming with others taking advantage of the weekend’s nice weather. They mumbled the customary salutations/name confirmation combination as they slid into the backseat. Ramona, in big sister mode, slapped her backpack on Lydia’s lap so she wouldn’t flash the driver in her skin-tight dress. Their mother blanched at its shortness and remarked about it until the check came.
“I’m excited about this Quinn saga,” Lydia said once the sedan left the curb. Contrary to her ability to sleuth, the younger St. Germaine didn’t hound Ramona for the tiniest details. The budding developments were obviously a tasty bit of news for her. “You are messy, sis.”
Ramona held her phone more to herself. She’d been camping out on Quinn’s page since they became mutuals. Most of her posts consisted of outings with her friend, the Tara woman whose hilarious framed portrait lived on Quinn’s desk. Others were posts of outfits of the day, cityscapes, and her face, which totaled the highest amounts of likes within her friend bubble. Someone like Quinn could do influencer numbers, yet she preferred her privacy. Ramona, a fellow private type online, understood on a cellular level.
As if summoned, a notification popped up in-app. Quinn tagged her in a story.
Ramona reluctantly tapped in. Maybe she’d been added by mistake.
But no. The visual had her audibly suck in a breath. Audibly enough for Lydia to shuffle to see. A third party—probably Tara—took a candid photo of Quinn sleeping alongside an adorable little girl in pajamas. Lighting low, serene. Quinn lay in jeans, leg hiked up the arm of the couch as the toddler koala clung on top, over her midsection. In the foreground stood a half-emptied glass of wine, the culprit of her sleepiness, probably. The large on-screen text read:
ENDURING THE TARA J-H CRASH COURSE ON CHILDREARING.
1. WINE 2. BE HUMAN PILLOW.
The smaller text on the bottom tagged Ramona’s handle with,
I FOUND SOMEONE WHO CRIES MORE THAN WE DO.
“You managed to say every wrong thing to her, and this is what she posts.” Lydia sat back in place with a curled grin, nudging Ramona’s elbow. “Y’all are similar flavors of bizarre.”
Lydia crowned herself as empress of the Never Holly Club. Any woman Ramona so much as blinked at would be championed. Lydia formed an affinity for Quinn, founded on the pettiness of Ramona having what Holly couldn’t. “All those warning signs and you still can’t leave each other alone. Incredible.”
Ramona hadn’t exhaled. Quinn included her in an image where she had never looked more beautiful. The child upped the tenderness in a way that made her miss Quinn all over again. This picture enabled her to fantasize about a future like this. Her breath came out uneven because whoa, pump the brakes.
Lydia wiggled Ramona’s chin with pinched fingers. “Are you gonna pass out?”
“I could.”
But really. Quinn got this supremely soft picture and thought of her. Dear god. Ramona left heart eyes and fire emoji reactions. Playing it not-cool.
“Quinn wants to make an army of multicultural in-vitro babies with you,” Lydia voiced in a tone wiser than her words. “I have no choice but to stan. Holly will reap what she sowed.”
“This has nothing to do with Holly,” Ramona insisted.
“Personally, I’d avoid either of you for the rest of my days. Wooing Quinn is so left field.” She locked her arm around Ramona’s neck. “You are so back. You’re back to your roots.”
“My roots being?”
Lydia’s nail poked Ramona in the cheek. “Wanting someone with reckless abandon.” She squealed. A piercing squeal that startled the driver. The swerve wouldn’t deduct from his five stars. “My sister is free! You’ve been deprogrammed from the cult of Holly.”
Enlivened and thoughtful alike, Ramona took a screenshot of the story. She’d be staring at it all night.
Her sister had a point. Separation from Holly allowed Ramona time to find herself again, even if it involved her cursed habit of falling hard. After all, Quinn said she didn’t fear a curse.
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The office buzzed with nervous energy come Monday morning. Several news sources caught wind of ScrollCycle’s potential acquisition by an undisclosed magnate, churning out a score of articles. As a veteran in this media world, Ramona learned to expect the inevitable. She’d be pissed about losing the camaraderie of her coworkers and the health benefits, but what else could she do?
Heeding an early morning email to the entire staff, Ramona and her design team followed Blythe to the all-hands meeting to address this. The staff and contractors filed into the presenting space that extended from the kitchen quarters. On the long counters, ScrollCycle provided a high-end continental breakfast buffet to treat them before they took their seats.
“Fattening us for slaughter,” Hiro grumbled, using tongs to dig for the thickest biscuit.
Blythe snatched a Caprese croissant sandwich and dashed to a group of directors lingering near Jared, consisting of Cody from Advertising, Head of Tech, Director of Video Production, and Quinn, the Marketing Director who’d been running through Ramona’s mind.
Ramona’s burgeoning feelings influenced her choice of outfit. She aimed to look just a bit nicer to catch Quinn’s eye, opting for a classy, understated blouse, a tweed A-line skirt, and a Monet-inspired cardigan she had thrifted. She might have added a touch more makeup, and her hair was styled in a loose braid that she could play with over her shoulder. No biggie.
Except for her team putting her on blast like, “Who are you done up for?” once she graced the Creative floor.
“Dolled up to get fired. You’re a rare breed.” Xavier gave her an overhead spin by her hand. “You look sexy, though.”
“I appreciate it,” Ramona muttered, ready to assume a new identity.
They chose a table furthest from the huge projector screen, where they could get a good read of everyone else and their commentary wouldn’t carry too far. This spot allowed a sufficient view of the projector platform and roll-in lectern where the CEO would emcee the last-minute meeting. The directors’ huddle dispersed. Ramona stretched in her seat to get a read of Quinn’s face.
Quinn appeared normal, but she could blend into ScrollCycle madness with the best of them. It may be a front. Ramona typed on her phone to be sure.
RAMONA – 9:42 AM

 

Good morning to everyone except who committed this savagery 

She attached a photo she took minutes ago of the breakfast casserole with a wedge scooped right out of the middle.
Ramona watched as Quinn, who’d begun typing at a side table, peek at her phone. Quinn did a few swipes to unlock with her elegant fingers, read for a few seconds, and covered her mouth in a hard laugh. Two directors from before eyed her incredulously. Because was this the time for humor?
Quinn rotated in a search and when she found Ramona staring, she vacated her seat to come clicking and clacking right to her. Ramona’s heart did the double-time rattle again.
“Morning, everyone,” Quinn greeted, effectively shutting the table up. Her talent with the design team. “Shay, you’re responsible for the anti-doomscrolling long-form graphics, right?”
Shay’s grin could fit into a Crest commercial. She bumped a thumb to her chest like a dork, pastel jewelry jingling against her wrist. “Yep. Those are all me.”
“C-suite loves them. We should repurpose some of those little hand-drawn characters for future projects. Maybe even merch.”
“That’d be easy to do. Sure.”
Quinn gripped the back of Ramona’s chair, the definition of attractive in a striped dress that stopped mid-calf. Looking up at her felt sinful. Softly, Quinn acknowledged Ramona. “Hello, you.”
Ramona grasped at her knees for emotional support. “Is this your first emergency all-hands since you started here?”
“Yes. Lucky me.”
Shay, Hiro, and Xavier didn’t attempt to act like they weren’t staring. At least Freja fake-doodled on her tablet.
“You can have that empty seat,” Xavier offered with a nod. Way too nosy.
She almost wished Quinn refused. But the universe had her beat again when Quinn thanked him and perched right next to Ramona. Quinn’s eyes roved over her a hair longer than an outfit check. “This meeting should be standard. Jared’s determined to shut down the articles head-on.”
Ramona could trust that guy as far as she could throw his Maserati. “Got it. Have you eaten?”
“Yes, ma’am. Your fruit looks good, though.” Quinn maintained eye contact as she plucked a slice of kiwi from Ramona’s plate and bit it, smile fully wicked.
Ramona fought to keep her lids from going haywire. Having an audience sucked. Quinn may as well have been humping her face in front of them. “Good. Shouldn’t waste the complimentary spread to distract us from the acquisition.”
The other designers shifted uncomfortably. Too far?
“Acquisition rumors,” Quinn corrected. Smile still devious.
“Yes, those.”
Ramona could set off the fire alarm, jesus. She’d never met someone like Quinn. It’s like Quinn was raised without the value of subtlety. Perhaps in a commune? Needing a break, Ramona turned to her plate and tried to remember what these things were and which was food. She’d be chipping her tooth on a plastic fork any second now.
“That reminds me…” Quinn unlocked her phone to her multicolored calendar, then some sort of agenda. “Give this a look.”
She didn’t wait for Ramona to scoot over. No, Quinn reached down, took hold of the chair seat between Ramona’s legs, and fucking yanked her closer. The chair squeaked in the short distance. Freja yelped, blowing her cover as a big nosypants. Though Ramona had gone to jelly too much to care.
Quinn removed her hand and kept at it like she hadn’t accessed a level of sensuality Ramona wasn’t prepared for in mixed company. “Blythe scheduled time today to plan the next steps. You should join us. To stay in the know.”
“Uh huh,” Ramona bubbled into her cup of orange juice. Maybe she could drown herself and end this.
The lights dimmed. “Showtime,” Quinn joked, taking a stand. She pinched Ramona’s cardigan at the sleeve and shook it a little. “This is cute.”
Ramona forgot English, so she grunted like a cavewoman. Once Quinn stepped out of earshot, her teammates were yammering, and they all had an opinion that could send Ramona tumbling off a ledge.
“Okay, you two were talking about work, but you weren’t talking about work,” Shay recapped to three bobbing heads.
“Our Great houses will be combined at last,” Hiro proclaimed to big laughs. “Marketing and Design.”
Xavier held up a finger. “Corpse and Creative.”
“Ramona.” Freja could levitate at any moment. Along with her tablet. “She’s your future corpse bride!”
Ramona had no choice, as the hyenas formally known as the design team yipped and laughed until the CEO got his mic working. Once they were sure he wasn’t announcing mass layoffs, they mellowed out. Though, the damage had been done. Ramona and Quinn were married in her team’s heads. She now had a corpse bride.

TRUE TO QUINN’S WORD, around 3 p.m., Blythe knocked on the meeting room Ramona occupied on the Creative floor. Ramona grabbed them time-to-time to escape the open floor plan interrupt-a-thon. There were only so many, ‘hey, whatcha working on’ questions a woman could take before running off for some true productive time. As those glass walls were designed, the creative director quickly found Ramona.
“Heading up to Archer’s office,” Blythe informed, eyes on her laptop and AirPods in her ears. “You comin’?”
Ramona had been champing at the bit for this moment. Hence why she needed to work and use her brain until then. “Lead the way, Captain.”
Blythe Banner was a woman of minimal words unless necessary. Ramona, a big mouth from birth, couldn’t relate. So, she enjoyed this opposite-type human. It allowed her minutes to mentally prepare for Quinn, as watching her hours ago present the company’s efforts for the upcoming quarter served as one-sided foreplay. That woman in charge, in full control of the room, flirtily stole fruit from Ramona’s plate and sent her heart-tugging images.
They arrived after a halfhearted knock on Blythe’s part, as she could waltz on in if she cared to. Quinn smiled from behind her monitor, having brought in an extra chair. Blythe and her laptop flopped into the softer coral seat after Ramona offered the newer one, right at the end of Quinn’s desk, as an option twice.
The acquisition rumors had shaken everyone, urging the CEO to put more pressure on the design team. Now, he needed the rebrand “bigger and bolder” than they originally intended, which had already been a tall order.
It was fascinating being a third wheel to Blythe and Quinn devising plans while throwing shade at Jared. They even had a banter style. Super cute.
Ramona rounded out two fun facts:
One, Quinn and Blythe were a terrific team. Handling stressors in sync like this gave her a small amount of hope she’d thought long dead for corporate life.
Two, Blythe was 100% not attracted to Quinn. She paid no attention to Quinn’s legs or her laugh. She kept her eyes glued to her screen and when they did speak, eye contact didn’t linger. At one point, Quinn made a passing compliment about Blythe’s new turquoise hair color and Blythe rubbed at her cropped hair like she’d forgotten. A dry “Thanks, it stained my sink” drew that conversation to a close.
On the flip side, Ramona’s phone buzzed sometime between a chat about landing pages and a riveting discussion on brand personas.
QUINN – 3:20 PM
 
You smell nice. New perfume? 
Ramona was 100% attracted. She fought not to squirm.
RAMONA – 3:21 PM

 

Dabs of essential oils and a new body wash. Thanks for noticing 

Quinn checked her phone and bit her lip like she wanted to smile harder. Her dark eyes did a quick inventory of what she could see of Ramona, then flitted back to her phone.
QUINN – 3:22 PM
 
Hang back after Blythe leaves? 
RAMONA – 3:22 PM

 

Already planned on it 

Shortly after, Blythe heaved herself from the chair with the groan of someone double her forty years. Ramona chuckled at her brusque exit. She snapped her laptop shut and did a two-finger salute. “Later, Archer.”
And that was it. Ramona imitated her and all three of them cracked up. She trailed after Blythe, made an excuse on why she’d take a different elevator to break away, walked a circuit around the entire floor, and entered Quinn’s office with a flourish.
Ramona served her best Vanna White, showcasing herself. “Did you miss me?”
Her skin prickled at how Quinn took her time drinking her in, skillfully lined eyes alluring. “Take a seat. We need to talk.”
“Uh, ’kay.” She propped her backpack next to the closed door and went back to her chair at Quinn’s desk. “Is something wrong?”
Quinn responded to two Scrolly notifications. Buying time, no doubt, as Ramona grew more and more nervous. Was Quinn going to drop a bomb?
“Ramona,” Quinn started. Then she clicked her tongue. She turned more fully toward Ramona and crossed her legs. A move so sexy, that it came off like a power play. The fabric of her dress tightened at her top leg. Ramona admired the faint definition there, not knowing what she was supposed to be doing.
At her wit’s end, Ramona volleyed back, “Quinn.”
That’s when Ramona picked up on the tensed set of Quinn’s jaw. The woman was panicking. Over what?
“Quinn?”
Quinn’s lips were extra lush today. She rolled them in and out, finally revealing, “Tara says we’re dating.”
It was a bomb. Ramona’s eyes stretched Hanna-Barbera big. “Is Tara some sort of relationship guru?”
“No, but I take her opinion seriously.”
Ramona tangled her fingers into themselves. They probably mimicked her insides, coiled and jumbled, and oh, shit. This reminded her of standing in line for a monster of a roller coaster, excited and chill as can be. Then, mounting the ride and realizing she’d be careening 400 feet, and it was kind of scary. “I see.”
Quinn spun her phone in place with her long fingers and that stylish nail color. A nervous tell. “Do you view me as a friend?”
Ramona St. Germaine could write a love letter to found family. Friends held her down through struggles, pitfalls, and burnout when her parents provided the finances and little else. She’d go into combat for any of them. Flo and Dominic’s union set a healthy, mutually beneficial companionship on a high pedestal. Maybe too high, considering her disastrous results.
Despite all that, this title she worshipped—friend—felt inadequate for Quinn and they’d known each other for a month. “You’re different. Like, in your own division. I can’t explain it.”
“Are you still afraid to like me?”
After crying together, gaining Lydia’s support, and staring at the story screenshot for hours on end, she’d accepted the universe’s direction. “Not as afraid.”
This moment was inevitable. Especially after Friday, when they learned the incredible fit of their bodies together.
They’d taken it slowly for this long.
Ramona could figure herself out. Approach the curse and her unresolved standards for a life partner. She could investigate the intricacies of what forever love meant. In time, she could⁠—
“I’ve decided,” Quinn remarked, finality sparking her tone. “You’re my girlfriend.”
The equivalent of a supernova left Ramona’s brain in shambles. On a delay, she hiccupped, “H-huh?!”
“I made an executive decision. I’m the one with the dedicated office, so those are the rules.”
Ramona could only smile through the stress. Her eyelashes beat Morse code for ohmygod. “I have no say?”
Quinn fluttered her own lashes. “Well, what do you say?”
Ramona carried on like the world’s worst lawyer. “Are you forgetting everything I told you? Jilted at the altar. Cursed through the generations. Got this job after cyberstalking you. Fields of red flags?”
Clearly, Quinn enjoyed this. Her smile curled sinfully. “Big deal. Then, my girlfriend goes to more therapy.”
“We’re skipping the talking stage. Right to labels?”
“I researched this. We hang out, confessed our feelings, you look at me, well, like that.” Quinn leaned in, a sultriness tinging her lips. “We talk or text every day. How many more qualifiers do we need?”
Ramona ran out of reasons since she did want Quinn. Might as well stop fighting it. “I come with conditions.”
Quinn’s eyes went stormy. The conditions on her mind must’ve gone somewhere arousing. “Talk to me. Everyone’s wrapped up in the wackiness from this morning, so I have a clear schedule until end of day.”
“About that.” In her skirt, she attempted the leg-crossing power play herself. The drop in Quinn’s gaze denoted its success. “Two demands of your time, as it’s precious.”
“Sure.”
“Designate an hour block every day for your lunch. You can spend it with me or not, but you shouldn’t sacrifice your well-being for fucking ScrollCycle. My girlfriend must meet her nutritional needs.”
Quinn pivoted in her chair to her computer. “I’ll do it now.”
Ah, the efficiency. “And secondly,” Ramona emphasized to regain Quinn’s attention. “I want you to dismiss yourself from work right this moment. To have a date with me.”
“On a Monday?” Quinn’s confidence faltered, as evidenced by her smacking at her mouse and maximizing her log of the day. “I’m an avid participant in the budget meeting at five today. We discuss changes in the market. I use it to stay abreast.”
“If you’re any more abreast of this stuff, you’ll need another bra.”
The muscles around Quinn’s smile ticked. Pulling her out of the corporate machine would do her some good. “How about after that? At six-fifteen. I could make us a reservation.”
Ramona rose, sauntering to pick up her bag. Quinn’s eyes were on her ass—she felt it. “One out of two demands is fifty percent. That’s a failing grade, Quinn.”
She recognized the symptoms of people pleasing in Quinn that’d include striving for straight As all throughout school. She knew them because they were in Ramona as well. Lydia’s evil must’ve rubbed off on her.
Quinn’s eyes pled for grace. Ramona didn’t budge. “You mean it.”
Ramona shrugged. Did she? They would roll with this. For the sake of #9. Spontaneous dates for the win.
“Fifty percent is unacceptable,” Quinn said into her hand. A sparkle returned to her eye. Her fingers flew over the keyboard, ending in a sent email. “That’s my apology for declining the meeting invitation. Are you mine now?”
That sent a shiver up Ramona’s spine. “Haven’t had the date yet.”
With a put-upon sigh, Quinn packed up her handbag and locked her laptop into her desk drawer. Ramona snickered at Quinn’s light sulking.
Dating again. Ramona couldn’t believe it.
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Distress over leaving early made Quinn Archer feel like a colossal dork. Her hands shook as she put her desktop computer to sleep. A small voice in the back of her mind ordered her to sit down and get back to work.
The ennui of white-collar life wasn’t a foreign concept to Quinn. Hell, she’d originally immersed herself in marketing only for the financial stability and upward mobility.
While Ramona’s worries about her curse seemed illogical, Quinn found herself dwelling on them from time to time. After all, Quinn’s father had left when she was twelve—packed his car full of belongings and simply disappeared, possibly to another lover.
Once upon a time, her dad showered her mother with acts of love. He’d written her poetry, bought her fresh roses every month, kissed her a little too passionately in front of their only daughter. Even so, seeing this affection was an everyday occurrence. Until it wasn’t.
“Do we take the train somewhere or walk?” Ramona asked, snapping Quinn out of her triggered state.
She searched Ramona’s large eyes; the feather in her stomach initiated a tickle party. Did Tara have a point about this? Was Ramona trouble?
Quinn smiled. “Let’s walk.”
They’d gotten as far as Quinn locking her office door when Veronica, one of the UX/UI designers on her marketing team, approached them. Her signature wet hair look took commitment, and it worked for her. “Veronica, how can I help?”
“Could you check the notes I received?” Veronica nodded to her desk, exasperated. “Everything’s going wrong.”
Quinn threw a helpless look Ramona’s way.
Ramona greeted Veronica, then placed a gentle hand on Quinn’s arm. “I’ll be waiting by the elevators. Let me know what you decide to do.”
Then, she slinked off and god, the swing of her hips. Why did they have to swing like that on a fucking Monday?
As Veronica pointed through a company partner’s contradictory notes on campaign graphics, Quinn’s mind wandered elsewhere. To her past.
Her mom once prided herself on a blossoming ad agency career, having been bumped to the senior track years sooner than anticipated. Quinn recalled gushing about it to her fourth-grade friends as if they knew what that meant. But she loved everything about her mother. She wanted to be her mother. To emigrate to the States from Korea, rapidly grasp the English language, and excel like that? Phenomenal.
Her dad was a computer technician by trade and a dreamer at heart. Family and strangers alike swore he resembled Prince Eric from The Little Mermaid, though Quinn felt that was too generous. He constantly aspired for more. For bigger. For newer. Those dreams spearheaded moving them from Virginia to New York for a promising work venture. Away from family, friends, and notably, her mom’s job. But this guy was her mother’s weakness, never forget.
Her parents agreed to have more children after the move. Mom stayed home, preparing for his vision of a huge household, while his new business took off.
The years passed by, and Quinn comforted her mother as she sobbed over negative pregnancy tests month after month. Meanwhile, her father channeled his zest for life into his work buddies, making snide comments to and about Mom at home while overwhelming Quinn with expensive gifts. As classmates envied these material things, Quinn grew resentful.
Then, he discarded his family. Her mother took low-wage jobs out of necessity, uninterested in chasing him for child support. She didn’t boast a triumphant story of a single mother who clawed her way to the top. She’d been pigeonholed, never to get the roles she’d once been destined for after years removed from her experience. While Quinn appreciated her mother’s resilience, she used to resent her, too.
Quinn panned around Veronica’s file, not seeing the imagery before her. Not remembering the point-of-contact’s name.
This was why she admired Tara, among many reasons. She maintained relevance in her field and owned a personality too strong to be controlled. In a weird way, Quinn wondered how she would’ve turned out if she had a mother like Tara.
Her once vibrant, impressive mother let love sweep her away and look where that got her.
“Quinn, are you okay?”
Quinn rubbed her temples, eyes misty. She would not cry in front of her team. They were already jumpy enough about the false acquisition bullshit. “Yes, today’s been a long day.”
Veronica’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. “You’re telling me. I can’t concentrate, to be honest.”
Work was secure. Work was steadfast. Work paid for her mother’s mortgage in Virginia, since she moved back after Quinn graduated college. Those truths motivated her. On days like these, though, that wasn’t quite accurate. After putting out fire drills and persistently reassuring her direct reports (“only rumors,” “normal day”), Quinn needed an escape.
She glanced at the exit. Ramona paced slowly near the elevator doors on her phone, all free and water-like and poised to ditch on a Monday.
Quinn could handle some trouble.
“You know, Veronica…” Quinn frowned when Veronica gulped. She ran a tight ship, but wow, everyone expected bad news out of her. “These notes will be here in the morning. Go home early.”
Veronica’s eyes darted from her screen to her manager. “Really?”
“Yes.” Quinn sent a notification for her other team members to raise their heads. Bless technology, they followed directions. Some released a single ear from their headphones, taciturn. “Everyone, today sucks.”
A few of them chuckled. Most exchanged confused looks. “I don’t have all the answers, but I do know you’re doing your best. Please go home now. You deserve it.”
The way her team immediately minimized their computer windows and packed their bags brought a smile to her face. Didn’t have to tell them twice.
Satisfied, Quinn waved her leave, making a b-line to the elevators.
Ramona had been watching, though the glass kept her from hearing anything. “Is your team mutinying?”
“I told them to go home.” There was something about relieving her team’s stress, even temporarily, that made her feel like a better manager. Far more fulfilling than Jared’s accolades for their exceptional productivity.
Grinning, Ramona whispered, “Nicely done, boss.”
Quinn’s knees wobbled, keen to give out. So weak for her smile, her approval. “I believe I owe you a date.”
Her team flowed in, convening at the elevators. A weight had been lifted, and they laughed and playfully shoved one another. Several wished Quinn a great evening as the doors opened.
A first. They left silently so often that she assumed that was the culture at the New York ScrollCycle.
Once the pair was alone again, Ramona pressed the down button for the next available elevator. “Are you sure?”
“Allow me to woo you, trial girlfriend.”
“I can’t wait.”

QUINN MADE it no secret that she loved forethought. While pacing and preoccupied with her phone, Ramona had zeroed in on eating options. All within a few blocks of their busy metropolitan area, painless to walk in heels. Quinn pointed to the one with the most low-key vibe. She needed a suitable ambiance to swim in Ramona’s dark eyes.
Her mini freakout from earlier dissipated as they fell into step under a pleasant, cloudless sky. She’d deal with the dysfunction she inherited from her parents some other day. Or another lifetime.
She discovered Ramona could make commentary about anything—about the off-center advertisement in a bodega window, about her sister’s penchant for acrylics. She engaged with Quinn so seamlessly; what a talent to be a conversationalist.
Quinn realized this would be the first time she had to impress anyone romantically. For as long as Quinn had been dating, she could give two percent and women would invite her to their apartments all the same.
Tara’s lack of sympathy over Quinn’s dilemma made more sense.
EAT AURA NYC served brunch-inspired tapas and coffee all day. Other than the cashier, bartenders, and greeter, they didn’t employ waitstaff. Customers were expected to bring up the QR code menus on their phones and tell the cashier themselves.
Quinn wished she could peek into Ramona’s head, learn how her brain operated. Instead of the standard tables, booths, or bar seats, Ramona called out to the greeter, gesturing at the furnished back room. “Can we sit in there?”
Greeter nodded like he didn’t care either way. He cleared the oval coffee table, disinfecting that and the seating for their midday date with vigorous wipes.
“Loveseat for two,” he called out as he headed back to his post.
Ramona’s neck turned as red as Quinn’s face felt. They gave each other an appropriate amount of space as they settled on the soft, ruby leather.
Crystals and geodes jutted from intentional placements throughout the cozy room, like the unvarnished wood bookshelves and metal sconces shaped as zodiac symbols. Hand-painted constellations cascaded across the wall and ceiling. The idiosyncratic assortment of aged chairs and tables brought it all together in an earthy color scheme.
Quinn pushed Ramona’s rosé and grapefruit cocktail closer to her, sipping her own champagne punch. Should Quinn dare to lower her inhibitions around Ramona? She hummed approval, choosing to take the edge off her nerves. “This place is pretty cool. Have you been before?”
“Nah, I haven’t.” Ramona hadn’t stopped spinning in her perch, dedicated to absorbing the setting. “So much to look at.”
“Yeah.” Which didn’t apply to Quinn. She’d appreciated EAT AURA’s décor for two minutes tops. Mostly, she stared at Ramona.
Ramona bounced her knees as much as her tight skirt allowed, pleased. “My sister hates this—” She waved at a three-foot brass Libra scale. “‘Woo-woo type shit’, as she’d phrase it. I should bring her here.”
Quinn pressed an elbow onto the back of the couch and rested her cheek on her knuckles. “You’re really close with Lydia.”
Ramona’s eyes brightened. She probably didn’t expect Quinn to remember Lydia’s name. “We are. At times, it feels like she’s the only one who really understands me.”
“That’s what Tara is for me,” she supplied, aware of how her heart squeezed for Ramona. “She saw right through me when we first met.”
“You don’t say.” Ramona tested her fizzy pink cocktail through a straw. She nodded emphatically, pointing at it. “Try some?”
Sharing a drink became the best idea in the world. Quinn held eye contact as she puckered her lips onto the skinny straw. “Mmm, that is good.”
Straightening her throat, Ramona glimpsed off to the side. “What did Tara see that others don’t?”
“My awkwardness. My shyness.” Her mind recreated the memory of Tara dropping into a chair next to Quinn’s computer, talking a mile a minute. “She could tell I didn’t have many friends. And, I don’t know, I could tell she didn’t want anything out of me.”
“Want anything? Why would you think that?”
Quinn counted the pieces of strawberry in her champagne flute. “I don’t read others well. I’ve grown up with friends, but they’re not plentiful. Tara’s authentic and upfront. I look up to her so much.”
Ramona’s smile seemed reserved for something internal, apart from her words. “Tara’s daughter is precious.”
“Mischa, my goddaughter. She’s a sweetie pie. Lots of crying, but she sleeps all through the night, no interruptions.”
“None of my friends have kids. My sister doesn’t want them.” They matched eyes and Ramona’s wistfulness plucked at Quinn’s heartstrings with a gentle strum. “My closest cousins with children are states away, so that was a welcomed visual. Thanks for thinking of me.”
Of course, Quinn had been thinking of her. It’d become impossible not to think about her. She could drink Ramona in all day and never be quenched.
This thoughtful, softer side of Ramona drew Quinn in. They were no longer just acquaintances who were attracted to each other. Quinn felt a responsibility, a yearning when the ‘I need a hug’ message lit up her phone. She had to have her and, thankfully, Ramona fulfilled fantasies she’d never foresaw. Her softness, her scent of skin and bergamot and moisturizer.
“Back on earth?” Ramona whispered. Her amused expression hinted that Quinn’s reflective moment hadn’t gone unnoticed.
Quinn shook her head, lifting her drink to her lips. “Yes.”
“Welcome back.”
Ramona’s phone buzzed for a text: their food was ready. Quinn couldn’t decide if this level of tech was charming and convenient or concerning. All the same, Ramona gave Quinn a cheeky grin before she ran to get their food.
Quinn should’ve been googling what the fuck someone does for dates like these. She could’ve messaged Tara for tips. But Ramona stood in plain sight at the counter, begging Quinn to check out her proportions—her legs for days, a waist she knew from experience curved ideally for her arms to entangle.
She’d call herself a convert. No choice but to worship Ramona St. Germaine’s body.
Upon her return, Ramona set out two rectangular platters that held a total of eight intricate tapas. Each choice different than the last, all delicious-looking. Waffles sliced and arranged as a house, perfectly round blackberry cornbread muffin topped with whipped butter, avocado as a flower, sunny side egg drizzled with chili oil. Quinn brought out her phone camera, intent on commemorating this.
A woman after her own heart, Ramona kicked back in her seat and let her do her thing. Tara would be griping at her to hurry up by then. Instead, her date switched on the flashlight on her phone to aid in the atmosphere. They laughed through their impromptu photoshoot. Then, Quinn turned and captured a shot of Ramona mid-laugh.
“Ah, delete that,” Ramona gasped, much too scandalized for someone that beautiful. “I’ll haunt your phone.”
This photo caught Ramona as Quinn saw her—full of life. Showing off her fantastic smile with a joke on the tip of her tongue. Quinn cupped the phone to her chest, head shake defiant. “I’ll keep it forever.”
“My friend Dom does photography. You know, professional stuff.” Sidetracked for a second, Ramona lifted a mini-sized parfait, its layers distinct and ruler-perfect. “Check out these colors. Anyways, he develops and prints all his favorite photos, keeping them in thick albums. We picked on him at first, but flipping through something tangible makes you nostalgic. It’s like printing it seals it in time, unlike viewing it on our phones.”
Quinn swayed, melting at the maple glaze bacon. If only flavors could be immortalized in the same way. “Are you suggesting I print this photo of you? Is that what you’re asking?”
Because she would. She’d run to the fastest printer this second.
Ramona burst out laughing, cringing. “Hell no. Spare me.”
As they made their way through the small entrées, they transitioned into a fun, natural conversation about social media and their appetite for it. Each woman admitted to limiting their followers to friends, family, and people they’ve met throughout their lives. It was a relief to find someone who agreed. They groaned, acknowledging they sounded like a testimonial for ScrollCycle.
They split the portions, as people do for tapas. Extra care was taken to not bump hands or linger when passing a fork or knife. Almost like they feared the electricity, the constant reminder of their intimate moment crying from desire.
“May I ask.” Ramona flicked a few crumbs from her fingertips to a napkin. “What made you decide to come back to New York? Other than the better gig. I’m sure you had offers there in Cali.”
The meal nourished Quinn to the point of sinking into the soft leather. The second serving of her champagne punch may have had something to do with that, too. “I did.”
“This is a safe space.”
“I know.” Quinn nibbled at a strawberry slice to kill time. Honesty had worked well for them so far. “In Cali, I met cool people. Went to some swanky parties. The office was much more gorgeous than Midtown, but...”
Ramona’s partially unruly eyebrows bobbed with anticipation.
“I felt empty. Once, I’d attended this nighttime beach party. Before they even lit the bonfire, I gathered my things, ordered a car, and headed home. I warned none of my friends. The whole ride back, I sobbed.” The memory itself tested Quinn’s resolve. “My driver was super uncomfortable, poor guy. He handed me a roll of paper towels because he ran out of tissues.”
The corner of Ramona’s lips quirked up. A positive feature on a rather glum, empathetic face. “Do you still feel empty here?”
“Sometimes,” Quinn confessed. She dabbed under her eye with the back of her wrist. Ugh, tears again.
The greeter guy stepped into the room. He’d mastered an unaffected face, asking them if they’d mind lower lighting for the dinner-brunch hours. They had no control over his life, so they watched him shut the velvet curtains of the single window. From a sconce, he moved candles to the two coffee tables, lighting a wax star and moon he set into the middle of theirs. A couple taps at his phone and lo-fi beats filled the room through square, suspended speakers. The romantic effect materialized before their eyes.
Quinn nudged Ramona with an elbow. “Did you plan that?”
“Nope, we lucked out,” Ramona replied, sparing nothing to continue. “Tell me why you’re empty sometimes.”
“For me, people endow or suck away energy. Around Tara, I’m so full.” She held something invisible in her hand to illustrate her point. “And then, I’m around others who leave my soul so parched. To where I collapse in bed after hanging out with them. Does that make sense?”
Ramona tangled her hand into her loose braid, cursing lightly to herself. “Not sure if this mood lighting is influencing me, but that makes perfect sense.”
Quinn reached to smooth Ramona’s hair, touched by the yellow flames and light coming from the greater part of EAT AURA. Ramona practically purred as she fluttered her thick lashes closed.
“You give me the full feeling, Ramona.”
From the moment Quinn first laid eyes on Ramona tentatively making her way into the line for coffee. The moment her life changed.
“Why me?”
The way Ramona asked, along with the tremble of her closed eyelids that clearly wanted to flutter open, threatened to send another tear sliding down Quinn’s cheek. “That’s what I’m trying to figure out.”
“My last time going out to brunch ended awkwardly,” Ramona said in a cryptic tone. She glanced around, as if to search for anyone in their bubble. They were wonderfully alone. “You’re replacing that memory in spades. Thank you.”
Quinn’s fingers drifted, grazing over the curve of Ramona’s ear. They tensed. Breathing became a challenge for both of them. “I want to be better than your last.”
Ramona nodded into the remainder of her glass. She knew who and what Quinn meant: better than Holly, better at being a couple.“You’re off to a great start.”
Having this privacy, they disposed of the subterfuge and stared at each other. Quinn asked, “What did you miss about being in a couple?”
She hadn’t realized the suggestiveness until Ramona looked away with a snort. Quinn sucked at being smooth. She powered through the embarrassment. “We’re adults. If sex is it, I’d understand.”
“Remember, I’d been planning a platonic marriage.” Ramona reached into her own hair and removed Quinn’s hand, a move quite upsetting until she interlaced their fingers. The smoothness of her skin was unmatched. “I am a good lay. Didn’t think I’d share that part of myself with someone again.”
Touching Ramona, tempted by the length of her slender digits and what they could do, Quinn could set them both on fire on this loveseat. Perhaps Ramona would see past her less-than-stellar skills in bed. “Is that your final answer?”
“You first.”
“Kissing.” Quinn eyed Ramona’s full upper lip. “I assume you didn’t do that in your engagement.”
Please. She’d perish at the image of Holly and Ramona indulging in each other months ago.
“Nothing like that,” Ramona assured her with a small laugh. She scooted closer. “I love intimate contact like cuddling. I miss cuddling so much.”
Quinn closed the distance between them in a hug that pulled Ramona firmly against her. Ramona seized up a bit, then shuffled to stretch her legs and fit more snugly, her back to Quinn’s chest. Enraptured, Quinn spun an arm at the waist she’d admired earlier. This position lent itself some awkwardness due to their location and their outfits. It still felt damn good.
Ramona’s laugh reverberated through Quinn. An astonishing feeling. “I’m in your clutches.”
Quinn missed seeing her face straight ahead, but her profile held its own merits. “Whenever you want this, my arms are free.”
“I could text you at random and you’d find time to cuddle?”
“I did it before. For the hug at work.”
Ramona shifted to get cozier, unintentionally causing friction that drove Quinn mad with want. Romantic passion ticked all the boxes; she could understand her mother. Possibly.
“Your heart’s beating fast, Quinn. Like, really fast.”
Quinn flicked her long hair over her shoulder as well as she could without hands. Hot, so fucking hot. She’d probably cook Ramona alive. “Yeah, I know.”
“Should we stop?”
“Tell me more about yourself,” she murmured, sidestepping that ridiculous question.
“Give me one of those thought-provoking questions from your doc.”
Those words, in that combination, met many unsexy qualifications for most of the population. For Quinn, though, it was a one-way trip to her affections. “What do you consider one of the cruelest things to say to someone?”
Ramona played with their joined hands. Taking her time to think until, “You have to have noticed my facial tic.”
“Mm…” Their fingers danced and Quinn enjoyed every swipe, every tingle. “Your eyelash thing.”
“Yeah. I regulate it better now. Not so much growing up. Middle school classmates were particularly ruthless. And when I’d get stressed about stopping, I’d wince drastically for longer periods.” She swallowed. “They’d call me names. Constantly. Their favorite portmanteau: Ra-tarded.”
Stomach dropping like lead, Quinn’s hotness went the way of anger. She’d been a mess in middle school as it was, so mistreatment of that caliber... “Oh, Ramona. You didn’t deserve that. No kid does.”
“That nickname was thrown around behind the adults’ backs and more than once, I know teachers heard it. They did nothing. So, yeah. Calling someone the r-word.”
“Those fuckers.”
“My parents insisted I’d outgrow it, even when I begged for some sort of treatment. They just ignore it now.” Ramona’s voice went quieter as the story progressed, making Quinn lean in to hear. “I want to say I’m past it, but it kind of left an indelible mark, you know?”
Quinn released Ramona enough to face her again. “As a child, I was weirdly taller than most kids until everyone hit puberty and our heights leveled out. I promise I would have befriended you and volunteered to be your bodyguard. Your anti-bullying bodyguard.”
Chest heaving ever so slightly, Ramona watched Quinn’s lips, then her eyes. “That has to be the sweetest thing anyone’s ever said to me. I believe you.”
“Um, full transparency?” Quinn rolled her eyes at herself. Here come the confessions. “I’m so drawn to your eyes, to your gorgeous lashes. My heart beats along with your flutters like…” And she patted a beat over her heart, over the material of her dress. “But now that I’m aware, I’ll do what I can to respect and ease your discomfort. I hope that’s okay to say.”
Ramona watched her, a slow smile forming. “I’m thoroughly wooed. You’re an exceptional date.”
How come when Ramona said these things, Quinn took them as gospel? Or did Ramona understand her more than anyone else who’d liked her? “If you say so.”
“And I like your fangs.”
“My fangs?” Quinn faked an offended gape, rubbing at both her pointed canines with her tongue. She’d done that since she was a little kid because, as Ramona pointed out, classmates were vocal about every difference. “You wound me.”
“No, but you could wound me with those babies.”
They burst into laughter. This date had gone past the awkwardness into this, pure enjoyment.
Sadly, that joy was cut short when the EAT AURA bartender delivered the check with a comment hinting at ‘You’ve been here too long. Scram.’
They bickered over who would cover the bill. To Quinn’s displeasure, Ramona won by hightailing it to the counter with her card. It was a small compromise if it made Ramona happy. So happy that as they left, she grabbed Quinn’s hand for their walk to the subway.
Quinn could’ve easily spent the entire evening with her. The darkness had settled in, and a light drizzle began to fall, enhancing the atmosphere.
Inside the subway station, Ramona nodded to the downstairs walkway, taming her dampened hair. Quinn wanted to press her face into it. “I’m this way.”
Quinn deflated, pointing in the opposite direction. “Different train.”
“Damn.”
“Yeah.”
Ramona squeezed her backpack strap. Antsy, nervous suddenly. “This date was everything. Thank you for leaving early for lil’ ol’ me.”
“You’re right. It was everything.” Quinn bent to the side to get a better read of this mood shift. “You okay?”
Ramona whined, squinting at a subway arrival screen. “My train’s here in three minutes.”
“I’ll see you tomorrow at work. So weird.” Monday felt like a Friday for once. What a time warp.
“Yeah, weird.”
Quinn wanted to accompany Ramona to her stop, even if she wouldn’t get out of the train station. It was a criminal act to part ways. Determined not to make her weepiness a common thing, she bid her farewell and walked off.
Well, attempted to walk off. Ramona held onto her hand and reeled Quinn in like the guppy she was.
And stealing all thoughts. All doubts. All sense of the New Yorkers weaving around them, Ramona’s dimple creased in a grin as she pulled her close, pressing a soft peck onto Quinn’s lips.
Quinn could crumple to the nasty tile flooring. She’d never had the satisfaction of lips so soft, so pliant against hers. Ramona smelled faintly of grapefruit; citrus and bergamot and the city. A rush of hunger racked through Quinn’s body.
What she would do to take a bite out of Ramona. She would, she could. Ramona had to understand.
Finding her presence of mind, Quinn prepared for a second kiss, which lasted a few significant seconds longer than the first. Quinn wouldn’t have any of that closed-mouth business as she dove in carefully, tasting her mouth and her smile. She clutched at Ramona’s hip and let their lips caress experimentally. They would learn each other and she couldn’t wait.
It left Quinn dumbfounded. She needed more of that citrus tang, of a sweetness that was so naturally Ramona. As Ramona pulled away, Quinn chased her with a nibble at her upper lip.
“I’ll text you tonight,” Ramona spoke into Quinn’s cheek. She smiled into it, too, whispering, “Girlfriend.”
The screeching and automatic doors announced Ramona’s train’s arrival. Quinn remained rooted to the spot a full minute after Ramona waved and flew down the stairs to make it through the closing doors.
Quinn. In her heels, her business lady attire. Immobile.
Ramona was hers.
Two kisses and Quinn couldn’t recall where she was, whether to go uptown or downtown. She brushed fingertips to her trembling lips, irreversibly changed.
God, she was in deep already.
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Ramona showed up to ScrollCycle the next day a new woman. A taken woman.
She had a girlfriend. It happened. She skipped the online dating dystopia and deftly landed on Quinn’s lips. Ramona shook her computer mouse in a soft haze. Mm, that kiss. When the point of Quinn’s canine dug into her top lip, Ramona nearly blacked out.
Three people knew: Lydia, Vivian, and Ramona’s remote therapist, Sheryl.
Still wearing some of Quinn’s lip gloss, Ramona had bypassed her subway route to her neighborhood. This news couldn’t sit all well-behaved within her. She detoured to Bushwick and texted her sister from outside her door. Lydia flung the door open and swung her older sister around like a rag doll.
“Quinn’s my girlfriend.”
“Did y’all kiss?”
“Yes!”
They screamed like they were on fire. Vivian came bounding through the railroad-style apartment like a Great Dane, fighting her socks for traction. When she saw they weren’t up in flames, she trudged to the kitchen to slice plantains.
Lydia and Vivian had been in the middle of prepping dinner, so Ramona stayed over to help. The three streamed their favorite Insecure episodes while inhaling steak and maduros, discussing the finer details of Quinn and Ramona’s time at EAT AURA.
As expected, Lydia did an Olympic-grade eye roll at the restaurant’s whole deal. On the other side of the spectrum, Vivian browsed the website’s reservation page. She balanced a plate on her knee, expounding on a documentary she’d watched on New Age phenomena. Lydia stroked her shoulder, endeared to her thirst for knowledge.
Ramona loved how their evening wrapped up. Much better than ordering delivery and retiring to her room to avoid Holly.
High on the celebration, Ramona spent the night there. After patting her face of her sister’s overpriced skincare products, she left a few paragraphs for her therapist to read.
Sheryl rang up Ramona’s phone for a video chat that morning. Lydia had already left for work, convincing Ramona to hide in the bathroom so her voice wouldn’t travel to Vivian. While Ramona gained so much from Lydia’s excitement, a level-headed conversation with a Gen Xer would benefit her.
From her office in Atlanta, Sheryl grinned full lips and warm eyes at her, palpably glad for Ramona to get over her woe-is-me hump (Ramona’s words, not hers). She’d encouraged Ramona to find ways to cope post-jilting. A work in progress, but Sheryl cut right to the bone—Ramona hadn’t dealt with her guilt. Guilt about sneaking around Holly to get to Quinn.
Ramona sat on the cold, plastic toilet lid with her legs drawn up, speaking between her knees. “I feel guilty about moving on.”
After all, she’d laid the groundwork for a lifelong marriage. Did it cheapen her engagement? With judgment that unreliable, how could she protect her relationship with Quinn?
Sheryl scribbled notes through that list of worries, during which Ramona admired the wall of books in the background. The lady was smart; she probably read them all. She gave Ramona a clear assignment: don’t compare Quinn to Holly. Their priorities were mismatched, and bringing that energy into this new relationship could become unhealthy quickly.
RAMONA – 9:33 AM

 

Morning. I think I’ll show up at noon today 

QUINN – 9:37 AM
 
You rebel. I’m on a call w/ a company partner for the next two hours, analyzing and arguing down their unreasonable notes. 
RAMONA – 9:39 AM

 

Ew. I’ll be animating a pretty line graph 

QUINN – 9:39 AM
 
Trade with me? 
RAMONA – 9:40 AM

 

Hell no 

 

Anything I can do or bring you? 

QUINN – 9:45 AM
 
No, I’m having lunch outside with Veronica and Noah. They invited me! 
If Quinn hadn’t already hooked Ramona before, witnessing her entire team stand and pack their things to go home early would have done the deed. It was no secret the CEO favored Quinn’s marketing team and their overabundant performance. Giving them more breaks would only yield good results.
QUINN – 1:50 PM
 
I have to see you today. 
RAMONA – 1:51 PM

 

You will 

This came to pass hours later. Ramona, Freja, and Hiro concluded a rather spirited huddle at the vision board. Well, spirited-turned-heated. They brainstormed for the redesign, resulting in a Freja vs. Hiro showdown on graphics-to-site integration and whether their web developers would be up for the challenge. Ramona heard out both perspectives, ultimately deciding to table this for when they cooled off.
Wiping her brow of that conflict, she thumbed out a short and symbolic message to Quinn. The hug emoji with a question mark. An invitation for a break to cuddle.
After eighteen minutes, Quinn hadn’t replied.
At nineteen minutes, Ramona was on the verge of an embarrassed, internal conniption until Quinn asked her when and where.
Ramona reserved a small meeting room on the corporate floor. Its walls were marvelously opaque, only an all-glass door. Its strategic location off the side of a hall gave them more privacy. Most importantly, it had a couch. Ramona tucked her legs beneath her, opening her laptop to export updated deliverables.
Minutes later, the door opened with a soft click. Ramona hadn’t ever given much credence to ‘sight for sore eyes’ until Quinn peeked in, all shy in her sophisticated blazer and fitted slacks. She tripped upon entry and loudly cursed (“fuck, god!”) and they burst into laughter.
A Marketing Director who couldn’t sell a smooth version of herself. The irony.
Quinn placed her laptop on the metal table. Voices came from it; a virtual meeting was in full swing. Ramona pointed, confused.
“My camera and mic are off.” Quinn tilted the screen up to confirm. “Jared’s pissed I’m going camera-less for the first time.”
“For the first time?!” Ramona exclaimed, bouncing off the couch. Unheard of, as an off-camera-off-mic enthusiast. The C-suite probably had no idea what she looked or sounded like. “You kiss ass.”
Quinn rolled her eyes, waving toward herself. “Come here.”
Ramona peered to the door as she traipsed into a tight hug. Their contented sighs made her feel pathetic and she kind of loved it. She drew fingers through the length of Quinn’s hair, a privilege she’d dreamt about.
Quinn traced the sliver of skin below Ramona’s shirt, causing a helpless shiver. Her breath ticked her ear. “I want to kiss you.”
She pulled back to face Ramona. Quinn’s eyes were full of something not suitable for work. She also seemed a little worn out. Long day.
“Are we allowed?”
“It’s not PDA.” Quinn ran her thumb along Ramona’s chin. Her other hand slipped into Ramona’s back pocket. “Just one?”
Ramona’s eyes slammed shut, unable to resist. “Okay.”
Quinn proceeded to mold her mouth onto Ramona’s like someone who’d been longing for it all night and day. Ramona caught up and received her in kind. Quinn’s mouth was decadent, tasting of coffee and mint. The combination made Ramona’s hairs stand on end. Her spine curved when Quinn squeezed her ass.
Then, it was over, and Ramona would have collapsed if she hadn’t grabbed the table for purchase.
“I do have those numbers, Nia,” reported a professional variant of Quinn bent over her now unmuted laptop. There, she spent the next five minutes sounding like she didn’t have ScrollCycle’s senior data viz designer fighting for her life.
Ramona tried to play this off, propping herself on the couch. She listened to the meeting. Super boring, but Quinn excelled at working these people. When finished with her spiel, Quinn switched off her mic and sat at Ramona’s side with a satisfied smile.
Wordlessly, Ramona scooped Quinn close and the cuddling commenced. Her cheek pressed into the part at Quinn’s scalp. Quinn’s head fit perfectly on her shoulder.
If Ramona married Holly, she’d be deprived of this.
Sticking to her therapist’s advice, she centered on the here and now. On Quinn’s perfume and quiet acquiescence to do this silly office date.
“You’re tired,” Ramona murmured. She kissed Quinn’s head because she’d earned the ability to do so.
Quinn hummed in agreement. Her fingertips tracked over one of the tiny holes in the knee of Ramona’s jeans. “Barely slept. I’ve been ‘on’ all day until now.”
“How come you barely slept?”
Quinn’s fingers stilled, then went back on their path. “I don’t know. Thinking about you.”
Ramona swiped up her water bottle for a dry ass throat. Holy shit. They’d exchanged messages through the night, but nothing late enough for her to lose valuable sleep. Sleep where Quinn was the main feature of more than a few dreams. “What can I do to make it better?”
“You’re doing it now.”
Beaming, Ramona continued to play with Quinn’s hair, holding her like a girlfriend should. She let her hand take the lead. Slipping off the blazer, smoothing at her waist, drawing up her back, dragging down her arm. Unable to stop, entranced. In due time, Quinn’s head drooped.
Quinn fell asleep. Ramona could explode into confetti—so fucking cute.
Ramona eased her to her lap for a more comfortable repose. Napping on the job wasn’t an experience common to Quinn Archer, that was for certain.
And damn, was Quinn gorgeous. The softly defined cheeks, the feminine curve of her lips. The smooth skin. Ramona stroked her arm with a gentleness she didn’t realize she possessed.
She couldn’t have fathomed. With the most boring voices talking over each other as a backdrop, Ramona recognized she hadn’t felt this tranquil in a long time.

“HEY, girl. Just got out of urgent care.”
“Oh my god,” Tara’s voice boomed on the phone; Quinn regretted putting her on speakerphone. “Fucking what happened?! Are you okay?”
Quinn lowered the volume. Thankfully, she had the mind to close herself in her office a little after 11 a.m. that Friday.
Late. Quinn couldn’t name the last time she’d been late to work. Unable to handle her possible plague, she’d taken a trip to the closest urgent care center to ScrollCycle.
She stretched her legs under her marble desk, sweeping her hair over her shoulder to stroke it like a security blanket. She’d done the same as a child. “The doctor says I’m fine. I researched my symptoms late last night and scared myself.”
“He might be overlooking something. I hate negligent doctors,” Tara said in a tone so scathing, Quinn could hug her. Always prepared to fight on her behalf. “Should you go to your PCP and get a second opinion?”
Quinn pictured Tara throwing on an impractical ensemble to drive down and rescue her. “He says I’m fine. My vitals are normal.”
A scoff to humble all scoffs shook her phone. “Likely story coming from a man. You’re so lucky you’re only into the better sex because being attracted to men pisses me right off.”
An update orchestrated by IT blipped onto Quinn’s desktop screen at sign-in. Estimated at twelve minutes duration. She appreciated more time to talk, to figure this out. “Yeah, it is kind of weird you’re straight.”
“I made babies with a man. My feminism weeps.”
As Tara went on a rant, Quinn reflected on a week of firsts. Like kissing someone during work hours.
And napping in the conference room. She wasn’t an undergrad slogging through her finals; she was a thirty-six-year-old manager. Sleeping on Ramona’s legs of all places. When she blinked awake, Ramona’s fingers had made a home in her hair, delivering an achingly glorious message to her scalp. She pretended to sleep for a few more minutes before asking questions.
Ramona had closed out the ended meeting. After finding some free in Quinn’s schedule, she allowed her to sleep for forty minutes. While Quinn’s brain devised scenarios where her team put out a search party for her, all she could say was, “I feel much better, Ramona. Thank you.”
Ramona smiled down at her and squeezed Quinn’s arm. Looking ethereal and beautifully amused. The ceiling backlit her hair like a halo. “No problem. You have me now.”
Present-day Quinn pressed a hand to her chest, testing the beat patterns coming from it. Her heart no longer felt a part of her body. It wanted to break out.
To add to the week of firsts, they’d squeezed in two more cuddle dates. The hug emoji to Quinn’s phone lit up her spirit in the most rousing way. A double-edged sword, though, as those emojis had become a bat signal for sexual frustration ahead.
Ramona snuggled at the crook of Quinn’s neck, faintly smelling of her new coconut shampoo, brought out all the giddiness of relationships she’d missed out on. Then, Quinn would take notice of Ramona’s bare legs in a skirt or her shirt tightening onto her breasts or the softness of her skin, and all her instincts told her to gobble her up.
They limited their kisses around the office and even outside. A goodbye kiss after an evening dinner date teetered on the edge of something deeper when Ramona stepped away, a devilish grin lighting up her face. She knew Quinn craved her. So, that same night, on the phone, the topic of more dates came up, and—success!—Ramona suggested they go for something more private. Quinn volunteered her apartment to order out, watch a movie, and cuddle properly. She was sick of this public nonsense.
And Quinn slept like crap. A far departure from her system of good rest and coffee. Her daily flat white was supposed to be a routine, not a mode of survival.
“Quinn? Quinn!”
She quietly gasped, eyes darting around her office. Oh, right. Work. “Yeah, sorry.”
Tara sounded full mother at this point. “What are your symptoms? I’ll text my old doctor in the city and refer you.”
Quinn rubbed at a stiff shoulder. “Um, heart palpitations.”
“Mmmhmm,” Tara drawled. Was she writing this down? God, Mom.
“Sleeping is sporadic. I hardly have an appetite. I’m zoning out in my meetings like never before; I almost forgot the subject at hand during the in-person director meeting yesterday. My concentration sucks in general.” Quinn circled a small black button on her top. “My nerves are bad, like those butterflies or feathers I mentioned. In addition to my palpitations, my heart beats so loudly that my ears throb as I lie in bed at night.”
Tara’s laughter caught Quinn off guard.
“You’re adorable, Quinnie.”
“What?”
She amped up the absurdity by calling for her husband. He must have been working from home that day. “Graham! Graham, I’m in the den, come here!”
Graham’s deep voice emerged, sounding as puzzled as Quinn. “What’s goin’ on?”
“Quinn, tell Graham what you told me.”
Suspicious, but having to know where this train would take her, Quinn repeated her symptoms. Sure enough, Graham chuckled like an old man.
She answered a few Scrolly messages (a trip to urgent care was like a cloak of infinite forgiveness) while they spoke. “Can I get in on the joke, you bullies?”
Tara ignored her. “Graham, do you recall getting this condition?”
“Yep,” he replied like a comedy sketch. “Do you?”
“All too well.”
Quinn stared out at the gray bustle of the Corporate floor. Here she sat, possibly inundated with a life-threatening illness and her friends were making fun. Did anyone passing by read the bewilderment on her face?
Their skit went on. Graham asked, “Hm, do you remember when it happened?”
“Absolutely.” Tara seemed to be stifling a giggle. “Around the time I met you.”
“That’s crazy. I must’ve caught it from you.”
“Oh, did you ever.”
Now, Quinn wasn’t a complete moron. She nodded along, getting their line of reasoning. “I’ve liked people before and it never got like this. My symptoms are too intense. I toss and turn all night. I...I’m making minor, senseless mistakes at work.”
“This is more than liking someone.” Ever the conscientious friend, Tara dismissed Graham from the conversation and got off speakerphone. Graham called out a “congratulations” as he receded in the background.
Quinn’s face went hot. She’d considered the physiological manifestations of infatuation to be exaggerated or metaphorical.
So what if she thought about Ramona all night? Correlation didn’t equal causation. If she couldn’t sleep anyway, why not ponder on her girlfriend and her perfect bow-shaped lip and her curled lashes or her nerdy references or her ability to turn around graphics at top speed? So what if she spent an hour contemplating what pajamas she wore to bed? Who cares if she spent an additional twenty minutes thinking about her final answer: a cutoff shirt and silky shorts? One could argue this was an adequate use for insomnia.
“Your date with her is tomorrow. Saturday, right?” Tara’s jokeyness had worn off. “The one at your apartment.”
Heat simmered beneath Quinn’s top. She aired it out with a tug. “Um, yeah.”
“This whole Ramona ordeal. It’s like I’m meeting a new side of you,” Tara murmured, tone mystified. “Remember what I said about your last social post?”
Ah. One she made the night after the date at AURA. A three-photo carousel of AURA’s décor, a perfect angle of their food, and a photo of Quinn herself smiling sweetly, taken by Ramona. Her followers gave it the usual comments and heart reactions. Tara messaged her directly: omg are you soft launching your new girlfriend?
Quinn couldn’t possibly get hotter for being called out. “I do. I remember.”
“Honey, you can’t control these feelings. For years, you’ve shown me the opposite. This is more serious than I thought.”
On cue, Ramona’s text notification lit up the top of Quinn’s phone.
RAMONA – 11:37 AM
 
I don’t have a middle name. Do you? 
She replied eagerly.
QUINN – 11:38 AM

 

Yes, it’s Nari. 

RAMONA – 11:40 AM
 
Pretty!! 
 
Hold on. Your initials are QNA. Like Q&A? Your love of questions was destiny 
QUINN – 11:42 AM

 

Lol omg 

 

You’re ridiculous 

Grinning, Quinn almost apologized to Tara until she realized the woman had been in her own head anyway. “Tara, are you okay?”
“This goes against everything I stand for,” Tara started, too dour for the occasion, “but don’t have sex with her yet.”
Hell would freeze over any moment. The same woman who championed one-night stands? “Who says we’re going to?”
“Don’t play clueless. The moment you two are alone, you’ll be at it like bunnies. Tribbing on every inch of your apartment.”
Quinn wouldn’t mention that imagery made her a little wet. Ugh, aroused at work again. Classy. “This is shocking. Why not?”
“You really want to fuck her.”
She shrank into a hot panic. “Tara, oh my god?”
“You’re too new to feeling desire like this. You’re a baby bird, about to descend from the nest to take flight in the great blue skies,” Tara went on, legitimately out of her mind. “Ramona comes with baggage, stipulations, and she lives with her ex-fiancée. Build on the emotional intimacy first.”
“We get to know each other all the time. I trust her.”
Tara sighed hard. “You’ve always had barriers, be it work or not knowing the other’s feelings. You two are an item now and I don’t want you throwing all the important stuff out once that first orgasm hits. And it will. I’m not telling you to take a vow of chastity. I’m telling you to wait.”
Quinn reflected on her past relationships. She typically waited a few weeks before any intimacy with her girlfriends. That had always come remarkably easy to her, and she took pride in it. Turned out, those exes hadn’t stoked the fire she felt in Ramona’s presence. The draw that kept her hanging on Ramona’s every word. “Fine. Can we cuddle, at least? God, Tara, I bet her body is spectacular.”
“Please open a spreadsheet and simmer down, you lunatic.” The humor and affection returned to Tara’s voice. Relief, too. “Continue doing your little cuddle parties. Cuddling is good for romantic connection.”
This was true. The warmth, the feel of them against each other was like nutrition for her mind and soul. “You’ll have to meet her.”
“Hell yes, I will. With time, Ramona’s intentions will be the clearest they can be and you can go for it. I will drive there myself and pelt her with a pool noodle if you’re her post-failed marriage rebound.”
Quinn cringed unpleasantly. Damn. She had to be careful, instead of shoving her heart into Ramona’s beautiful hands. “Thanks for the level head while I’m like this.”
“No worries. It’s nice for you to be the unreasonable half of this friendship for once.”
They said their goodbyes. Quinn appreciated that talk; it screwed her head on more securely. Gave her perspective. She’d been one who valued logic for this far in her life. It wouldn’t benefit her to throw it all out the window because she daydreamed of locating Ramona’s birthmarks.
Quinn managed to complete a good two hours of work. She even called Veronica in for a touch base that turned into her gushing about her newly adopted kitten. Smiling through an infinite scroll of a scrawny tabby’s photos, Quinn experienced a cheerful side of Veronica rather than the grump under headphones, engulfed in wireframing.
The emotional investment with Ramona was key. This meant more dates, more conversations. She could do this. She could think clearly with the most enticing girlfriend on earth.
Unless she peeped at her phone to read:
RAMONA – 2:02 PM
 
Sorry for the delay. Blythe and I had to sort through an influx of graphics requests 
 
It’s hard to concentrate 
 
I might like you too much 
There went Quinn’s brain for the remainder of the day. Focus back on the impending date. Back on the next time she’d bump into Ramona. Or even sneak a quick kiss. She’d do anything. Anything.
She tapped out a truthful reply, caving to this yearning.
QUINN – 2:05 PM

 

Same. Way too much. 


80S HITS PLAYING into her earbuds, Ramona floated to her apartment in gooey bliss, the tips of her Keds scraping the sidewalk. She’d gone against everything she once stood for to spend an entire Friday at the office. How else would she spend a lunch hour with Quinn, grinning like a fool over her slice of pizza?
Before her workday ended, Ramona paid a visit to Quinn’s office. For a moment, she found herself staring at Quinn through the glass like a creeper. She couldn’t help it; Quinn’s concentrated frown as she worked at her computer was too inviting. Ramona wanted to smooth the creases between her eyes, reminding her to take it easy before the weekend.
Quinn sprang up from her chair when Ramona marched on in without knocking. Girlfriend privileges, right?
Ramona fought the cursed ancestors in the back of her mind; their ghostly wails warned her not to open up months after the non-wedding. Hell, her past self would have many words on this as a hypothetical scenario.
Then, Quinn would ramble about ScrollCycle metrics to cover for her awkwardness. It was a façade of keeping it all business while her eyes were trained on Ramona’s smile. Ramona announced her leave for the evening. She tacked on, “Don’t stay late, okay?”
Leading them in the closest single-stall bathroom—empty at that hour on a Friday—to relish a few minutes of heavy kissing. Ramona introduced her tongue to positive reception; Quinn sighed roughly. Her fingers caressed the soft hairs at Ramona’s nape, earning arms around her waist, slipping beneath her blazer. Their kisses maintained a sweetness unfamiliar with her past lovers. Vulnerability, a dash of ‘please, don’t hurt me’ flavored their lips gliding in sync.
Ramona learned to look away after they kissed. Quinn wasn’t exactly a poker face in these moments; she looked at Ramona like a priceless art piece. The kind behind glass, for her qualified hands only.
Holly hadn’t ever given her that reverence.
Then, Holly opened their front door before Ramona could fish her keys out of her backpack. After Ramona pulled an earbud loose, Holly told her about a new meatball place she spotted on a bike run, extending an invitation. “Let’s make it a duo event for meaty goodness.”
A predicament birthed itself from their living arrangement. Holly invited her like she hadn’t disrespected Ramona, like jilting was a common mistake between friends. Or blaming Ramona for all the ills of their past.
Mutually blocked on social media or not, she’d rather inform Holly herself. Straight from the source.
“Can’t.” She toured around Holly, stepping on the back of each sneaker to remove them. “I’ll be getting ready for a date with my girlfriend tomorrow. Enjoy your balls.”
Holly said something, but she couldn’t be bothered. She’d plugged her earbud back in and bopped to her bedroom.
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Every moment led Ramona to this date. Saturday at 6 p.m.
Take out, television, and cuddling.
At Quinn Archer’s apartment.
Alone.
Ramona had plucked, shaved, trimmed, polished, and moisturized all the appropriate areas. She tore through a closet, dresser, and two stands’ worth of clothes, leaving her room like those scenes post-SWAT team raids. For this visit, she’d require an outfit change, meaning double the number of functional brain cells dedicated to looking good but not too good.
Her brain cells dwindled overnight and she ran the final one ragged until she stepped out of the subway. Leather backpack weighing on her shoulder, Ramona felt pleased with the outcome. Her vintage-inspired blouse (gifted by Lydia, a good sign) and high-waisted black shorts showcased her personality and, of course, her legs.
Ramona met Quinn at their dessert pickup location. They spent an hour on the phone last night, chatting through food choices until they settled on a restaurant’s Creamy Feta and Tomato Chicken pasta and a Nutella strawberry crêpe from a small shop around the block. Plans should have calmed Ramona down, but no dice since Quinn had a sexy phone voice.
She jingled a little bell entering the dessert job, trying to exude anything but a nervous breakdown. From behind the bar, Ramona recognized Quinn and slowed her stride to savor the view. It was the first time seeing her not in the corporate uniform, but instead in tight jeans and a knit lapel top that matched what Ramona would imagine. No disappointments.
This evening should go without a hitch. More time to talk and get to know each other. To chill.
Chill. Ramona was chiller than an ice cap. Or, an ice cap a century ago. Damnit, climate change even decimated her analogy.
All she had to do was greet Quinn like a normal human being. Chill. Stay chill.
Ramona flung herself over the back of a bar chair, grunting, “Boo!”
Nope, no. Nothing close to chill. A teenager three seats away side-eyed her.
Nonetheless, Quinn’s eyes crinkled in an authentically radiant smile. “Ramona, you made it.”
“Wouldn’t miss today for anything,” she replied, heart all pitter-patter.
“May I kiss you?”
Oh, okay then. “Um. Yes.”
Quinn stepped closer, skimming a hand along Ramona’s jaw to plant one right then and there. Ramona kissed back because she already felt Quinn-deprived, though she couldn’t miss the auntie behind the register stumbling in an obvious fluster. In New York, she probably saw gay people plenty, but not them gaying in a front row capacity.
Her girlfriend didn’t pay the auntie a good goddamn ounce of attention. The thumb at Ramona’s jaw traveled down her neck to rub into her linen top. “You look so, so beautiful.”
Ramona vacillated on a pro- or anti-PDA stance. Yet the way Quinn regarded her, breath shallow, tempted Ramona to go in for the kill this time. She held back. “Thanks. You, too.”
She reclaimed her bearings as Quinn thanked the cashier and tap-paid on her phone. Keeping the larger takeout bag, Quinn held out the dessert bag for Ramona to carry as they walked out.
Quinn lived in one of those historic buildings full of renovated apartments in Williamsburg. It had a lobby and everything. Ramona didn’t need a lobby, but she reminded herself to ask how much these directors were getting paid at ScrollCycle.
In the gaudily old foyer, they passed by a sluggish middle-aged man in jeans carrying a toolbox. “That’s our building super,” Quinn said, waving his way. “The guy never sleeps. Any resident could text him at 3 a.m. and he replies. He can fix anything, though.”
“Maybe he’s a handyman spirit who refuses to cross over.”
They stuffed themselves into a small and miraculously operable elevator; Quinn tapped the third-floor button with her elbow. Her neatly groomed eyebrows kinked in concern. “Are you nervous?”
“I’m about to jump out of my skin,” Ramona admitted, defaulting to honesty. The plastic bag in her grip twisted around her fore and middle fingers, cutting off circulation.
Exiting, Quinn led them down a corridor, passing identical doors save the brass numbers. “I’m more relieved than nervous. It feels surreal, like too good to be true that you’re here.”
Holly had chased Quinn like a manic pixie dream girl, ignorant of her true personality. Ramona shook her head, annoyed on Quinn’s behalf. She probably had assumptions made about her all the time. “I’d risk an alien invasion to get here. Don’t worry. I won’t stand you up.”
Quinn threw a coy smile over her shoulder, keying open her door. “Good. This is me.”
Though renovated, Quinn’s apartment had avoided the soulless gray-and-white look that Ramona had seen in more upscale areas, like Daphne’s home. The polished espresso wooden floors gleamed, and inset shelving in the living room created space for intriguing knick-knacks, books, and succulents. The large windows were framed in black, with their long curtains mostly drawn. Ramona took stock of the two-piece sectional couch. Would the cuddling happen there?
Quinn placed her bag on the humble eat-in kitchen’s island. Ramona followed her lead. From what she could see, this place would be a one-bedroom. While Quinn had an affinity for taupes and black accents, her everyday items, picture frames, and photos broke up the palette in bespoke colors.
“Very lovely, very you,” Ramona stated aloud. She smiled in appreciation. So much to take in.
Quinn had been watching her scope out everything; Ramona felt it. “Thank you. Tara stayed here for three days to make it livable. She’s adamant about me being faithful to the East Coast.”
Ramona’s heart lunged into the pits of hell. “Are you thinking about leaving?”
“You’re so nervous.” Quinn laughed, reaching for Ramona. She slid the backpack straps off her shoulders and set it on an island barstool next to her bag. “I have no plans to move.”
“Okay. Cool.”
“Come here.”
Ramona dove into this kiss with more finesse than before. She’d forgotten that Quinn wasn’t scary. Maybe intimidating to the masses at work, but not to her.
These kisses were sweet, staccato in their rhythm. Appropriate for two women in an apartment on a Saturday with no responsibilities, no workmates interrupting.
Quinn’s perfume would brand Ramona’s clothing, which was more than fine. After getting home tonight, she’d probably sniff them, like a fanatic. Ramona luxuriated in the softness of Quinn’s lips, on the knit quality of her top against Ramona’s searching hands. She coiled as Quinn trailed fingertips down her spine. That felt too good.
It also felt good to be nudged into the side of the island, getting held in place.
Quinn tasted like warmth and lip gloss. Ramona kissed harder, intent on figuring out what flavor—peach. She could kiss like this until she died. Her heart did a jumping jack as she realized that implied she’d stick with Quinn until the very end if afforded the chance. Shaken, she broke the seam of their lips.
Quinn’s pupils were blown out. She blinked slowly like she’d awakened from a trance.
They stared, exchanging rapid breaths.
“I’m going to change,” Quinn purred, sliding her hands over Ramona’s collar. “You?”
Ramona licked her lips. Quinn watched. “Yeah, same. I’ll use your bathroom.”
Quinn made it clear that outside clothes were not preferred on her furniture, especially after her second day taking the subway again and some drunk dude unzipped himself and peed on a seat. Welcome back to New York.
As Cassandra shared similar sentiments in her apartment, Quinn flowed with the motions. She awkwardly patted at her backpack. “Got my comfy clothes.”
“Perfect.” Quinn had mostly snapped out of her daze as she stepped away. She’d toed out of her shoes and into nice, minimalist slippers. A pair a shade pinker were posed next to them. She pointed down. “I ordered these for guests. You’re the first to use them, so they’re yours from here on out.”
Ramona loved this shit. Real effort. She stepped into them in her ankle socks, hype not to track the city everywhere. “Hell yeah.”
Quinn grinned, tapping Ramona on the hip. “Over here.”
Ramona followed Quinn down the hall. At the end of it, she spied Quinn’s bedroom. Quinn stopped short and Ramona—distracted by the open door—bumped into her. They laughed it off.
Quinn flicked on the light for the marble-tiled bathroom. “Tell me if you need any help.”
“Help pulling my clothes off?” Ramona asked wryly.
“I am but a host here to service you,” Quinn said while she backed towards her room. As absently as someone accustomed to living alone, her fingers sprouted a mind of their own, unbuttoning her top.
Quinn reached the bedroom doorway before glancing down and noticing. Her hand flew up to cover her mouth as she laughed, then she babbled something before quickly closing the door.
Ramona had averted her eyes. The damage was done, though. Ramona saw some collarbone (nice), a lightly toned stomach (god), and a part of a lacy magenta bra (call the flood). She eyed the bathroom’s window, contemplating climbing out to save herself. She’d die here, for real.
Deeming the window too high up and escaping too rude, Ramona undressed. At this rate, she’d leave Quinn’s apartment pregnant, a phenomenon for the scientific community.
Chuckling at the thought, she flayed her top over her head. Fuck it. She was having fun already. Whatever was meant to happen would happen.

BOSSA NOVA PLAYED from a portable speaker by the time Ramona psyched herself up to emerge from the bathroom in a cropped band tee and leggings that must’ve shrunken two sizes between her trying them on last night and her peeling them on like a second skin today. She’d lost the ability to keep her wits about her on a date. When had she ever feared the possibility of sex? In her twenties, she’d dressed with the intention of seduction. At thirty-four, she’d transformed into a nun overcome by homosexual desire.
Quinn set out plates and metal cutlery, having already unbagged their food. The woman worked quickly, damn. Peeking into the hot oven, she called out, “Wine?”
“Yeah, whatever you’re having.” Ramona hung her backpack off the edge of a bar chair.
Last night, Ramona indulged in imagining what Quinn would change into loungewear-wise. She tiptoed around the island to confirm her thoughts. Okay, she’d anticipated a classy bamboo pajama set, except not the shorts rendition. Quite short. Ramona considered the shiny knife within arm’s reach. She could punish herself for these tremendously sinful urges with that.
Quinn started pouring two glasses of Chardonnay when Ramona’s weirdness tipped her off. She did a double take, openly ogling. “Ramona, that’s just unfair.”
“I could say that same thing,” Ramona retorted, gesturing widely at Quinn. “This is torture. We’re masochists.”
“Tell me about this band.” In a gay instant, Quinn closed the gap between them and tugged at the cropped shirt that showed a few inches of stomach. More than that if Ramona dared to lift her arms.
“It’s some obscure indie hip hop-ska fusion band. Every song was a mess, but they passed out free merch after their show and their graphics team goes crazy, so...”
The heat from Quinn’s body would be her undoing. Quinn didn’t wear as much makeup as in the office, blinking uncurled eyelashes. “This isn’t one-sided. We’re into each other.”
Despite it being a (true) rhetorical statement, Ramona agreed aloud, “Mmhm. I’m fighting naughty thoughts.”
Like forgoing eating or wine or anything and falling to her knees and⁠—
“I am, too.”
God, was this a thing? A couple too horny to function? “I don’t have certain expectations for tonight. I’m not, you know, expecting us to have sex yet. I’m as invested in learning about you and cuddling while we watch something inanely entertaining.”
“And more kissing?”
“Surely, that’s a given.”
“We’re on the same page. No sex.” Belying her words, Quinn dragged her knuckles beneath the end of the shirt and grazed Ramona’s smooth stomach. They reacted similarly, looking famished. “I googled different cuddling positions. Thought we’d try them out.”
Ramona dipped her head back in a guffaw. “I wish I could award you a little trophy. Sounds good.”
That earned Quinn a kiss. Ramona leaned forward and captured her in a warm press of lips. Her lips felt even softer than before.
Apparently, Quinn needed an impulse control check more than Ramona. Pinned up, all-business Quinn Archer got hot and bothered at a hair trigger. She rolled her body into full frontal contact as their tongues danced; Ramona nearly caved in on herself. This was going to be a long night.
Designating herself the impulse wrangler, Ramona sat on the other side of the island for the needed distance. “I came prepared. I jotted down questions of my own to quiz you.”
Quinn blushed as if Ramona said something dirty. She turned to the oven where their pasta had been reheated. “Let’s hear one now.”
Ramona bit her lip, reluctant to ask, but choosing to anyway. “Our cuddle dates at work. Are they disrupting your day too much?”
“My god, Ramona,” she gasped as she spooned out Ramona’s helping until she received a signal to stop. “I’ll admit. Before you, I wouldn’t have dared to do that kind of stuff on the company dime. You bring out this lightness in me, I don’t know. I can’t believe I like cuddling so much.”
Ramona sipped her wine, letting its sharpness coat her tongue. “You were engaged and didn’t know you liked to cuddle?”
“One of many reasons I’m no longer engaged.”
“Gotcha.”
Quinn pushed their plates to their respective places on the island countertop. “Want to eat here and watch a movie on the couch afterward?”
“Sure.” Ramona’s stomach rumbled. The sliced chicken was well seasoned, surrounded by a thick, rich sauce, juicy charred tomatoes, and feta crumbles. She pushed them into the pasta with her fork. “Are you close with your mother?”
Quinn took a seat at her right, using her feet to steady herself on the barstool. “Our relationship’s okay. We’ve had rough patches, but I can’t forget everything she’s done for me growing up.” She tipped her wine to her lips rather elegantly; Ramona’s tummy flipped. “Growing up, her demands for me were high. I wish she’d learnt to appreciate me as I am and not this vision she invented. She’s given up voicing those thoughts and we’re better for it. ”
Ramona chewed thoughtfully, feeling as though she could munch on a hundred of those tomatoes. “I hear that. My parents are surface-level. It’s like they read a manual on providing me and Lydia with just enough that the outside world goes, ‘Yay, you’re great parents’ without examining the substance.”
Quinn’s hand slid onto her shoulder to squeeze it. “That sounds difficult. If I may say, it surprises me. You have a natural brightness to you that I admire so much. I’d never guess.”
“Lydia and I used to make-believe we were adopted and our birth parents were...” Ramona tapped her fork on the plate, recalling the memory. “A rocket scientist and an oil painter whose genius dedication to their fields led them to give us away. We imagined them making at least ten babies and sending them off to fill the world with talented, off-beat people.”
Markedly, Quinn stopped eating. Her eyes, ever so subtly, grew worn with empathy. She returned her hand to her lap. “I’m sorry you had to do that.”
Ramona nodded off pain she thought she’d overcome years of therapy ago. “Lydia and I knew we were our parents’. The fantasy hadn’t gotten out of hand. I mean, I have my father’s dimples; he couldn’t deny me if he wanted to.”
“So, he’s who I should thank,” Quinn said, eyes aglow. “Your dimples are exquisite. All I want to do is watch you smile.”
“Like right now?”
“Yes, like now.”
The rest of their meal consisted of normal conversation that wouldn’t send someone into a tailspin of familial trauma. They discussed some popular op-ed articles. Celebrities and their secret pregnancies stirred a fun, short exchange. Instead of a movie, they agreed on the newest season of ‘PayDate’, an unhinged reality show where two “expert-matched” people go on a day-long date. By the end of the episode, they must decide whether to continue dating or take the money and walk away from each other for good (how they enforced this was anyone’s guess). If they both choose to date, the show funds three extravagant dates. If only one person opts for the money, they receive five hundred dollars while the other gets nothing. If both choose money, they leave empty-handed. Utter chaos and a reflection of the degradation of the modern dating world. Ramona hoped it’d get a thousand seasons.
They migrated to the comfortable sectional couch. Quinn pulled up the cuddle positions on her iPad, reciting a no-nonsense preamble to the presentation. Each image had a blurb, too. Quinn then listed the health benefits of cuddling. When she went into, “Did you know cuddling reduces blood pressure?” with references, Ramona fought not to break into giggles. What an incredible woman.
“I’m on the fence for some of them.” Quinn sat up, tucking a bare leg beneath her.
Ramona nodded with a seriousness she was sure pleased Quinn. She swiped through the first few. “Let’s skip one through three. Too easy. We’re ready for the PhD positions.”
“I’ll forgo the first three,” she conceded, “but we’re Advanced Placement at most. Not college level.”
“That hurts my feelings. I’m going to cuddle you so hard, you’ll be calling me professor.”
“You’re outrageous.” Quinn rested her chin on Ramona’s shoulder as they read the slides together. Her perfume, her warmth had Ramona grasping for her refreshed glass of wine.
Ramona tapped a decisive fingertip to the screen. “This. Half Spoon. Go.”
Quinn’s cheeks had gone a healthy pink while she turned off the music, brought out the remote, and found the right streaming channel for PayDate. A blush made sense. They were preparing to get super close and personal. Ramona swallowed more wine.
Thankfully, Quinn took charge. The show’s dramatic opener introduced the D-List actor and actress hosts who definitely hate fucked behind the scenes. Smirking at their passive-aggressive banter, Quinn stretched leisurely on her spacious couch. Way too sexy, so Ramona watched the contestant’s sob story segments. She had to center herself and fight the lust.
Then, when arms wrapped around her waist, Ramona accepted her new weakness. Quinn infused a touch of faux brattiness into her voice as she said, “Stop stalling and snuggle up with me.”
After studying the image like cave scribblings that needed interpretation, Ramona lay down, resting her head on Quinn’s upper chest and wrapping her arms around her midsection. The bamboo fabric slid soundlessly against her skin. Quinn gave a few hollow breaths, then scooped her arm around to rest on Ramona’s side. The other hand found purchase on top of Ramona’s arm. And, unexpectedly, she squeezed to bring them a couple of inches closer.
Ramona saw stars behind her eyelids. Because a current of something unnervingly amazing wracked through her, something positively fulfilling. She couldn’t help lifting her head.
Quinn stirred, raising her eyebrows and appearing equally affected. Her lips had parted, hair swept out of her face.
“This is the best I’ve ever felt,” Ramona intoned, giving voice to this phenomenon. “Do you feel that?”
In turn, Quinn found the back of Ramona’s head to tuck her securely into place. A stab of disappointment hit until Quinn breathed out, “Yes. This is unbelievable. Fucking unreal.”
Ramona eyed what showed of Quinn’s clavicle, her flawless skin. Quinn’s way-too-fast pulse drummed underneath and through her. “Do you love to cuddle now?”
“At this rate, I’m never letting you go.”
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Quinn knew defeat when it befell her. Only, this sort of defeat appealed to her on every level possible.
The proper word would be surrender. Quinn lipped the word, surrender. She surrendered to the scent and weight and all-encompassing presence of Ramona St. Germaine wrapped around her. A not-small part of her wished to roll off the couch and tell Tara. A Tara take would help, either to set Quinn’s head straight or as a green light to fall, as Priscilla aptly predicted.
Feeling Ramona’s heartbeat scared Quinn. It reminded her that Ramona was alive. And that she wouldn’t be alive forever, so they shouldn’t waste time as anything but lovers. To distract herself from devising a ten-year plan for them, she watched PayDate without seeing it. Ramona’s fingers wandered, tracing the texture lines of Quinn’s top, driving her mad.
“Damn. Your body, Quinn.” Ramona sighed.
Quinn removed her hand from Ramona’s side to stretch her fingers in agony. She needed a stronger resolve, which her years of dispassionate relationships hadn’t prepared her for. Breath evening, she twirled fingertips along Ramona’s shoulder. “I could say that same thing.”
“Can I go under?”
Her pajama top? She’d pass out from pleasure any moment now. Quinn’s mouth went rogue because her brain refused to operate. “Mmhm. Go ahead.”
This couldn’t be the end-all. If Quinn held her longer, she’d grow more used to those silky touches. Ramona was right. Never had she been this content and unrushed. Ever, ever.
“I accidentally outed myself to my mother,” Ramona mused. She coasted fingertips barely under the top’s hem. Her nails were nicely groomed, polished a bronze. “I was sixteen. In a free box on Myrtle Ave, my friends and I found an old book. A lesbian erotica anthology. Twenty-five short stories of passion and thrusting and sheet-grabbing. It even had explicit hand-painted illustrations. Vintage stuff.”
As if this topic would help Quinn breathe better. She smiled into Ramona’s soft hair. “I’m sure you were an excited little perv.”
Ramona’s laugh was subdued. “The most excited. This group of friends was all girls, thank goodness. Except, they were straight, so they read it with medium interest, agreeing it was hot. I, however, looked at it like a sacred script. Like the Dead Sea Scrolls were unfurled before me.”
“Did they know you were gay?”
“A couple of them. The book cycled through eight of us. Each night, one would take it home, read it, and bring it to school or someone’s house to pass it along.” Ramona’s long fingers dipped under, igniting Quinn’s skin. A single digit did faint, maddening circles on her stomach. “Naturally, I got the book last. I played disinterested, but I grew envious every day a friend would show up with this forbidden new knowledge. Their eyes opened to something I wanted.”
The touching forced Quinn’s eyes to squeeze closed. To concentrate. To make good conversation despite the pleasure. “And then what?”
“Ugh, I stayed up all night reading and um, not reading.”
Quinn exhaled shakily, willing for Ramona’s fingers to stop or her hips would jump and also for them to keep doing this or else she’d perish. “God. Yeah, um. I’m sure.”
Ramona started to rub Quinn’s abdomen with more purpose. “Stupidly, I fell asleep with the book open in my bed. Wide open, on a super graphic illustration. Ma came to wake me up the next morning and screamed when she saw it.”
“She didn’t. Please tell me you’re lying.”
“I wish I was. She called Papa to drive over, and together they demanded an explanation. Instead of snitching, I told them I’m a lesbian. It...didn’t go well. Never saw the book again.”
Quinn’s stomach dipped in sympathy. “That’s a tragedy. Really.”
Ramona stopped her caresses, sitting up by an elbow. Her brows knit in frustration. “It is. I’ve searched for it based on the details I remember and nothing. I guess it was printed by an independent publisher, long gone.”
“You lost a part of your gay awakening. I’m so sorry.” Quinn glided the back of her knuckles up her cheek, letting empathy be expressed through touch. She stroked Ramona’s bottom lip with her thumb, enjoying its plushness. Desire flashed through Ramona’s eyes.
Stricken with want, Quinn whispered, “You’re all I think about.”
“You’re killing me.” Ramona smoothed curls behind an ear that’d turned tomato red. “Let’s do full spoon next. Big spoon or small?”
Quinn opted for small spoon. Facing away from Ramona with her trickle of freckles and sexy eyes would help her cool off. At least partially cool off as Ramona pulled their hips into alignment. If Quinn pushed her ass into her, they’d be naked in no time.
Keeping her ass to herself, she turned her sights back on the reality show. The straight duo on it weren’t attracted to each other at all. Likely because they came off as laughably self-absorbed.
“How did your mother take you being gay?” Ramona asked, breath tickling Quinn’s neck.
“Lots of confusion.” Quinn laughed, recalling her mother’s head tilt all those years ago. Quinn was seventeen. “You see, I have a first cousin a year older than me—played softball, wore baggy clothes, total GI Jane buzzcut. And there I was, a girly girl who practiced winged eyeliner techniques during gym, and guess what?”
Ramona’s hands were way better behaved like this. “Hmm. You turned out gay and your softball cousin is on her second husband, an insurance sales rep in Maine named Todd.”
Quinn snorted, slapping backward onto Ramona’s hip and loving she could do such a thing. “That’s so specific and no. We’re both lesbians and came out a day apart. It turned our family upside down. You’d swear there were two tragic deaths.”
So many accusations. Lots of cold shoulders. Weirdness and strange questions that sucked, but were preferable to not acknowledging them at all. Her mom didn’t look Quinn in the eye for days.
Ramona leaned up on her elbow again. Like she had to see Quinn’s face. “Did you coordinate that?”
“If only. Then we could have come out on the same day.”
She fit a hand into Quinn’s. “My little rebel. Love it.”
That small amount of appreciation wrapped around Quinn like, well like Ramona was currently. “My cousin moved to Hawaii, married a beautiful veterinarian, and they raise rescue animals on a farm, catering specifically to locals.”
“Whoa. That’s the dream.”
Quinn got on one elbow, too. Needing to face Ramona to get this off her chest. “My father left me and my mom when I was twelve. We didn’t fit the dream family in his head, so he disappeared.”
Pain and something unsettling passed through Ramona’s features. Her lashes were her tell, going discordant. “I see. Sorry to hear that.”
She sensed a hint of disappointment in that look. Giving Ramona the benefit of the doubt, she tucked that moment away for later. “I know you almost married Holly.”
All the sensuality, the calmness in Ramona vanished. Replaced by embarrassment. Nausea, even. She released Quinn’s hand to scratch at her temple. “Yeah. She picked you over me. Or, I should say, the possibility of you.”
Quinn could snarl; she didn’t give a fuck about Holly Nelson’s infatuation with her. “I rooted around Holly’s social media. She’s not as private as we are.” She rolled her eyes. “You say the friendship fooled you into making a life with her. But I noticed the family photos Holly posts every major holiday. They seem happy.”
Ramona’s discomfort was palpable. Quinn clutched at her shoulder as reassurance, for Ramona to speak. “I hung out with them for an occasion or two. They’re nice.”
“Is that what you want, Ramona?”
“What, her family?”
Quinn shook her head of any incredulity on Ramona’s part. “Yes. Deep, deep down. Is that why you decided Holly was the one?”
“No,” Ramona answered defensively. Then, her eyes widened. “Damn. Maybe. Maybe, she...”
Holding her breath, Quinn waited. What a turn to the deliciousness of earlier.
Ramona rolled her shoulders awkwardly. “I grew up hearing about loveless marriages when we were supposed to be decorating the Christmas tree. On the contrary, Holly has such a happy family life. Hallmark wholesome. I’m not idealizing—her parents love the shit out of each other, and it baffled me to see. Why wouldn’t I start a family with someone who’d grown up in a stable home?”
That pierced Quinn straight through. Straight through the little girl whose faith in her mother had dried to nothing after weeks of pretending her father would be dependable again. “You thought Holly could break the cycle. The example I grew up with...we were…”
Not good enough. Tragic. Depressing. Less than. Quinn swallowed, self-conscious.
“You’re upset with me,” Ramona spoke outright, and Quinn respected that. “You feel judged.”
“I—” Quinn held her tongue, so she wouldn’t lie. She people pleased for a living, but Ramona wasn’t just people. “A little, okay? I’m not cursed because of my past or my parents’ history. Affected and guarded, yes. Sad sometimes, but I’m here. That’s all I can be. That’s going to have to be good enough for you.”
Ramona glanced down. Her eyes shimmered and ugh, no. Tears again. “Sorry for ruining our evening.”
Quinn pulled her close; Ramona wept into her neck. “This evening isn’t ruined. It’ll take a lot more than that to scare me off.”
Ramona sniffed loudly. Quinn grinned.
“It’ll be okay. Our night will survive. I guess I have to call you out on your shit sometimes. It’s what girlfriends do.”
Immediately, Ramona tore her head from Quinn’s grip and eyed her strangely. Like, exceptionally strange. Glaring through drying eyes, Ramona asked, “You’re telling me when I’m wrong, even if it pisses us both off?”
Quinn’s lip twitched. “What? Uh, yes?”
Ramona mumbled something along the lines of ‘number ten’ and that devastating smile returned. “Try a different position?”
What a change in the tides. One of Tara’s favorite things about her friendship with Quinn was Quinn’s lack of big, dramatic emotions. Ramona, inversely, exemplified emotion in ways that gave Quinn pause.
She envied it. After years of being taught and rewarded for keeping disruptive reactions inside, Ramona’s volcano of feelings bubbled over with no choice but to affect others. It must be liberating.
Quinn peeled herself off the couch to regroup. This attraction demanded exploration, a means to get to the heart of their chemistry. She went to the kitchen to fetch their crêpe, giving Ramona free rein to choose their next cuddling position.

THE INCLINATION TO message Tara lost to observation. Quinn leaned a hip on the kitchen island, opting for water and watching her guest. Unaware, Ramona laughed at the PayDate hosts going on an angry, off-script tangent, rotating the iPad within her palms.
Tara was right about ‘solving’ Ramona. Every time Quinn thought she had her figured out, Ramona veered in another direction. It intrigued Quinn. It pulled her in for more.
Maybe that showed improvement on her part. She wouldn’t have been prepared for a Ramona before Celene.
Quinn met Celene Vale at a mutual friend’s going away party. She’d been fatigued from a long workday, making required social encounters a downright slog. Everyone who approached her intensified her headache. Except Celene.
Celene rescued her, essentially. A guy who couldn’t take a hint’s lecture to Quinn on World War II fleet aircraft carriers reached its sixth minute when Celene strolled up to him and told him to go away. Just like that. Go away. And he did.
That may not impress many, but it meant the world to someone in the red of their social battery. Hair flowy and jet black, demeanor oozing stateliness and sophistication with a dash of adventure, she was a stunner. More importantly, Celene didn’t fall into the pit of assumption. Over veggie and fruit plates, she actually listened when Quinn grew comfortable enough to contribute to Celene’s witty remarks about work. Quinn felt safe with her, like she could collapse then and there and know Celene’s hands would be the first under her.
As the months trickled by, Quinn doubted the authenticity of their bond. Sure, they had sex. Sure, they held hands tightly through their struggles. Sure, their friends gave them glowing endorsements. Sure, they eventually moved in together.
Through all that, Quinn hadn’t fully let go. The safety net of being openly, unabashedly loved set a precedent not to reveal much. Vulnerability hadn’t come easily, no matter how Celene would lovingly stroke her face, her eyes an open door to take and know all. Quinn didn’t deserve access to Celene’s hopes and deepest, darkest fears.
They hadn’t spoken in person since Quinn ran away to California. In a cowardly phone breakup, Quinn admitted that Celene’s openness made her feel fraudulent, like an intruder who’d heard too much.
On socials, Celene’s posts could double as a travel blog, as she’d thrown herself into touring the Northeast when she wasn’t in the office. She’d “reclaimed her independence.” It offended Quinn, as she’d never stifled Celene’s independent side—that was an impossible feat. Soon after, she blocked and deleted all traces of Celene.
“Are you sure these positions are for cuddling?” Ramona asked from the couch, reinstating Quinn to her kitchen, back to her empty glass. She angled the iPad like she couldn’t decipher the slides, lifting a suggestive eyebrow.
Quinn plated the crêpe and grabbed two forks, laughing. “I think I know which ones you’re talking about. They’re on the more...intimate side.”
This ultra-relaxed Ramona appealed to Quinn. She lounged on the couch as if she paid rent there, her slow movements that of a house cat. Ramona smiled widely, now devoid of the tension from their talk about Holly.
Quinn cheered up, too. Back on track. She handed a metal fork to Ramona, succumbing to the fluttering feather. “When did Lydia find out you were gay?”
Ramona held her fork midair until Quinn took the first bite. She watched her chew expectantly, as though she’d made it herself. “Any good?”
“Mmhm.” Quinn pieced another forkful from the plate, aiming it toward Ramona. “Do you mind this?”
“Being fed? I can play lazy.” She lowered her hand to tilt forward. Eyes heavy, mouth ajar.
Shit. Quinn wasn’t trying to be sexy. She’d read articles on date-ish things to do for this occasion and...ugh, okay. Ramona’s languid nature transferred to her bite. Together, they savored the crunch of berries, the sweetness of Nutella, the softness of the crêpe. Quinn licked her own lips.
Ramona’s gaze raised the tiny hairs on Quinn’s arms. “Lydia read my diaries, so she knew when I knew. She came out during college. The eldest sister lesbian and the younger bisexual. My parents are flummoxed about it to this day.”
Quinn shook her head through a laugh. “Family shame. We have that in common.”
“Lydia likes you. Be proud.”
If Quinn’s pulse picked up any more speed, she’d be back in urgent care. She’d ordered a blood pressure monitor. “You talk to her about me?”
Ramona stretched her legs as if this weren’t a life-changing revelation. “I sure do. After the whole ScrollCycle infiltration, I couldn’t hide how close we were getting.”
“ScrollCycle infiltration,” Quinn parroted through a ceiling-bound eye roll. Then, she smiled sincerely. “I bet you’re a fun older sister.”
Smirking, she leaned in to be fed again, to which Quinn happily obliged. Ramona hummed in pleasure. Heat crept through Quinn’s body. “I’m a little sister-coded older sister. It works for us. Control makes Lydia feel secure and her security’s been my goal since my parents brought her home from the hospital.”
“Lydia’s perspective on you is going to be illuminating. I’ll memorize questions to ask her. Please don’t tell her that.”
Ramona’s head settled on the back of the couch, lashes flashing more of coyness than nerves. It delighted Quinn to know she could begin to tell the difference. “You know what I like about you?”
Quinn petted the bottom half of her hair. She’d gotten this line from dates and people who wanted her. Superficial people. Out of Ramona, it sounded so sweet. So dreamy with a slight rasp. “What?”
“You make others feel important. People find you intimidating at first.” At that, Ramona waved dismissively. “But they want to impress you. It’s within your bounds to lock yourself in your office and get shit done; you’ve been spending quality time with your team and that’s beautiful. Don’t take it for granted.”
Quinn was floored. Too floored to eat, never mind feed anyone. Ramona helped herself to more crêpe, returning to the world of PayDate. A rock-climbing date between two bear-type dudes turned sour as they squabbled about being strictly tops. They were going to leave empty-handed.
Through all the evaluations, raises, and shoutouts during company town halls, no one had ever gotten to the root of why her job suited her, beyond the analytics and strategy. Ramona hardly even cared about corporate life. All the while, she paid attention to Quinn.
After finishing their dessert and groan-laughing through the rest of the episode (no money for the bears!), they twisted themselves into the most intimate cuddling yet. It involved legs bent and tangled into each other, along with their abdomens pressed nice and tight. Emphasis was placed on being heart-to-heart.
They hardly spoke as they situated themselves this time. The snug position would be Quinn’s undoing as her thigh nestled at the apex of Ramona’s legs. Right at her center. The heat on her bare leg was too much and too little.
Ramona had flushed up her neck and ears. Nonetheless, her beauty was staggering.
“Is this okay?” Quinn murmured, needing it to be okay because god.
Sweet breath tickled her, being this close. Ramona slipped an arm around Quinn’s waist, the other left higher up with Quinn’s head resting on it. “Um. Yes.”
Quinn knew her smile curled something terrible. Her fingers took over, whirling indulgently into Ramona’s hair. Outside, the sky was dark, adding to the atmosphere, the appeal of this moment. Dim light from the kitchen and the television were enough. Missing too many details of Ramona would bring her to tears.
Quinn took a page out of Ramona’s book. “What are you thinking?”
Ramona’s long lashes blinked out of sync. “I’m unable to think.”
They laughed together. Not too hard or else they’d shake. Shaking would cause friction. And friction would⁠—
“Kiss me,” Quinn breathed.
Ramona wedged herself deeply into Quinn’s mouth before she finished the command. Pure rapture flowed through Quinn as they bore harder into each other, having no choice in the matter. Ramona’s lips, her tongue, were created for Quinn. Created for her to devour, to surrender to this absolute need to merge into Ramona by mouth.
She tasted divine. Quinn never gave into a kiss this undignified, this insatiable. While one arm lay trapped beneath their weight, the hand in Ramona’s hair clutched aimlessly. Then, latched onto her neck to bring them impossibly closer. Ramona’s whimper delighted Quinn’s ears, so she sunk her teeth into her bottom lip to make it return.
Ramona made her way into the back of Quinn’s top. Her fingertips dug into the smooth skin at Quinn’s back, eliciting a legion of goosebumps. A further venture to palm under her bra clasp had Quinn wet in seconds. A request to unhook it stilled on the tip of her tongue. Ugh, Tara would understand if they fucked. Like, how could she resist?
Brain on one track and one track only, Quinn rocked with purpose between Ramona’s legs. The warmth there drove her batty. So did Ramona rolling onto her thigh, parting their kiss to moan. It awed Quinn—she was habitually quiet in bed, save heavy breathing and little mewls. What she’d give to be that open and expressive.
Then she remembered her history in bed. Damnit.
Quinn slowed down. “Are your expectations changing?”
Ramona looked dazed and on the brink. Having restraint must suck, her having been in a platonic relationship and everything. “You’re too hot. Sorry.”
“Don’t apologize. I’d like more of this, but maybe we can discuss sex.”
“Ooo, nice.” Ramona casually massaged Quinn’s leg. “I’m all ears.”
Yikes. This wouldn’t be a lighthearted topic. “My feelings for you are strong, Ramona, so it scares me to maybe...” Quinn bit her lip, glancing down at Ramona’s neck. Damn, she should have kissed that before ruining the mood. “Not be good? At sex.”
“I’m three thrusts away from coming. Be serious.”
Quinn’s lower half clenched. “I know, I know. It’s irrational. I’ve had orgasms and all, but I never feel fully there. Like, present.”
Ramona’s smile faded. In came concern. She motioned for Quinn to go on.
“Maybe it’s trust issues. Women get off more on the idea of having me than actually having me there and I know that’s a conceited mindset. Still, I’ve gotten that impression.” Quinn’s face went aflame. Entirely embarrassed. “Then, when the sex is over, I roll on my back, feeling so...feeling so...”
“Empty.” Ramona traced her thumb along Quinn’s cheekbone. “Is that it?”
“Yes.”
“You’re afraid that’ll happen to us.”
Quinn bent to kiss Ramona because finally, finally, someone understood her. “In the past, it hasn’t mattered since I went along with how relationships are expected to progress. You’re different. I care about how I’ll perceive you.”
Ramona’s eyes went hazy. On her own plane for about half a minute. Then, she imparted a kiss that tickled Quinn’s nerves. “Thank you for telling me this.”
“Am I scaring you off?”
She grinned. “I think we can safely say we’re both too um, in this to run off into the night. Red flag roses, remember?” Quinn brought Ramona in for a hug, needing to compose herself, too. “Kissing like this made me so hot. You’re doing something right.”
Words too premature to speak popped into Quinn’s head. “Good.”
They lay in that position for a while. Listening and sensing each other breathe as the streaming app autoplayed the next episode.
Ramona would probably leave soon. No sex, after all. Quinn rubbed her face into Ramona’s hair, taking in her uniquely delicate fragrance. How could she look at this woman like a coworker come Monday? Her heart ached.
“Hey Quinn,” Ramona murmured in a tone Quinn dreaded. Time to go.
“Mm?”
“I know how to help you.”
Quinn peered into Ramona’s dark eyes. “Help me how?”
“First, let me up. This position is turning me on too much. I can’t formulate thoughts.”
Feeling uncharacteristically sexy, Quinn reeled her hips into Ramona’s. The responding whine brought her mind back to them writhing and moaning. “Are you sure?”
Ramona reverted to her silly side, wiggling her shoulders. “No, but I’m getting up. Trust me, you’ll be glad for what’s next.”

A FIVE-MINUTE BREAK COMMENCED. They hydrated and took turns using the bathroom. Quinn’s drenched state astounded her; she wondered how Ramona fared. She sneaked off to her room to change her underthings for the sake of comfort. That was indeed a first.
Following a mandatory ‘I’m not murdered’ text to Tara, Quinn returned to the couch where Ramona patted a spot for her. Quinn sauntered over and sat way closer than that. As Ramona swiped through her presentation, Quinn kissed the side of her head, behind her ear. This pure, intemperate sensuality was foreign to Quinn until now. She wished to bathe in it.
Ramona angled her neck into Quinn’s lips and tongue with the batting of her lashes betraying the nerves of someone who wanted more. She double-tapped her choice on the iPad. “Right here.”
High on the taste of Ramona’s skin, Quinn checked out the screen. She blushed as one of the positions in her ‘unsure’ column glowed back at her.
Smiling at her silence, Ramona went on. “You, my fellow nerd, thrive on studying. You love questions, you love collecting info.”
“I do,” Quinn conceded quietly.
“I also love our Q&As. I say we do this position, learn more about our pasts, and I’ll go on my tortured trek home.”
Quinn fluffed fingers into Ramona’s hair, which had been banded into a loose ponytail during their break. “You can spend the night, you know.”
Ramona’s mildly wide eyebrows conveyed her reservations well. “Nah. I cannot.”
Reaching around a groaning Quinn, Ramona turned off the show and the television. Silence. No distractions.
Quinn downed the mouthful of water left sitting in her glass. The glass rang in a soft tune behind the clinks of her nails, the closest she could get to fidgeting without bringing attention to herself. Ramona appeared to have zoned off.
Including the downer interludes on both their parts, this evening exceeded Quinn’s impression of dates as a genre. Many used dates as a means to an end—sex, free food, a proposal—while in her experience, the ‘getting to know you’ part receded to the background. Waved around as bait, to facilitate the means.
Thanks to a light tug at her hand, Quinn let go of that negativity and assumed the position. Unlike the tangled cuddling from before, a blinky Ramona insisted on directing this one like a short film. It could be a result of how attached they’d be for it. Nonetheless, she preferred a loquacious Ramona to the wordless one from a minute ago.
They ended up facing each other again, with Quinn fully on Ramona’s lap. Yes, what a logical method to keep them from banging. “This could be considered mixed messaging,” she baited, completely amused at Ramona’s glassy stare. Quinn’s boobs were right in her face, to be fair.
“This sets the stage for my brilliant plan,” Ramona said as her arms rested respectably to her sides. “Sex talk.”
Dates were climbing the ranks of Quinn’s favorite activities. “Do tell.”
Their eyes locked and a trill went through them both, as evidenced by heavier breathing. “It’s simple. Something has you hung up and fearful about physical intimacy. We can talk it out. It’ll bridge the gap, so to speak.”
“Is this advice peer-reviewed?”
They laughed as casually as they would in the office. Quinn allowed herself to melt into Ramona, to take in the feeling of her own knees digging into the plush couch cushion, enjoying the softness of Ramona’s leggings against her thighs. Quinn swept her hair over one shoulder so she wouldn’t miss a thing.
Ramona placed her forearms on Quinn’s legs. “I’ve been thinking about those gay guys. From PayDate.”
“Okay.” Quinn glided her fingertips along the stitching on Ramona’s shoulders. “What about them?”
“They argued about topping and bottoming. Most women I’ve slept with were indifferent about that sort of stuff; others were partial to certain roles. Are you?”
Interesting. A subject Quinn hadn’t dwelled upon. “I’d like to say I switch it up, though I admit I’m usually receiving pleasure. Topping was my ex-fiancée’s preference.”
Ramona rolled her eyes. “Oh, jesus.”
“What?” Quinn poked at Ramona’s cheek. Here she sat on this woman, getting close and personal, and that was the reaction. Steam could form off her face.
“It’s not a slight on you,” she affirmed, leaning up to press in an apologetically short kiss. “It’s funny because I’ve always been the one with more dominating partners, too. Are we a couple of bottoms? What the fuck.”
Quinn had been reeling from that kiss and her brain caught up. “No way, you’re kidding.”
“I had one woman I’d been seeing. She was a timid, cute copywriter for a law firm.” Ramona winced into a not-so-happy half-smirk. “In bed, the lady was demanding. She wanted a pillow princess and nothing else. I went along with it because it was hot at first, but then, I gathered it’s not what I want every night.”
While Quinn empathized with her plight, the image developing in her mind of Ramona lying around, being pleasured, made her heartbeat skyrocket. She cupped Ramona’s heart-shaped face within her hands. “I can’t blame her for wanting to touch you that much, but I’d love for us to equally participate.”
“Agreed. I couldn’t only lie around with you, ever. You’d have to cuff me to the headboard.”
Fuck, she had no history of anything in the kinky lane for sex. Though picturing Ramona like that wound Quinn up. She plunged them into a slow, resonant kiss. It dripped with romance. Like a passionate kiss between lovers the morning after. She shuddered as Ramona felt up the length of her thighs, brushing the edges of her shorts.
Ramona’s words tickled Quinn’s lips. “Is that an endorsement? Do you want to bind me to the bed?”
“I’d um, need to watch some tutorials on knotting practices. Plus, consider what material we’d use. If I’m not mistaken, a safe word would be in order.”
“That’s a Quinn-style ‘yes,’” she concluded, lips grazing down Quinn’s jaw, her neck. She surely detected her rapid pulse by now. “Are you vocal in bed?”
“No.” Then, undermining herself, a whimper escaped her throat. She couldn’t help it with Ramona mapping a feather-light trail across her chest, down to the first button of her top.
“Sure you aren’t,” Ramona exhaled. Quinn could feel the smile on her skin.
“I bet you’re vocal.”
Ramona pulled away to raise an eyebrow. Her lips were swollen. Ravishing. “Yes, my chattiness translates to my sex life. Call me Ra-moan-a.”
Quinn would laugh, but she’d become preoccupied by the rolling of Ramona’s hips. She pressed back at a slow pace to meet her.
Ramona proved herself in a breathy moan. It was so soft, so freaking pretty. The prettiest moan Quinn had ever heard, like a song only for them.
Two women who’d been handsy with restraint grew fevered, lost in the almighty sense of touch. Quinn clamored for Ramona’s searching mouth. Their tongues twirled in tandem as if they’d been choreographing it for a lifetime. Quinn’s hair curtained this desperate attempt to grind into each other, strands trapped between her fingers.
Sex hadn’t been the most exciting endeavor. She’d been a semi-passive participant. Actively dry humping onto Ramona St. Germaine, though? Quinn could match this energy.
Ramona gripped Quinn’s ass with both hands. Overwhelmed, Quinn shivered; their rocking bumped out of sync.
“What do you want to do to me right now?” Ramona asked.
Quinn moaned again, puzzled about where the hell her control had gone. Brain fried to a crisp, she could only answer truthfully. “I want to eat you out so badly.” She swallowed hard. “My mouth is watering.”
Ramona trembled, clearly not expecting something so straightforward. As they found their rhythm again, she reached for a solid hold on Quinn’s chin. Firmly, Ramona said, “I swear nothing will be sexier than the look in your eyes when I fill you with my fingers.”
God, god, god. Quinn couldn’t ignore her resurgence of this wetness. All she wanted in this world was to ride those fingers now. Ramona could make quick work of her shorts. One nudge to the side and she’d be golden.
A voice in the back of her mind—Tara’s, damnit!—reminded her of their agreement. It was in Tara’s no-nonsense mother cadence, too.
She respected Ramona, who’d been wary about going all the way tonight. Cursing herself for morals or stupidity, her hips decelerated to a stop. Ramona picked up on the change. She dropped her hands to the couch to catch her breath.
“I don’t think sex will be an issue,” Ramona inferred in a low, affected tone, signaling the end of their time together tonight. Her eyes reflected a softness that made Quinn want to beg her to stay. “And if you feel empty after we do it, tell me and we’ll figure it out. I’m here for you.”
Refusing to cry, Quinn met her mouth in the best thank you she could muster in her state.
One make out later, Ramona dressed back into her normal street clothes, dabbing on a sweet goodbye kiss. Alone, Quinn dropped her phone twice before successfully FaceTiming Tara.
Tara blinked onto the screen wearing gold under eye patches. Exhausted, par the course. She’d pinned her raven hair on top of her head, padding downstairs to not wake Graham.
“So?” Tara asked, voice gravelly. “It’s 1 a.m. and you look like a woman unleashed.”
Quinn smoothed at her fraught hair. “That was the greatest date of my life.”
Her friend narrowed her eyes like Quinn was an optical illusion. “Is she sleeping naked in your room or what? I’ve never seen you like this. Is it sexually satisfied Quinn?”
“The opposite.” Barring that, her heart had gone berserk. She needed to say it. “Tara...”
“Babe, what’s up?”
“I love her.”
The exhaustion drained from Tara’s dark eyes. In place was wonder. And just as quickly, she nodded in her charmingly condescending way. “I know.”
Quinn’s breath hitched. Fingers to her lips, simply at a loss. She’d been cast for a role she didn’t audition for—the leading lady to someone with a messy romantic background and a host of red flags.
But still. It didn’t matter. “God, I’m in love. I love Ramona.”
Tara could fool Quinn into thinking she’d cry, too. “My Quinnie’s all grown up.”
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Come Sunday, Ramona had yet to touch the ground.
Last night, she snuggled the shirt that smelled like her girlfriend until she dozed off. A few hours later, she roused from under her covers, positively buzzing. That sleep had been an intermission to a nighttime of swooning. 5:24 a.m. on her phone didn’t distress her.
Memories of Quinn glided phantom fingertips up Ramona’s spine. Muffling a moan into a pillow, she feasted on her waking dreams. Ramona let the arousal flow through her without release, unwilling to lose it so soon.
Holly had been up when she tried to sneak home last night. Ramona mumbled a maximum of five words to her and stalked off to her room. If given the chance, Holly’s snark would ruin the heady rush of Quinn’s lips on Ramona’s earlobe or the insistence of her tongue. Office Quinn already occupied her head, but casually seductive girlfriend Quinn took the cake.
Mmmmm, cake. Quinn wanted to eat her like cake.
And that self-control Ramona supposedly possessed? Self-restraint slipped from her fingers like she’d buttered it.
Ramona felt Quinn all over her skin, even after her morning shower. Failing to help herself, she shot off a text for Quinn to wake up to.
RAMONA – 6:04 AM

 

Barely slept. You run through my dreams and I wake up wanting you. 

In her amenable mood, she accepted an invitation to Flo and Cassandra’s jaunt to the Prospect Park Zoo early that afternoon. Flo excelled at most things fine arts and turned out to be one of those cases where it translated to viable income. A client commissioned Flo to paint a mural for a children’s museum, so she’d fill a sketchbook with animal life drawing references.
As Ramona followed a more-yapping-than-cooking video tutorial on poaching eggs, Quinn got back to her.
QUINN – 7:05 AM
 
I’ve given up on getting good sleep when it comes to you. I want you more than ever. 
 
Wish we could’ve woken up together. 
Ramona remembered her breakfast on a delay, as she’d succumbed to the racier annals of her imagination. She poked both eggs—firm as hell. Overcooked.
She put them through the egg slicer, chopped chives, and pan-fried some fancy rustic bread Holly brought home. Firm yolks couldn’t fuck up her morning. Ramona typed out her plans for the day, along with a bunch of animal emojis after replying:
RAMONA – 7:13 AM

 

I do too. Next time 


THE SUN BEAT down on Ramona, Flo, and Cassandra as they trekked through Prospect Park Zoo, pounding pavement for some drawable critters. Ramona thanked the universe she’d snatched a cap on her way out the door. She also thanked Flo for whipping out an economy-size tube of sunblock so they wouldn’t get cooked while she waited for a llama to stand at the right angle. Squealing children and their expensive strollers crunching over earth surrounded them like a symphony, superimposed on the general farm bleating.
Ramona patted feed crumbs onto her shorts. For several servings, the baby goats nudged each other through the wire fence to nibble from her hand, tickling it with their chin hairs.
Cassandra, not the biggest fan of dusty farm animals, kept her distance. Funny, because in her denim dress and wide-brimmed hat, the lady looked like she belonged on the prairie. Flo, more one with nature than either, sat directly on the dirt, her Faber-Castell pencil scrawling across the page. Ramona sneaked peeks as Flo immortalized animal likenesses (sea lions, red pandas, the peacock free roaming the premises) for the past hour and a half, awed by the lifelike details captured in such short drawing bursts.
The cutest goat of the four baa-ed for more. This kid, with her pink nose and splotchy sable coat, had imprinted on Ramona, causing her to dash for more animal feed. In benevolence to children and creatures alike, she filled all the pellet dispensers with quarters for kids to eagerly crank for crumby handfuls. She must have delved out ten dollars’ worth of change. Worth it; all the goats and alpacas and sheep and such deserved full, protruding bellies. She caught Cassandra’s eye as she bent at her haunches to press the pellets to her goat’s eager mouth.
“Want to feed him one?” Ramona asked, giggling at his flat teeth painlessly nibbling her fingers.
Cassandra flicked on her handheld fan instead, close to death in this weather. “Pass.”
Ramona shook her hands semi-clean. Would Quinn feed goats or would she bake on the sidelines like Prairie Girl Cassandra? Probably not the latter, as Cassandra shrank from an overall-clad toddler like vermin. Missing Quinn, Ramona backed into the fence and captured photos of her and her adorable new buddy. The heat spanked her hair to frizz city, but the goat looked straight at the camera. Cackling, Ramona sent them all.
“I bet those are cute selfies.” Cassandra gulped from her stainless-steel water bottle. “Are you gonna post them?”
“Nope, probably not,” Ramona replied, evading eye contact as she stood.
Flo flipped a page. Her dramatically large sunhat blocked her expression. However, her curiosity rang loud and clear. “Selfies, you say? That’s new.”
Cassandra agreed with a spark hitting her hazel eyes. Now, this she found more exciting than goats. “It is. You’ve been smiling. A lot.”
Ramona’s smile only grew wider. “Do I not smile?”
“You do. More than usual today.” She jutted her chin at Ramona’s phone in her hand. “Who’d you send that photo to?”
Yikes. Ramona and Quinn hadn’t discussed terms of telling all their friends. She had to navigate tactfully to not tip them off. “What if it’s to Lydia?”
“What if you’re a goddamnned liar?”
Ramona and Flo burst into laughter. This was why the inception of Cassandra into their college friend group made sense, all those years ago. Her lack of filter was entertaining.
“Okay, okay.” Careful, Ramona told herself: gently steer them into it. “I’m seeing someone.”
Flo breakdance spun on her ass to face them. “Seeing someone? How serious?”
“It’s a new workmate, isn’t it?” Cassandra advanced towards Ramona with a predatory eye, obliged to siphon tea from her like blood. “The allegedly attractive woman who called you cool.”
The hot seat burned even hotter under this sun. Ramona’s eyes did their flutter thing, confirming their suspicions. Cassandra’s inhuman victory squawk turned heads.
Welp, they couldn’t ever play Blackjack. “Damn, Cassie. You must’ve worn your Clue game board out as a kid.”
“Really, though.” Flo rose to her short height. She imitated a high-pitched, childlike voice, going, “It was the hot lady! At the corporate office! With the questionable taste!”
“Her taste is impeccable,” Ramona countered.
Cassandra recovered from her laughter as she helped Flo brush the dirt off her khaki shorts. Afterward, she squirted hand sanitizer into all three pairs of hands. “I’m happy you’re moving on, I am...”
A ‘but’ belonged there. Ramona knew. She pointed in the direction of the building housing all the monkeys. “Baboons next. Right, Flo?”
“Yes, my favorites!” Flo took the lead in leaving the barn area behind. They trailed closely after her.
“Air conditioning, my favorite,” Cassandra tacked on, the battery-operated fan whirring at her red face. Said red face broke into a hesitant smile for Ramona. “I don’t think I know of a Mona without Holly. You’ve always been a package deal.”
True, Ramona’s identity had been tied to Holly, even after they broke up the first time. Fifteen years’ worth of intertwined identity. “Lots of adjusting, I know.”
“No, like. I’m not sure if you can pull away from Holly.”
“Well, I have no choice but to,” she threw back at her. “You...you two know why she broke it off with me, right?”
Flo slowed her pace to walk alongside them. She threw an arm around Ramona’s waist. “We do.”
“The whole, you know, uh, thing,” Cassandra stammered through. Yes, the thing being abandonment at the altar. “Had been in motion to implode, girly. You were like a little love leech on Holly.”
Ramona and Flo glared for that. Ramona wasn’t charmed by Cassandra’s filter-less remarks right now. “What are you saying?”
“I’ve laid the hammer on Holly, too. This isn’t me ganging up on you, but Holly’s told me a lot and you’ve told us next to nothing.” Cassandra’s tattoo sleeves flexed as she held up her arms all idk-like. “Do you want to stay friends with her?”
“Of course,” Ramona bounced back automatically. No thought to it.
“How do you know you won’t fall back into your habits?”
Flo opened the door to the Animal Lifestyles building. It killed time for Ramona to question a lot in a short amount of time. How would friendship with Holly go, moving forward? They got along around the apartment, but any mention of anything deeper than surface level and they were at odds.
“I feel responsible,” Flo muttered, pouting. “Dom and I consulted y’all about this marriage arrangement and it failed.”
Ramona oriented her sights on golden lion tamarins playing tag. Her lashes wouldn’t be so obvious. “I’ve been mourning the failure.”
“How does this new girl play into it?” Cassandra asked, leaning an elbow against a wall to stare her square in the face. Absorbing the fluttering and all. “Hope you’re not using her to get back at Holly. That’d be fucked up.”
“Real fucked up,” Flo added as she rubbed at her fade beneath her floppy hat.
“Because she’s a rebound. You know this.”
“Respectfully, shut the hell up.” Anger so instant, so visceral shot through Ramona. Her tears caught Cassandra off guard. “Is my personal life a joke to you? I saw you and Holly’s little looks the night Martín cooked for us, and I didn’t call you out. And you know it’s been hard for me.”
Cassandra tensed. “I’m being hon⁠—”
“I’m not moping and making breakup playlists over Holly like I did when I was twenty. You saw that version of me in college, and throughout the years, and when I stood alone on my wedding day.” Ramona clasped onto the hand Flo offered, bodily contact she needed desperately. “I have no proof I’m fine, but I am. Leave my girlfriend out of it.”
“She’s your girlfriend now. More than ‘seeing.’”
“Yes, more than that. She feels right.” Reacting to her own words and the befuddled expressions contorting her friends’ faces, she backed up a step as if the gravity of what she said hit her physically. Weakly, she waved to a hall. “The baboons are over, um over there. We should go see.”
“She um.” Flo glanced over her shoulder and shot Cassandra a look Ramona didn’t care to see. “She sounds good for you. When do we get to meet her?”
Her blood ran cold. Great, couldn’t wait to convince her friends that she was over Holly after becoming a couple with the woman Holly wanted. A surefire way to seem certifiable. Ramona shrugged. “One day. We’re enjoying each other before all the noise.”
“I’m the noise. It’s me.” Cassandra hadn’t fully recovered, as her voice barely resonated. “She’ll need initiating.”
The stony zoo habitat for the baboons was vast, which worked well enough for monkeys so far from home. A tour group huddled in front with their phones, leaving face- and fingerprints on the glass. Flo settled onto a bench to start sketching. In a turn of events, Cassandra joined the tourists in filming the baboons and their big bright asses hopping from rock to rock. They collectively squealed at the baby baboon running to tuck into its mother’s chest.
Off-kilter, Ramona tried to enjoy wildlife doing its thing. She gave up and retreated to a more secluded space in the maze of hallways. There, she had two recipients to message: Quinn, who’d sent Ramona the text equivalent of a head explosion through exclamations and emojis about the goat selfie. The other, Sheryl, got an SOS. Ramona’s hands shook. Hopefully, her therapist could fit in time for her on such short notice.
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As Ramona stared at her therapy app, she thanked every deity and demigod that she’d been born into an information age. Imagine having to wait days, possibly weeks to sit in a physical office with her therapist.
She needed correspondence. Not for anything life-threatening—she made sure to emphasize—but Sheryl’s voice would align the world again.
Ramona’s feet tapped in their own rhythm, out of sync with the show tunes playing in the Uber driver’s car. After each song, an ad came on. Then, she’d eyeball her phone, on tenterhooks for a reply.
Flo and Cassandra sent a mass text for Ethiopian food with the rest of their friend group. Since all their skin shined glossier than a 7-Eleven hotdog after the zoo, they agreed to part ways and meet up at the proper time, fresh and decent. Ramona jumped at the opportunity, needing space from her friends.
An unfamiliar feeling. A scary, unfamiliar feeling.
Her phone chirped with—yay, universe—Sheryl’s message as she peeled her legs off the Toyota’s backseat to exit. Ramona promised her driver five stars, carefully shutting the door behind her. Sheryl’s other clients booked her to the brim today; she could swing a fifteen-minute chat to calm her down, though. It would happen in ten minutes.
As Ramona advanced to their brick brownstone’s outside steps, Dominic emerged from the main entrance. Above Dominic’s smile at her sat a new mustache. Wispy, string-like, flat. Like he was going for the John Waters without any of the fame to excuse it.
Dominic ran a finger over his thin top lip, bringing attention to it. “You like? Flo says it adds mystery.”
“Agreed. I have questions.” Ramona offered a half hug since he was holding the door ajar. “How long does it take to grow such a thing?”
Holly slipped out the entrance, cutting his regimen spiel short. In a bralette and leather pants she’d soon regret in this heat, she reminded Ramona of their happier days, combining closets. Holly’s dark eyebrows arched up in surprise. “Mona, hey.”
“Hey.”
A few beats went by of them looking at the concrete beneath their feet.
Remembering her mission to get ahold of her therapist, Ramona secured her cap to face Holly better. “Are you meeting everybody else for lunch?”
“Fuck yes, I’m starving,” Dominic groaned. The guy missed the awkward air. His brand of endearing.
“First, we’re stopping by the library to return these.” Holly waggled two thick books. Probably pertaining to nonprofit work. She was always on a learning journey for them. “How about you?”
Ramona wiped her hands on her sticky bare legs. “Yeah, we got gross at the zoo, so we’re cleaning up.”
Months before, Ramona, Holly, Flo, and Dominic would make up double-date scenarios. Coupled friends, out and about, and owning life. Now the notion seemed so outside the realm of normal for them. Absurd and equally as ancient.
Dominic’s Beetles-style hair followed his head’s slow tilt. “Your eyes are doing the thing. You okay?”
Before she could explain herself, Holly interrupted.
“Of course Mona’s okay. She skulked into our apartment at 3 a.m. this morning, smelling like perfume.”
Holly didn’t smile when she said it.
Dominic thrust his chin up in douchey cosplay. “A walk of shame? Props.”
“It wasn’t—” Ramona shook her head, knowing she owed no explanation for having a life. “I have to make a call and squeeze in a shower before we eat, so I’ll see you later.”
Waving goodbye, she climbed the stairs to their apartment, nearly tripping and falling when she reached the top. That slip of confidence caused her tears to break free from their hiding place. By the time she unlocked the door to their apartment, she was gasping for air.
God, she couldn’t just be. Everyone and their concern, their perception, their misunderstanding of her was suffocating.
After a few calming breaths and downing a half glass of juice, she dialed. She gripped her phone so hard it could snap in two as it rang. On the third ring, Sheryl picked up.
“Ramona, hello,” Sheryl greeted, voice soft with disquiet. “Where are you right now?”
“I’m at home.” Ramona paced around the kitchen. She watched her reflection do so from her empty glass on the counter. “Can you fix my life in fifteen—uh, fourteen—minutes?”
Sheryl chuckled. She considered Ramona funny and not bananas. Good. “My years of school, training, and having a practice led me to this moment.”
Ramona couldn’t help laughing. Shit, if only she and her mother would speak this casually. She relayed a partially incoherent but fine enough summary of her day to that point, ending on, “Why am I like this, Sheryl? I’ll take a condensed version to respect your time. Just, why?”
“We’ve been speaking for more than a year. We can make an educated guess that your childhood history and fear of abandonment led you to be enmeshed with Holly. Until your beautiful friendship became…not so healthy.” Sheryl cleared her throat. “Also, it wasn’t appropriate for a family member to say your love life would be irrevocably cursed.”
“I was ten.” Ramona’s eyes stung, as sweat had swept into them while bawling and wiping her face minutes earlier.
She could picture Sheryl nodding. “Ten. A shame. I can’t fix your life, Ramona, though I have questions for you to mull over. No pressure to figure them all out quickly or at once.”
Ramona hummed her permission. Hanging on Sheryl’s every word, every breath.
“First, what are you afraid of? Beyond your friends and their perception of you. I mean when it comes to Quinn.”
She knew the question wasn’t meant to be addressed immediately, but Ramona spoke up. “I’m afraid I’ll become codependent on Quinn. I want her all the time. How won’t I fall into the same pattern?”
“Ah, Ramona.” Sheryl sighed from deep within. “Wanting her is how strong feelings manifest. Don’t be ashamed or second-guess that.”
“It’ll break my heart if what we have is unhealthy.”
“How about we not sink this perfectly good ship?” she asked, going into her therapist voice. An indication that Ramona was fretting prematurely. “Remove Holly from the dynamic for now. As you and I have discussed, mindfulness is key. You must remember to love yourself while practicing self-awareness.”
Ramona had kicked her shoes off and peeled her socks free. She wiggled her unpolished toes on the cool kitchen floor. “Uh huh.”
“You have a point about patterns. So, look for them. I challenge you: are any of your patterns reflected in your relationship with Quinn? Do you like yourself when you’re with her? Is she kind to you?”
“She’s so, so kind, Sheryl,” Ramona intoned, flushed with an alarming amount of tenderness. True to its calling, her heart made itself known, double-time shaking in all directions. “Mm, and her kisses leave me breathless.”
Sheryl chuckled after a little pause. “My, that’s good to know.” She straightened her throat a second time. “You’re recovering from a traumatic moment. Don’t retreat within yourself and don’t fall back on habits we’ve been working on.”
“Got it.” By then, Ramona had rummaged through her dresser for another pair of shorts. Something with a breezier material. Or maybe she should throw on a dress. “Thank you, Sheryl. Sorry if my texts scared you.”
“I’m happy to help,” she replied so warmly that Ramona could cry again. “And Ramona?”
“Hm?”
“Don’t stress yourself out about a perfect timeline. You’ll continue to heal, of course, but healing and happiness are not mutually exclusive. Relish in this new bond with Quinn. Sounds romantic.”
Ramona realized she’d started smiling. She untangled the hair tie from her ponytail, delighted in her second wind. “That’s the best assignment so far. Yes, ma’am.”
After they hung up, Ramona eyed her phone. She’d be enduring another round of questions about her relationship status. This time over doro tibs and rolls of injera. If the drinks started flowing, who knew what would slip out?
Stomach growling, Ramona dashed to the shower.

WITH SNIPPETS of Sheryl’s conversation serving as support, anyone at their lowest could get ready for lunch.
It was food. Food and friends. Tasty food and ambiance and friends. Through some miracle, Ramona’s friends could throw her a bone and not bring up her news.
However, she knew her friends. Yeah, they would bring it up.
Ramona banded her thick hair into a bun atop her head, a centerpiece to someone who could feign normalcy. A normal adult with a girlfriend. They’ve existed before and they’d exist after she’d become space dust to be swallowed back into the universe. Raising an eyebrow at herself in the half-steamed mirror, she wondered if she’d figured out her afterlife belief system.
A rattle at the front door startled her, prompting her to peek out of the bathroom. As the hairs on the back of her neck prickled, she brushed aside any fears of a home invasion. Ain’t no way she’d be struck with that degree of bad luck. Fuck that.
Holly stepped in; Ramona lived another day. The raised hairs remained on the offensive. She respected the warning, as evolution gave her these abilities for a reason.
The sound of Holly’s bedroom door closing had Ramona smirking. She was probably changing out of those damn leather pants. Basking in her wisdom and acceptable makeup application, Ramona touched droplets of essential oil—tea tree for this outing—behind both ears. By the time she’d put on earrings and padded out to their over-stacked shoe rack out front, Holly emerged from her room in soft footfalls.
In mid-thigh jean shorts, Holly slowed to a stop. Her presence swallowed the air in the room and Ramona’s confidence along with it. They took turns studying at their own feet.
Unable to stand this, Ramona stopped short of greeting her. Because something small and familiar gleamed within Holly’s fingers.
What the almighty fuck? Dread and bewilderment sluiced through Ramona like a samurai’s katana. Just as cutting, just as painful.
“Where’s yours?” Holly asked.
Ramona touched her ring finger, where the identical engagement ring used to live. Crazy how her hand hadn’t missed it. She coughed once, eyeing the grain of their hardwood floor. “Lydia has it. I gave it to her the day of...”
Their non-wedding. Knowing Lydia, she’d probably chucked that thing into the deepest part of the Hudson River.
Holly nodded in lieu of the usual snark towards Lydia. She slid the ring onto her finger, then off. Then, back on and held it out to catch the light. In a conscious choice, their engagement rings doubled as the eventual wedding bands. A simple silver band, forged with precious metals and stones by one of Flo’s friends, a local artist.
The rings’ handcrafted quality once embodied Ramona and Holly’s coupling. Imperfectly aesthetic. Artistically natural.
“Mom and Dad ask about you a lot.” Holly bestowed a small smile. “They’re on your side, by the way. For all of this.”
Ramona’s stomach twisted and churned, filled with both sickness and a strangely hopeful sensation. Quinn’s words about the envy and glorification of Holly’s Hallmark movie family whacked her from every angle, making her wince at their impact. “Hm. I always liked them.”
“I need you to be real with me, Mona.”
Meeting her gaze, Ramona froze like an antelope spotting a lion in the grasses. She needed Quinn’s arms around her.
Then, the twisting intensified. Was needing Quinn for protection okay?
Holly had donned a snapback to complete her look. She pulled it off like people do when they walk into a holy building, scratching at the pale hair framing her forehead. The ring was still on her finger. “You know I hate speaking like this. But, am I being replaced?”
Ramona’s jaw dropped. One, because how out of character for Holly to ask something so petty. And two, yeah, kind of.
Holly pinched the hat bill into a sharp angle. “I thought our connection was stronger than a fling.”
Her voice found itself to retort, “It’s not a fling.”
“I don’t get it. You were willing to marry me. Marriage, Mona. Your crown jewel of standards. We would’ve walked down the aisle as life partners, and now you’re avoiding me and getting a girlfriend. It’s insulting.”
Oh, only Holly’s boundaries were sacred. Meanwhile, Ramona’s desire for fresh, Holly-free memories received scrutiny. They’d been too intertwined. “What do you want from me? I can only heal from all my hurt and pain and fucking humiliation with time and space.”
“It’s too soon.”
Ramona crossed her arms over her willow blouse. “Who are you to say that?”
Holly moved in closer, her inch taller more imposing than necessary. “I love you more than anyone. I know you.”
Love? Fucking love? Ramona would shoot lasers from her eyes if humanly possible. “Holly, god! You don’t get to do that. You can’t—” She smashed air within her hands in exasperation. “Manipulate the word ‘love’ to bend to your whims. I don’t know what you’ve been telling our friends, but I don’t appreciate them looking at me like I’m a freak.”
“I’m jealous, okay?!” Holly stamped her foot, muted by her ankle sock. She threw her head back. With years of experience with Holly, admitting that must have physically pained her. “I thought we were going through this together. Healing together, rebuilding our friendship. Instead, you’re daydreaming through your conversations with me. You’re leaving the apartment without saying bye. You’re staying out late fucking some woman. Y-you’re spiraling.” The engagement ring added a shiny zip to her hands flattening at her chest, over her heart. “It’s. Too. Soon.”
Love didn’t feel this way. Her and Holly’s friendship hadn’t ever felt this way. “You’re not entitled to those opinions anymore. You were mine; I was yours. You threw all that way. You⁠—”
And Holly embraced her. Or, not as much as an embrace as locked arms around Ramona’s unmoving shoulders. Holly’s body shook like a leaf in the wind. A tear ran from her chin to Ramona’s neck. “I miss you. I miss us.”
Ramona wiggled her arms free to return the hug. Much better. This was what she’d wanted.
Two months ago. This was what Ramona wanted two months ago when she couldn’t imagine life without Holly. Now, this amount of physical affection unsettled her.
“I said I miss us. I love you and I miss us.”
“I miss you, too,” Ramona mumbled a little too close to Holly’s ear in this position. All this unnerved her, toyed with the instinct to flee or throw up. But why?
The lengthy hug lagged into another minute. Ramona almost pulled her phone from her pocket to google ‘love bombing’ behind Holly’s back. She’d never gotten the ick from a friend before.
Holly stepped away, her long fingers tensing onto Ramona’s shoulders. For a nauseating moment, she feared Holly would lose the rest of her shit and try to kiss her.
The piercings, penetrative green eyes, the thin eyebrows Holly didn’t have to pluck, the bronze appearance of an avid bike rider, the smile only reserved for their deepest moments. These features glared at Ramona, begging those old feelings to emerge from the dead.
Alas, as Ramona eyed Holly in the quiet brownstone, she’d dug up the grave that was Holly & Ramona, finding an empty tomb.
“I’m not feeling it. I don’t love you and we aren’t meant to be together. Not as partners.” It was as honest a response as Ramona could muster. “I’m trying to move on and you should, too.”
Holly squeezed Ramona’s shoulders, expression hardening to rock. The tears dripped slowly. “She’ll never be me.”
And she left Ramona that way. Snatched up her shoes and zipped out the door like a thief. Ramona wobbled, but she did not fall.
There was jealousy and then there was that. Her grief-stricken best friend. Crying loudly for help. For Ramona to be by her side. But, Ramona couldn’t, she wouldn’t.
Ramona collapsed into pieces onto her bed. She imagined cracked ears or a pinky sliding under her desk. She sobbed harder for reasons unknown to her.
She wanted Quinn.
Unfortunately, she couldn’t lift a finger for her phone yet. And she damn well couldn’t go out for lunch with her friends.
Her friends didn’t have a complete picture of the situation. Yes, she used to rely on Holly.
However, the oddness of the moment shone a spotlight on the other half of that equation: Holly encouraged the reliance. Whenever Ramona pulled away, Holly chased after her, actively seeking that dependency. For years, Holly peeled the love leech from its tank and wrapped it around her finger.
She applied one of Sheryl’s questions to Holly: do you like yourself when you’re with her?
Stiff as a corpse in Holly’s arms? Fully dressed with nowhere to go?
No, she didn’t.
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Their progress and delectable anticipation took a heartbreaking blow. Sunday night, Quinn fumed through Ramona summing up her day, clutching her pillow tighter at each stage until the climax of “she’ll never be me,” where the stitching threatened to burst. The ‘love leech’ line left a particularly bad taste in her mouth.
Not adept at these types of roadblocks in relationships, she went to Tara for guidance. No shade, but her friend endured numerous roadblocks—jealous exes, miscommunication, long distance—until Graham treaded his Air Maxes into her life.
Tara stressed for Quinn to not force it; Ramona needed to work through this shit with Holly. Quinn took Tara’s word for it, serving as Ramona’s soundboard.
Holly. Her name alone shook Quinn’s keyboard in enraged typing. This new, in-love Quinn had some fire to her.
A week and five days had passed since the unforgettable date at Quinn’s apartment. Not that Quinn was counting.
A “high-priority check-in” regarding the redesign popped onto her calendar from none other than Jared yesterday. Drafting a copy for a slide deck met some distractions (dusting her wall items, texting with her cousin in Hawaii, free pastries in HR) until she could combine her contributions with Blythe’s. This sort of work usually gave her no grief. So, why was she out on the Corporate floor, grinning at her team swapping doughnut segments and quibbling about frosting?
This looming check-in introduced a new side of Blythe. Blythe wouldn’t joke, wouldn’t break for dinner as they stayed after hours planning their agenda.
Thursday morning, Quinn deposited a chocolate croissant and coffee from a local chain on Blythe’s desk amongst the designers. Out of kindness and a little guilt, as Quinn’s head neighbored the clouds lately.
Forty minutes before the meeting, Quinn rapped slate-colored nails on Blythe’s office entryway. The bare white walls boxed the creative director in, washing her out in the unflattering light. “Blythe, hey.”
Quinn regretted speaking when Blythe gasped, pressing a hand to her mouth. Adding onto the bizarro nature of the day, Blythe hadn’t decked herself out in her usual distressed denim and hats. She’d slickly styled her hair and opted for checkered dress pants and a bulky collared dress shirt. A men’s shirt—probably acquired from Blythe’s boyfriend’s closet.
“Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you.” Quinn pasted a smile over her discomfort.
“You’re early.” Blythe’s grin looked strange on her sallow skin. Blue veins branched around her eyes. “You came to escort me?”
This wasn’t the Blythe Quinn knew. “Yes, I did. And to check on you. Are...are you ready for this?”
CEO Jared added Quinn, Blythe, the whole executive board, and the rest of the directors to the meeting without explanation. A passive-aggressive tactic.
“I have to be ready.” Blythe scooped up Quinn’s hand. They’d never so much as hugged and yet, the touch made sense. Quinn squeezed back at cold, clammy fingers. “I hate public speaking, Archer. It’s embarrassing for someone in my position. On top of that, Jared’s been—” Blythe eyed her open doorway, then lowered her voice. “Such a fucking asshole to me. He undermines all my choices. He’s gonna belittle me today.”
“I won’t let him,” Quinn gritted out, her other hand clinching her MacBook.
“I’ll head upstairs to make sure our presentation works fine. Heaven forbid we have tech issues.”
The seed of an idea sprouted as Quinn watched Blythe collect her laptop and messenger bag. “I’ll be there soon.”
Quinn lingered until Blythe caught an elevator. The Creative floor buzzed with its usual energy. The three-person podcast team hashed out disturbing specifics of an unsolved murder case in their full voices, sipping from their afternoon cups. Production’s videographer team on the other side of the floor returned from a shoot, loaded with laughs and the thuds of heavy equipment hitting the floor. Shay and Freja acted as what sounded like dolphins, gesturing broadly at the designers’ vision board. Fighting the lovesickness, Quinn headed to the design section. To Ramona.
Hiro glanced up from his computer as she approached, his expression bland beneath his shaggy hair. Quinn managed a tight-lipped smile, the best she could do. He responded with a semblance of a nod before hunching back into his double monitor setup. Kindest regards.
Ramona radiated light and goodness as she nodded to chunky headphones, upbeat as one could be tiptoeing around their roommate at home. Next to the monitor, she swiped a stylus around her Cintiq screen, where she leaned over. This team had the worst posture.
Quinn ached to run her fingers down Ramona’s spine or peck her on the cheek, but this wasn’t the time nor place. As a compromise, she gently detached the headphones from her ears, sneaking in a tickle to Ramona’s neck.
“What brings you to our neck of the woods?” Ramona checked around herself before scaling a heated gaze from Quinn’s bare knees to the pencil fit of her dark dress. Spinning her stylus between her long fingers, she purred, “You look good.”
“You do, too.” For a moment, she lost herself in that spin motion. Ramona should model those gorgeous hands. Quinn could still hear ‘fill you with my fingers’ in Ramona’s sexy rasp. Blazing hot, she reminded herself to stay on task. “It’s about Blythe. I need your help.”
The stylus flew out of Ramona’s hand in an unceremonious clatter, breaking their spell. “Huh? What’s happening?”
“We’re presenting the redesign pitch, the one Blythe and I stayed late working on yesterday. Um.” Quinn curled dark hair behind her ear and bent closer to whisper. In her peripheral, Shay and Freja stopped brainstorming. Choosing to spectate. “Blythe’s in bad shape. You should attend for moral support.”
Ramona tangled herself in the headphone cord in her haste to stand up. Only she could bring this sort of levity. Laughing, Quinn plucked her free and they departed to the Corporate floor.
Adult Cody showed up early, too. Thumbing at his phone, outside the reserved conference room. He and Blythe weren’t openly hostile colleagues. Either way, he’d throw his mother under the bus to impress their boss. Dangerous terrain.
“Wait up, Archer,” Cody said as she made a valiant effort to slip past him unnoticed. “How ya been?”
Quinn glanced longingly after Ramona escaping to the room. “Okay. Preparing for this pitch. Blythe and I have strategy to discuss, so...”
He jutted his chin for Quinn to walk with him a few feet over. Cody swore he was James Bond with his expensive suit and his fair hair slicked back in a coif. It only reminded Quinn of a politician’s arrogant, entitled son. Cody sat on the corner of a stranger’s desk, phone dangling from his fingers. “We’re friends, Archer. You can be upfront.”
Ugh. Another person invented a relationship with her. “I don’t follow.”
“You’ve been distracted lately. On your B game, which, for you, fortunately, is most people’s A-game.” His bleached grin gave Quinn the willies. “Thoughts?”
“Is this a performance assessment?” Quinn’s words came out sharply. “We don’t manage one another.”
“Sassy.” Cody waved with thinly veiled derision. “I’m helping you. If I notice, the C-suite will notice, too. They’re on Blythe’s ass right now and you’re lucky for that.”
Quinn would sooner transfer locations again than concede anything aloud to this goon. She defaulted to professional. “I appreciate the feedback. I assure you I’m as dedicated to my workload as ever.”
“There’s this vibe you’ve been giving off lately. I like it.” Cody at least had the decency to speak at a low volume. Or else word would travel and a rumor of them being an item would send Quinn into a tailspin.
She crossed her arms and stepped back to broadcast her uneasiness. “Are we done here?”
“Hey, hey.” Cody raised a large, placating hand. Condescending. “This is a compliment. I am complimenting you.”
“Compliment received.”
“You haven’t been in the city long. I know the best restaurants, the best bars…”
This guy couldn’t be further from her type if she bought him a plane ticket. “Just no. Cody, I’m going to end this conversation.”
He got to his feet, persistence in his eyes. “As friends. Aren’t you familiar with the concept of friendship?”
Quinn was surely familiar with toeing the line of sexual harassment. “You are a coworker. We are at work.”
“Well, surely we could⁠—”
“Presentation’s ready,” Ramona interjected, sprouting out of nowhere. She maintained the Creative floor’s loudness, so Cody jumped, which was a delight to see.
Cody buttoned his jacket. “Are you from IT? Why are you even here?”
“I was invited.” An incisiveness Quinn thought impossible in the adorable vessel of Ramona St. Germaine could cut diamond. Or Cody’s thick neck. “Hey, Quinn. We should go huddle real quick.”
Cody openly scoffed and made his way to the conference room. He grumbled, but Quinn couldn’t be hassled to decipher what.
Ramona eye-shot arrows at his back.
Those doe eyes going hard with fury in her honor got Quinn a little hot. She wanted to kiss her, to bite her full lips right off her face.
God, there she went wanting to eat her again. Quinn blushed—well, she’d told her as much.
“Sorry for getting all primitive, ‘me woman no talk to dumb man,’ but I couldn’t sit around another second. Like bro, don’t ignore body language.” Ramona’s cheeks dimpled, back to herself.
“I can take care of myself, but thank you.” Quinn meant to playfully glare. Then her subconscious or hormones took over, molding her face into a smolder instead. One so overt, Ramona glimpsed to her hands, swallowing. “He was definitely hitting on me.”
“And what if he hit on me?” Ramona asked under her breath as they walked back.
Visions one could only describe as murderous ran through Quinn’s head. “You’d have a girlfriend residing in the closest women’s prison. Please don’t forget to submit your application for our conjugal visits.”

TWO MINUTES until the design check-in, everyone had settled into place. Well, almost everybody. The heads or directors of departments, like Editorial, Video Production, Communications, etc. twisted in their chairs or fiddled with their phones. Top leadership was emitted on the projection screen in their respective telecom rectangles, the most important being the CEO, whose window was pinned to stay expanded for the duration of the meeting.
Quinn, who typically thrived in similar meetups, felt an unusual sense of foreboding—a tension that didn’t suit the typical run-of-the-mill check-ins. Blythe’s seat remained empty. Ramona drummed her fingers on her laptop, restless by her absence as well.
In an unspoken exchange, Ramona met Quinn’s eyes before seizing her and Blythe’s laptops. She apologized as she tipped around people to exit. Off to locate her team lead.
Quinn flicked at her phone, praying for any correspondence from Blythe. Not a damn thing. She heaved in a deep breath and took control of the situation. Her forte.
She plugged her laptop into the now free cord for presenting, casting a brief glare at Cody. The asshole struck Quinn as...pleased with the situation? Why the hell would he like this? The redesign would impact Advertising big time.
“Okay, it’s best that we start on time. I know everyone has a lot going on, especially with this meeting being so last-minute,” she pronounced, agitated when Jared sat back into his $3000 ergonomic chair with an annoyed grunt. Her comment hadn’t been an intentional insult, great. “Understandably, we’re all eager for a glimpse at the earliest stages of the redesign.”
“Will Blythe be there?” Jared’s voice thundered through the speakers as his mouth pressed into his expensive mic. They hadn’t accounted for his ineptitude. Quinn lowered the volume to spare their eardrums.
Cody chimed in like he’d been asked. Sandy brows high, smile deceptively measured. “She’s here, Jared. Well, she was.”
“Blythe and I broke down the process, a timeline, and concept visuals. You’ll be pleased.” Quinn brought up the slideshow. Whoever rigged the screen made sure to keep half of it on the C-suite in a split screen. She’d get every reaction from the CEO in real time. Like a king in his condo, presiding over his media-bound court. Hooray.
Quinn shook her hair off to one side, wishing she’d brought anything to band it out of her face. Thankfully, she could get through the beginning of the presentation on her own, as it outlined the marketing side and how the redesign will affect the rest of the departments. However, it would soon veer into Blythe’s specialized system, the contributions of her team, correspondence with third-party contributors, and more design-centric stuff she couldn’t tackle without sounding out of her depth. Nia Wilkes, Director of Video Production and Blythe’s cohort, couldn’t hide her concern. She rubbed a hand over her ornate dreads, peeking at the door every so often. This empathy both comforted Quinn and freaked her the fuck out because why were people missing?
Midway into carrying on, Quinn’s phone buzzed for a text message. Once, then twice. Then three times. Scott Danson from Product, who loathed Jared with the intensity of a thousand service requests, peered up from his phone. Even he felt a disturbance.
Now, Quinn was a professional. She knew in her heart of corporate hearts to ignore her goddamned phone, especially while walking the highest-ranking people at ScrollCycle through what felt like a make-or-break pitch. She should’ve had her phone on silent, as she always remembered. Before today, that is. Cody smugly shook his head, too amused to not be evil.
So, she did that. Ignored her phone.
For about fifteen seconds.
“My apologies. This could be important,” she stated as steadily as a millennial scanning her texts in the middle of a speech. Her heart stopped once she began reading.
RAMONA – 12:17 PM
 
Hey this isn’t good 
 
Blythe is having a full-blown panic attack. We’re in the bathroom 
 
Still calming her down 
Quinn pressed two fingertips to her temple, careful not to rub her eyes like she wanted. In a long exhale, she muttered, “Fuck.”
Then she froze.
Oh god, she said ‘fuck’ aloud.
Seriously, they were a media company in New York City. People cursed. But there was a time and place. Not to mention many of the C-suite types were closet conservatives.
Nobody (physically in the room nor remotely) watched the presentation anymore. They were watching Quinn.
She could probably bullshit her way through the rest of the slideshow. For anything too technical, she could preface that Blythe would send a detailed pdf following the meeting for more insight. She could save face. Namely, her face that ignited to a hundred degrees. That conflicted with Jared’s needs, though. Otherwise, the bastard would have asked for a document. He and the stakeholders requested reassurance, regardless of how the same stakeholders had impeded Blythe from hitting her marks and due dates.
On top of that, she and Blythe were good work-friends. Undermining her, even accidentally, wouldn’t ever sit right with Quinn.
“Uh, hey,” Nia hissed. Quietly, though it rang like bells. “Is everything all right?”
Quinn pinned on a tight smile. She’d resigned herself to looking like a fool again. “Yes. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll be right back.”
And before her corporate instinct took over, she trotted out of the room.
The nearest bathroom contained eight navy blue stalls; Quinn followed Blythe’s labored breathing to the furthest stall away. Her high heels echoed in her sprint. The attendees of the check-in would wait for only so long.
The stall door flew open for Quinn. In it, Ramona and Blythe stood facing each other in the cramped space. Search results for de-escalating a panic attack glowed from Ramona’s phone. Even in times of intense stress, Quinn’s feather tickled.
Quinn placed a careful hand on Blythe’s forearm. The woman’s ashen appearance had devolved to pasty. Sweat beaded her hairline and bled through her dress shirt, her hands white-knuckling her laptop. In no condition to conduct a meeting.
“What do you need us to do?” Quinn sounded much more secure than she felt.
“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Blythe wept. Her breathing came out hiccup-y, devoid of control. “I hadn’t slept all night. Anders warned me not to come in today. I—I thought⁠—”
Ramona pinched at her phone screen, absorbed in text passages, then directed some to Blythe. “Just um, concentrate on breathing. You’re safe with us.”
Blythe nodded until her head blurred, tears staining her concealer. Her nostrils flared.
Quinn concentrated on keeping a calm demeanor. “You don’t have to go in there. I’ll cancel.”
“Yeah, fuck’em,” Ramona muttered, pulling a hesitant smile from Blythe.
“Archer.” Blythe slapped a clammy hand over Quinn’s. “Don’t cancel. It would screw us over.”
Not fond of going there, Quinn blew out a breath. “Okay.”
They listened to someone in another stall flush a toilet and go to the sink to wash her hands. Awkward. Once that person left, Ramona spoke up again, “I’ll take over.”
Before either Quinn or Blythe could counter, Ramona flipped open her laptop, adamant about her decision. The crease between her brows was so cute. “That’s why you brought me in as Blythe Jr., right? Baby Blythe becomes a woman today. I got this, boss.”
“I think that’s a great idea.” Quinn tried her hardest to temper her swoon.
With a determined nod goodbye, Ramona squeezed past Quinn through the doorway.
Relieved to have a plan, Quinn patted Blythe’s shoulder. “Take the time you need. Then, go straight home and rest. Please.”
“Thank you, Archer. You’re a real friend.”
A wholesome warmth washed over Quinn. “Yes. Same.”
She’d overstayed her time away. Nonetheless, Quinn found it impossible to stride out of there, past Ramona who, despite her frown of concentration on the slides she scrolled through, revealed her nervousness through wincing.
Quinn drifted a hand over the softness of Ramona’s jawline, whispering, “You’re a lifesaver.”
“I’m underdressed.” In addition to the eyelashes, her gesture toward herself revealed more stress. “Shit.”
Ramona’s black skinny pants were fine. The 90s cartoon shirt normally wouldn’t get a second look, but the CEO was a traditional guy beyond his pomp and bluster about his progressive nature. “Go to my office. There’s a black blazer in the bottom drawer of my desk.”
Ramona angled her lips to smile into Quinn’s palm. “You keep spare blazers in your office?”
Refusing to fall for her teasing, Quinn smoothed a thumb along her cheek. “Don’t take long.”
Then, Quinn moved in, ever so tenderly pressing a kiss to each of Ramona’s eyelids. When Ramona opened her eyes, the jitters slowed, accompanied by a longing that took Quinn’s breath away. It was going to be a challenge to keep this love to herself.
Quinn returned to the meeting with double the energy than before. Cody had taken over, regaling the room with the goals of Advertising, which as much as she couldn’t stand the guy, she appreciated. Quinn thanked everyone for their patience and dove right back into the presentation as if the last fifteen minutes had never happened.
Ramona arrived soon after her, garnering a few chuckles when she made a joke about her manager hogtied somewhere. Then, she simply explained Blythe’s absence as an emergency and connected her laptop to project the slide deck. Quinn smiled hard, as Ramona, who hated faking for corporate, turned out to be a natural at working the room. Jared imparted a few smiles of his own.
During the Q&A that Quinn would have bombed had Ramona not been present, Cody attempted to take control of the conversation. He brought up a website refresh by a tangentially related publication that he’d find preferable to the mood boards and ideas laid out by Blythe’s team. To Quinn’s (and a few others’) astonishment, Ramona quite loudly snort-scoffed at his proposal. She spelled out how that wouldn’t suit ScrollCycle’s mission nor its voice. She went on, clarifying how Blythe, the designers, and their ‘incredible marketing team’ worked tirelessly to come to their decisions and they had the means to justify it. For the first time in probably his entire life, Cody stammered and fell silent so obviously that everyone present swapped widened eyes. Scott and Nia hid smiles behind their hands.
Smirking, the CEO asked a couple more questions, then went into a closing statement of his own. Meaning he held them hostage for fifteen more minutes. Time constraints meant nothing to him.
Underneath the table, Quinn sent a message out to her best friend.
QUINN – 1:16 PM

 

Remember that jerk Cody I mentioned? Ramona put him in his place in front of our CEO. 

Tara, not one to stray far from her phone, responded to Quinn’s now silenced notifications. The first reply was a link to finger flexing exercises.
TARA – 1:20 PM
 
I believe these will help you thank her 
Quinn clasped a hand over her mouth to stifle a cackle. Holding it in hurt. Ah, her friend and her one-track mind. Regardless, she discreetly practiced those exercises for the remainder of the meeting.
It seemed ridiculous to get to business as usual. Quinn daydreamed at her desk, not worried if it was obvious to passersby. Blythe made it home in one piece, the CEO was happy, and she loved Ramona more than ever. Quinn flexed her fingers as she stared blankly at her computer monitor. None of these programs, these documents meant a damn thing. So, out came her phone.
QUINN – 2:04 PM

 

You’re on my mind. 

The feeling had to have been mutual, as Ramona texted back a second later.
RAMONA – 2:04 PM
 
Same. I’m still wearing your blazer 
 
My team says I look better like this. Look what you’ve done 
QUINN – 2:06 PM

 

Haha, you always look good. Are you busy? 

RAMONA – 2:06 PM
 
Why? 
QUINN – 2:07 PM

 

Let’s leave. Like right now. 

Running her tongue under her canines, Quinn’s skin blazed once Ramona replied in earnest.
RAMONA – 2:10 PM
 
Yes! Where will you take me? 
QUINN – 2:11 PM

 

My apartment 

 

I want you. 

Ramona didn’t send back words. Quinn got something better. A photo of Ramona’s bag being packed elicited the cackle she’d held in earlier. When she recovered, her heart palpitations sparked her into action. This was going to happen.
Oh, god.
QUINN – 2:15 PM

 

Meet you outside. 
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Tension on the subway. On a normal day, it stemmed from unwittingly smushing body parts with a stranger in a muggy, packed train car. Or avoiding eye contact with a dude raving about the end of days.
A refreshing couple of hours before the post-workday rush, Ramona reveled in the superior tension: being pressed arm-to-arm with Quinn, exchanging sly glances. Quinn crossed her leg to trap Ramona’s calf beneath hers, her fragrance crisp, intoxicating, and preferable to any scents underground.
Ramona fooled herself into letting go of sex. It wasn’t the end-all, be-all if it meant security and lifelong friendship with Holly. Then she and Quinn Archer tug-of-warred over a flat white and the universe shined a light on her true desires. She imagined the tide changes for Quinn, too, because—wow, just wow—they were essentially in heat. They could meow all night with their tails in the air like Martín’s calico before she got spayed. Ramona bit her lip, on the precipice between laughter and arousal.
“What’s so funny?” Quinn fiddled through loose strands of Ramona’s hair, sending tingles up her neck.
Unthinking, Ramona replied, “Spaying cats.”
There must be a pot for every lid because Quinn grinned, undeterred. “That’s not what I’m thinking.”
Hot enough to burn a hole through the plastic seat and fall onto the tracks, Ramona wrapped an arm around Quinn, resting a hand on her hip. Better access to whisper, “What do you want to do to me first?”
“That’s a dangerous question.”
“I will exit at the next stop if you don’t tell me.”
The subway screeched to a halt for a family with their shopping bags and sensible walking shoes to clamor in and, sure as shit, Ramona didn’t honor her bluff. Glued in place, Ramona glanced at the overhead subway sign. Three stops until Quinn’s. Until the inevitable.
She appreciated Quinn’s patience for the past week and a half. She’d been attentive, an avid listener. In fleeting moments, Ramona would catch Quinn’s lingering gaze on her neck, or feel the shock of an extra helping of tongue in a goodbye kiss. Sometimes, she’d shiver at Quinn’s breathy timbre over the phone.
Anticipation was the secret sauce to the most flavorful, succulent sex. Quinn’s exes probably wasted no time peeling back their bedsheets for her, as someone that elusive could change her mind at any moment.
“I want…” Quinn’s lips skimmed Ramona’s ear into a deep flush. “You pressed against my wall. At mercy to my tongue. Does that appeal to you?”
Ramona closed her eyes in a faint quiver. Drowning out the chatter of the other train inhabitants regaling their day, of someone subjecting them to their mixtape instead of using headphones. “Mm, it does. Are you drafting a mental itinerary?”
“You have no idea.”
Ambling through crosswalks to Quinn’s building, they continued to flirt. Every syllable an innuendo, a precursor to their fingers and mouths and hips where they’d only dreamt of going while languishing at work.
Work. Quinn proposed they ditch work, and they did. Ramona could kiss her for that. She planned to.
Presenting in Blythe’s place steamrolled any semblance of Ramona’s brainpower for design anyway. Not to mention reckoning with that dick, Cody. She’d casually disliked him before like one would a misogynistic slur penned on a public bathroom door. Then, he locked his mealy eyes on Quinn. With his grossly slicked hair and overcooked tan, he paid no mind to her shrinking in discomfort. Quinn Archer, who could and did run circles around him, wasn’t a fucking shrinker. So, Ramona mastered the art of cat-like steps in a silent, swift trip from the conference room to the two of them to shut it down.
Nasty blond Cody thought he was the Ken to Quinn’s Corporate Barbie. Little did he know girls like Quinn and Ramona grew up mashing two Barbies’ plastic faces together.
This prompted Ramona to board the tiny elevator with Quinn, asking, “Toys. Uh, do you have any?”
Quinn paled. “Well, yes. Yes. A couple of vibrators that…I’m so unprepared. You see, I—” She jabbed the third-floor button with a knuckle. The symbolism. “I usually use my fingers on myself and...I can charge something.”
This barrage of nervousness stimulated Ramona’s empathetic side. However, hearing Quinn allude to masturbating hit her square in the vagina. She clenched involuntarily. “I don’t need toys. Curiosity got the best of me.”
Ramona decided to shut up until Quinn unlocked her door. The woman clearly needed to recover. Inside, Quinn didn’t even kick off her heels; she rushed to the kitchen sink to wash her hands. Ramona wouldn’t have been shocked if she ran her face under the faucet. The new flush on her was something serious.
“Today was crazy.” Ramona cleared her throat, proud she left the borrowed blazer at her desk. “Can I have a shot? Is that too gauche to ask?”
Quinn shook her head, rustling through her cabinets and island in mechanical movements. She lifted a yellow-lidded bottle, eyed its text, and poured out two shots for them. In the meantime, Ramona washed her hands, too. Clean hands were tantamount to what would happen soon.
“Tara bought this.” Quinn handed a glass over. “It’s lemon vodka.”
“Yum,” Ramona intoned, lapping up the visual of Quinn in her clicky heels. She offered her shot glass to toast with Quinn.
Their glasses clinked. A melodic sound before they downed their drinks. The sharp lemon notes aided in a satisfying burn. Ramona blew her lips in a short raspberry and waggled her arms like someone about to dive for the US team. And, as Quinn clacked closer, having a height advantage in heels, her stomach lurched with the same amount of adrenaline.
Quinn stroked at Ramona’s chin, tilting her head upwards. “You know my hesitation due to past relationships. If...if something isn’t working for you, will you say so?”
“I doubt anything won’t work,” Ramona breathed out as sincerely as she could. That question, as considerate as it was, showed a lapse in confidence. “But yes, I would. I’m vocal. I’ll speak up and I hope you’ll do the same.”
She hummed in agreement. “You don’t mind my questions.”
“Again, I’m vocal. Including when I fuck.” Testing newfound boldness, Ramona dipped down and drew one of Quinn’s slender fingers into her mouth. It tasted so fresh, sliding further along her tongue. In turn, Quinn pulled in a sharp breath. The most kissable lips on earth parted, so ready.
Ramona palmed her way along Quinn’s hips as she licked and moaned around her finger in a way that made her feel wanton and alluring. Quinn’s eyes shuttered with a hunger Ramona imagined of sharks before they went in for the kill. Those sharp teeth would be put to work.
In quick succession, Quinn removed her finger and brought her tongue in as an enthusiastic replacement. Chill bumps riddled every pore as they kissed; the subtle waxiness of lipstick coated Ramona’s tongue. Quinn whisked an arm underneath her shirt, holding her in place by the back of her neck to kiss harder. Ramona’s knees threatened to buckle, her throat dried, and her nipples could pierce holes through her bra cups.
Miraculously standing, Ramona channeled a stereotyped woman of the Victorian era, wilting backward. Leaving the fate of her body in Quinn’s capable arms. Their kisses continued in the most starved way. Where if full-tongue licks weren’t enough, biting sufficed. Ramona’s toes curled as the point of one of Quinn’s fangs snagged her at the corner of her mouth. It was so damn sexy; she wished a wound would be left permanently. She moaned loudly at the thought and it sparked Quinn to pin her with a dark stare.
Fuck, that look.
Intimidatingly amorous desire. And...and something else Ramona didn’t have the headspace to ruminate on.
Heart double-timing like their first meeting, Ramona swept her in again. Quinn’s hair was silk between her fingers. Every day at ScrollCycle, Ramona dedicated several minutes to fantasizing about doing this, in an alternate world where she couldn’t be bothered by workplace propriety.
This round of kissing tipped into desperation. Deep kisses from before devolved into scattered breaths and moans and lips and teeth out of rhythm like they were still fighting temptation. Maybe they were.
And finally, Ramona got respite as Quinn made good on her wish and pressed her against the closest wall. Quinn left a hungry trail down her neck and along the jawline she admired so much. Hearing her soft, erratic whines like a woman on the brink soaked Ramona. She ran her fingertips from around Quinn to the front of her dress, squeezing through the material.
The first sample of Quinn’s breasts. Ramona’s pants would slide off of her at this rate.
Ramona tapped the right code. Quinn’s mouth found Ramona’s and it was so warm, so wet. At a slower, exploratory pace. The sensuality of mapping out her mouth so expertly fried Ramona’s brain. And so did the tug of her pants being unbuttoned and unzipped.
“Can I?” Quinn asked in a voice struggling against arousal.
Go-getter Marketing Director Archer hadn’t lied about this side of her. She exuded a careful, ridiculously sexy temperament. Dimly, Ramona tried to remember what underwear she chose that morning as she murmured against Quinn’s mouth. “Please. God, please take me.”
The subtle zest of lemon flowed into Quinn’s short sigh. Then, her eyes wandered to the open pants. She teased her own lip as she slid her hand down the front of Ramona’s panties in a torturously slow motion. Running over smooth skin Ramona could pat herself on the back for keeping attractively tended to, down to a very, very wet center. Quinn visibly swallowed and Ramona held her breath so she wouldn’t come right then and there.
A new kiss caught Ramona off guard. It grazed her lips like a thank you. But that sweetness took a turn when Quinn’s other hand yanked at the waistband of Ramona’s tight pants, clawing for more room. Ramona reached to help, but two fingers dipped into her, and she needed to not implode. Holy fuck, why did her touch feel electric in the best way? What the hell was with this connection?
Quinn’s startled moan reciprocated her shock. She probably wondered the same.
Choosing not to question it, Ramona sucked in a stuttered breath and rocked her hips to draw the fingers fully inside. A pleasure this confounding could alter her mind, body, and soul. May as well participate.

PAIRING WITH RAMONA ST. Germaine revolutionized Quinn. First, on leaving work early, even if there were loose ends on projects. Then, for her perspective on dates. And now, sex.
At thirty-six years old, Quinn had viewed sex as a necessary part of a relationship—a pretty normal outlook. Boring, but normal. Occasionally it was memorable; most of the time just okay.
‘Just okay’ orgasms existed. She’d languidly writhed through plenty. Being the sexually passive half of her relationships fell in her favor for this. The chase distracted the pursuer from picking up on Quinn’s lack of passion.
That all changed. The same woman who planned out her opening statement for a panel while an ex-girlfriend went down on her had been possessed by some lustful sapphic nymph. Every thrust into Ramona echoed between her own legs. It unsettled her, it felt that amazing.
And she found difficulty keeping her lips off Ramona, too. The solution to the world’s problems (or maybe Quinn’s problems) rested on those soft, tantalizing lips. So, she kissed and kissed and bit and kissed and licked like this fountain had a time limit. Lips on lips while an indescribably decadent softness held her fingers in place.
Ramona was beautifully pliant. She yielded to Quinn’s touch with a vulnerability she found spellbinding. It harkened back to her comparison of Ramona to water. Of limp limbs and the world’s smoothest skin. Furthermore, Ramona’s moaning, oh hell. Harmonic, free, and Quinn wanted it on repeat.
Her fingers had slowed to cautious, shallow thrusting. It took no sex goddess to know that Ramona was on the razor-thin edge of a rather gorgeous orgasm. With her head thrown to the side, neck tensing, mouth agape.
Regardless, Quinn licked the shell of her ear and had to ask, “Are you about to come for me?”
Ramona blinked, expression sensually anguished. A usually talkative woman could only whimper helplessly.
Sparing not a second longer, Quinn shoved at the rest of Ramona’s pants. They were a bitch to push off thighs that’d gone a little sticky from all the exertion and teasing. Ramona cobbled together enough strength to help kick them off. Trapped in her oppressive dress, Quinn dropped to her knees. Her heels clattered off behind her, scraping the hardwood floor.
She timed her next move right, sliding her fingers out and leaving no room for Ramona to lose momentum as her mouth latched onto her slit. Quinn meant every bit of ‘mercy at her tongue’ as she dove in.
Quinn had performed on her fair share of women, but nobody’s bodily chemistry ever begged to be ravished like this. Wildly appetizing, as if scientists created a secretion perfectly crafted for Quinn Archer’s tastebuds. Except scientists were Ramona and Quinn was moaning into her like licking pussy would be outlawed in the next few minutes.
“Godfuckingdamn,” Ramona wailed to the ceiling, in a husky half-whisper. She stiffened through a shuddering climax and afterward, her body kept going. Also possessed. “Fuck, Quinn, god.”
Quinn couldn’t let up. Her fingers dug into the flesh of Ramona’s thighs to guide her hips canting for more against her tongue and lips. She kissed reverent circles around her clit, thoroughly blessed to get this gift from the woman she loved. Then, Ramona drifted her hands through Quinn’s hair to drag it out of her face and the action seemed heaven-sent. A tender, thoughtful action in a sea of sensuality.
The next few minutes could only be described as Quinn making love with her mouth. While the first orgasm had been frantic and fevered, a need to race to the finish line didn’t influence the next one. It involved Ramona’s heavy, deep breathing and quiet swearing mixed with the drawn-out licks on Quinn’s part. Wetness painted her cheeks, her nose, and her chin as she kissed further and grazed her entrance with her tongue. She caressed Ramona’s legs and ass the whole time, mewling sounds of her pleasure, her exceeded expectations.
Quinn could consume her for hours, but Ramona’s moans soon sounded clipped, breaths higher in pitch. At the height of Ramona shivering for longer than before, Quinn curled two fingers back in their new favorite place and pumped deeply. She fluttered her tongue on her clit, intent on showing her what she couldn’t yet speak.
Ramona screamed this time and slumped roughly against the wall. Panting. A wet, hot mess. “Quinn, ugh, my Quinn,” she slurred in an incantation.
Her Quinn, her Quinn. Ramona had no idea what that did to her. Quinn followed a light stroke at her hair, rising to waiting lips.
They moaned into a lazy, deliciously sloppy kiss. Quinn felt charged, ready for more, though she worried Ramona might be too sensitive. Her hips twitched twice, adjusting to their distance from Quinn in sweet aftershocks.
“Ramona, Ramona,” Quinn breathed in a decidedly lovey-lusty state. In a high better than any edible she and Tara would split on the right occasion.
Fondness swelled from Ramona’s countenance, her tranquil smile. She circled her thumbs over either side of Quinn’s face. “I’m all over you.”
“Mmm.” Quinn rubbed onto the light smears of her lipstick around Ramona’s lips, jaw, and neck. “I’ve marked you all over, too.”
“Do I look like a clown?”
The traces of matte rose on her skin, this disheveled look from handling her luscious hair? “Not at all. You’re unbelievable.”
Wryness returned to Ramona’s grin. “I look well-fucked, is what you’re saying.”
Desire coiled at the pit of Quinn’s stomach. “It’s superb.”
“Your mouth is superb, dear god.”
They laughed together, stealing a kiss here and there. Quinn couldn’t believe this direction in her life. If only she could erect a shrine to honor Ramona and her banging body and those hips with a mind of their own. “You’re beyond the sexiest being on earth. I’m humbled.”
“That’s to be determined.” Ramona traced the backs of her knuckles down the snug fit of Quinn’s dress. “My vote isn’t in, and I haven’t seen you undressed yet.”
Quinn rolled her lips to hide her amusement. Tara convinced her to wear something seductive underneath her clothes all week, on the off chance that Ramona—Tara’s words—would ‘come to her senses and take you out your misery.’ “I want to see all of you. Take off your shirt?”
The question rather than command could’ve compromised the sexiness, but Ramona stepped away to take her direction anyway. That is, after dragging her panties back on ‘to preserve decorum.’
They laughed again. Though all laughter ended as Ramona flaked off her 90s shirt to reveal a piece that drenched Quinn all over again.
Ramona, all legs and soft angles and silky skin stood in what would power Quinn’s daydreams for a lifetime. A practically see-through balconette bra and cheeky panties that fit her contours like they’d been tattooed on. Ramona’s arms lowered to her sides, smile undeterred. She knew she’d knocked it out of the park.
Quinn’s abdomen tensed, powerless to this craving for more, despite the soreness on her knees. She chanced touching her, right on a breast, shivering. The nipple pebbled after a slow circuit with her fingertips. Ramona sighed, eyelids threatening to close. A body this responsive was a marvel. “Again. Sexiest being on earth. You’re breathtaking.”
“Now you.” Ramona edged away teasingly. “Show me what’s hidden beneath your blazers and fancy skirts.”
Quinn grasped Ramona’s hand, noting its own intimacy. Hiding their relationship at work meant not too many instances where she could lace their fingers together and kiss each knuckle. “It’s time for you to see my room.”

AFTER LOSING herself in orgasms of tectonic magnitude, Ramona wanted to fling herself backward onto Quinn’s bed and boing into the air. Because holy hell, Quinn reduced her to molten ash. Ramona could lift a truck in this condition. Or move a can across a table with her mind like the fraudsters online. Yes, telekinesis. She could do that shit.
Casting those intrusive thoughts aside, she mounted her girlfriend’s platform bed similarly to a regular human of her age range.
“You and Tara are a decorating dream team,” Ramona slinked into a pose she hoped looked irresistible. “I should hire you to spruce up my room.”
Quinn paused in step to view her bedroom, possibly trying to see it through Ramona’s eyes. The frameless mirrors, a silver lamp. Succulents dotted the windowsill and a pull-out desk.
A serious, rich green pigmented the dark walls, suspending them in perpetual night. A cream-colored accent wall added brightness, as well as the curtains and fabrics on the bed and a nearby chair. Quinn had the bedroom of a catalog; it appeared almost unlived in. A little cold.
“Thanks. Tara loves a theme.” Quinn removed two earrings and swept over to a jewelry case to store them. “The previous tenant painted it. My super offered to cover it in the usual beige, but this suited me fine.”
Quinn’s evening rituals intrigued Ramona. She imagined existing in her space on the regular, becoming a mainstay long enough for it to feel second nature. Strangely, the prospect of domesticity turned her on more.
Ramona traced the textured pattern on the duvet, mumbling, “That piercing is sexy.”
Quinn peeked over at Ramona pointing to her own ear for the exact placement. Smile blooming, she explained, “Ah, the stud in my tragus. I got it on St. Mark’s for my eighteenth birthday and my mom was furious. Anything more than a single hole in each earlobe’s too provocative for her.”
“My mother reacted to Lydia’s first tattoo like she’d disown her.” Ramona smiled at the memory. Her sister was the stoic, athletic daughter bearing feminist tattoos and a chip on her shoulder. She would’ve borne the brunt of gay speculation if Ramona hadn’t fucked up with the erotic book. “That glimmer of edge suits you. When we’re at work and you gather your hair and there it is, like a little surprise.”
If the concept of sex had eyes, it’d be what Quinn aimed at Ramona at that moment. She switched gears, swinging her hips as she advanced towards the bed. Towards Ramona. “Sweet talker. I’ll keep it in for you, then.”
Ramona received a series of tender, decadent kisses. Earlier, supported by the kitchen wall, their attachment had a different vibe than now. In a room Quinn slept in every night. With the branding book on the side table and the color-coordinated closet. She engrossed herself in the bed’s fabulous comfort, its sheets Quinn definitely scoured hundreds of reviews for until she made an informed purchase.
“Do you want to unzip me?” Quinn asked against her lips.
As Quinn lived alone, she certainly knew how to remove her dress on her own. So, this was a come-on. A little theater Ramona hadn’t anticipated. She added growl to her, “Turn around.”
Upon the bed, Ramona moved to her knees for good balance as Quinn followed her order. She playfully groped, pretending to search for the zipper, before revealing a long V of super smooth skin. Smooth skin and—Ramona’s heart somersaulted—the lacy back of a short corset bra.
She took her lips on a heated trip, bathing every visible bump of her spine with her tongue. Quinn’s past lovers sucked because the woman gasped uninhibitedly at every lick. Ramona pawed to push off the dress when Quinn backed away.
Not uttering a word, Quinn met her eyes and slowly stripped off the top of the dress, one sleeve at a time. Ramona collapsed in awe. She was too gay for this. Quinn Archer was risking Ramona’s health.
What little Ramona wore may as well have been a full puffer coat and downy pants. Sweltering couldn’t begin to describe this feeling. Ramona propped her head on her hand while her eyes roved. Strip tease scenes in movies tended to be awkward or corny, but now she was a believer. Her vision blurred when the dress’s material slid off the flare of Quinn’s hips.
Evidently, her strip tease and her audience’s appreciation wound Quinn up, too. Cheeks flushed, she hesitated to say, “I’m not one to put on a show. I’m so...you’re just so...”
“You’re immaculate, Quinn. I loved every second of it.” Ramona’s heart sped up at how Quinn jerked at the ‘love’ mention. Then, Ramona lost all thoughts once she got a good eyeful of Quinn’s ass in lace. “Are uh, are you always dressed like this under your sexy business lady clothes?”
Quinn smirked over her shoulder, garnering a giggle. “Sexy, you say?”
“Well, yeah. C’mon.”
“Mm, yes. More or less.”
Ramona fell back onto the pillows, bouncing slightly as she landed. She could come like this, off the conversation and her imagination alone. “There goes any shred of concentration at work. Please disregard the terrible graphics coming your way. They won’t make a lick of sense.”
The bed dipped when Quinn sat at her side. Her fingers drew a path up and down Ramona’s abdomen, not letting up when Ramona quivered. “If it helps, Tara encouraged me to wear sexier lingerie after I told her about our date night here.”
“Really?” Ramona gazed up the line of Quinn’s neck, to her face. “What did you tell her?”
Quinn furrowed her brow. “Am I not supposed to?”
“I don’t mind. Do I sound like a catch? Tara’s opinion may be more important than your mother’s.”
“You’re onto something there.” She smiled, fading to something more serious. Hair hanging to the side, swaying. “Trust me. You’re all I’ve wanted and then some.”
That was a confession. Ramona could die happy, hot damn. Her temperature rose, mouth dried. The tracing on her stomach held more promise than she could articulate at that moment. Because Quinn loved her, right?
Quinn also would head for the hills if Ramona straight-up asked. Maybe.
Ramona compartmentalized this for the time being. She could be reading too deeply, only to be disappointed and embarrassed all over again. Her track record backed this up. She selected the safest route—to say nothing. To let their actions do the talking.
She cupped Quinn’s face, dizzied by this development. Quinn nuzzled into Ramona’s palm. All affection and lust and...well, the biggest thing. The thing that inspired Ramona to pull her down and kiss. They kissed well and often; it would bring them back to speed.
They leisurely explored over skin and their bits of undergarments. Rolling to and fro, lips only parting to whisper comments that had grown more and more suggestive as the minutes progressed. Based on an especially lewd request and insistent fingers stroking Ramona between her legs, Quinn was on the verge of taking charge and eating her out again. Though the possibility absolutely flooded Ramona, she deserved some power, too, damn it!
“Hey,” Ramona breathed beneath Quinn, hitching as a rogue finger glided through her inner labia. She’d be moaning putty again if she didn’t regain some traction. “How often do you touch yourself?”
Quinn’s dark eyes went skyward. “God. That again.”
“Well?.”
“Um…” Her hand ceased its onslaught on Ramona to run through her own hair. “A few times a week.”
Ramona kissed her to ease the embarrassment and distract from her body-length shudder. “I can tell you’re well-practiced because damn, your attention and precision on me.”
Quinn made an inhuman noise of lust and regret. There was probably a German word for it.
“Did you do it after our date? After you were grinding on my lap on the couch?”
“Ramona, please.” Quinn worked her bottom lip, showing off her canines. “Later that night, I did. A lot.”
Ramona had ascended to a higher plane. She danced her tongue around Quinn’s piercing how she wished to dance elsewhere. “Show me. Show me what you do when you’re alone.”
While she anticipated more of a back and forth, Quinn pleasantly surprised her again. She crawled further up the bed, shoving pillows into a favorable formation to lie down. Quinn crooked a finger, come hither.
Could anyone’s reality top this? Ramona could jump for joy.
“You’re smiling so hard.” Quinn fussed, though she smiled similarly.
“This may be the best night of my life.”
Ardent enough to singe the bedsheets, Ramona shuffled over to lock their lips in a long and hopefully comforting kiss. This would be a profoundly intimate present; she could hop around her apartment to her speakers blasting later.
Quinn’s expression had grown dazed once they separated. She pulled off her panties and flung them somewhere in the room. This was sexily transactional as she husked out, “Take that off,” with a sharp nod at Ramona’s chest.
Ramona submitted with little thought, staring at Quinn’s nude lower half. Her bra now hung from the lamp for all she cared. “Done.”
Then, Quinn pressed her head to a pillow as she reached between her thighs and flicked lightly. Her eyes, so beautifully framed by eyeliner and perfect lashes, vacillated between watching Ramona’s face, her breasts, the rest of her, and fixing back on her breasts. Eyes shuttered, poised to bite a chunk out of her. Two of her skilled fingers pressed rhythmically onto her clit and her legs separated to accommodate.
“That’s how you like it?” Ramona kissed her neck, drawing her fingers up the lines of that sexy corset bra. Then over her cleavage bouncing through every shaking breath. Taking mental notes on what set Quinn off.
Quinn moaned with abandon. The loudest one yet. The tendons in her neck flexed under Ramona’s lips.
This vulnerability impacted Ramona. Quinn risked the post-coital emptiness to share this experience. There was no way Ramona would let Quinn feel that emptiness from her. She promised herself that and her pulse hammered for reasons unrelated to sex.
Ramona dragged her lips up to her ear again. Quinn’s eyes were resolutely closed. Feeling the moment herself. “Do you ever think about me when you’re doing this?”
“Exclusively,” Quinn responded in the most strained voice she’d ever heard. Must’ve been close. “Since you whispered, ‘fuck me’ in my office that day, you’ve dominated my nights. God, Ramona, I wanted to push you on my desk, rip through your tights, and drive my fingers into you. I⁠—”
This marked the critical stage of tapping in, so Ramona fit her hand beneath Quinn’s before she could shatter. Visualizing that office fantasy spurred an almost intimidating onslaught of desire. After Ramona devoted a minute to swirl into the arousal and vocalize a strangled moan, she leaned her breasts closer.
Quinn latched warm lips around a nipple in no time, shooting Ramona’s ardor so far, she had to squeeze her thighs together. While Quinn ran her tongue in sharp laps, she skated a palm over the other nipple. Ramona saw stars; this was too perfect.
“Up here,” Ramona hissed. She guided them to lie face to face. Her fingertips teased Quinn’s entrance with a probe or two. “I’m testing my theory.”
About filling her. About the sexiness of that hallowed moment. A flash of understanding molded Quinn’s face.
Then, Ramona slipped her fingers in all the way. To clinging heat, to a feeling racier than her fantasies. And she watched for Quinn’s expression.
It didn’t stand a chance of disappointing. Quinn sucked in an labored gulp of air, her eyes drifting into some far-off place before refocusing seconds later on Ramona’s face. Strands of dark hair slipped over her face and they moved with her quick, shallow breaths. Every cell of Ramona begged to kiss her more, but she couldn’t lose sight of any detail.
Quinn’s breathing rushed faster, eyes slacking closed. And she was coming around Ramona’s fingers. Fuck. Nothing was sexier.
They moaned and shook for an extended stretch of time. Yet, it energized Ramona for more. She scrambled up, keeping them intimately connected so she could kick her panties off and settle halfway onto Quinn. Her thigh served as leverage and a means to press her hand deeper as Quinn released her breasts from the corset. This left them both freely and blissfully nude. Flesh and softness and lips and thrusting.
Quinn draped her arms around Ramona’s neck for complete bodily connection. Their skin adhered from a fresh sheen of sweat; nature knew they weren’t meant to separate ever again. Ramona shivered at the sentimental slant to that and dove for the mouth always game for a life-altering kiss. Nothing tasted sweeter than the whimper before a climax that quaked the bed and rocked both their worlds.

SO THAT HAD BEEN the absent ingredient: love.
Quinn Archer, who’d coasted through relationships without the presence of a whole heart and mind required love for unbelievable sex. In this economy of hookup culture, dating apps, social media, and women galore who’d offered no-strings-attached relations.
She wasn’t merely a lover of fucking; she was a fucking lovemaker.
The dreaded hollowness didn’t rear its ugly, indifferent head. With Ramona panting into her chest, her full weight like the most sensuous blanket as they recuperated, Quinn was more than alive. She felt invincible.
“Spend the night,” Quinn whispered off a parched throat, lovingly detangling parts of Ramona’s hair with her fingers. They deserved cold water and a dinner delivery.
Ramona lifted her head, the poster child of allure. The sizable doe eyes, the dash of freckles, the fuller upper lip that’d grown plumper from all their kissing, the femininely angular shoulders. “Do I get to wear another one of your blazers to work?”
An insane part of Quinn aspired to dress Ramona in something so Quinn-like that everyone at ScrollCycle would know she was hers. “I have normal clothes, too, you know.”
“Uh huh, sure,” she replied through a smart-ass grin.
“Is that a yes?” Not to be obsessive, but she’d cry all night if Ramona left.
Ramona took a deep breath, then gently slipped those ridiculously talented fingers out. They moaned in unison. Quinn lost that fullness below, but her heart made up for it all.
Ugh, she’d become sappy.
Quinn’s heart picked up speed as Ramona held her hand to the light, observing the wetness coating it. Her heart then plummeted when Ramona sucked said wetness off with playful casualness. Quinn licked the corners of her own mouth to search for any remnants of Ramona.
Ramona finished with her hand, dipping down to tweak and lick at Quinn’s breasts. In a matter of minutes, the heat had gone up. A previous version of Quinn would be annoyed by initiating more. Instead, lovemaker Quinn petted Ramona’s hair from her face to facilitate. Her nipples were super sensitive, and she appreciated the gentle nature of Ramona’s touches. This stoked something Quinn wasn’t sure she could slow down.
Obeying a tug at her hair, Ramona’s elbow crawled upon Quinn’s mouth and offered her tongue. Quinn met that demand like she’d been starving for it. God, she hadn’t ever kissed anyone like this. Never had been vulnerable enough to exhibit this hunger until Ramona.
“I’ll stay with you.” Ramona sighed inches above her. “You might have to kick me out.”
Quinn spread her fingers over as much of Ramona’s back as she could reach. Ramona oozed sensuality, even in her jokey mood. A little too earnest, Quinn stressed. “I wouldn’t do that. Stay forever.”
Thankfully, Ramona didn’t seem to read into it. She’d begun gently, aimlessly rolling herself onto Quinn’s thigh. As if she couldn’t help herself.
But Quinn could help her.
She pushed herself into a sitting angle and, like a lustful angel straight from heaven, Ramona took the hint. Soon, they were huffing and exchanging rough kisses as Ramona rode Quinn’s hipbone. This had been improvised, as Quinn would’ve loved another reason to adore Ramona with her tongue. However, this position let her watch Ramona lose herself. Bouncing breasts, arms latched around Quinn’s neck like a lifeline. Nothing could replicate the pleasure of hot slickness on her abs and hips. Her heart gave up beating at a normal tempo.
Ramona quivered all over, calling out Quinn’s name.
“Yes,” Quinn moaned, intent on doing anything for her that second.
“Your fingers.”
Of course, she gave her those. Ramona steadily riding her fingers set Quinn on the path of combustion, so she pressed closer into her. Trying to add permanence to their union. Her center constricted on nothing, which was a first when it came to doing another person. Quinn gave voice to this in a babbling, “I’m coming. You make me come so hard. You make me so happy, love.”
Ramona had started to convulse herself, eyes now on Quinn’s. An openness reflected her own. “I didn’t—” She swallowed, bouncing out of sync as she got tighter around Quinn’s fingers. “I didn’t think I’d be this happy ever again. You’re my happiness.”
They rocked harder, moans on the cusp of otherworldly and obnoxious, and who gave a damn.
Quinn sure didn’t as she asked, “You know how I feel about you, right? Please say you do.”
“I do. Do you know how I feel?”
“Oh god, I do.”
They voiced I dos. Like a couple at the altar.
They were locked in on this. Mutually. Should they be afraid? Nervous? Out of their minds for jumping the gun?
Oh, fuck. Oh, fucking hell, Ramona was hers.
She couldn’t wrap her head around the scale of it all because Ramona’s orgasm, highlighted by a rather harsh scream, went more explosive than expected. Significant moisture coated Quinn’s stomach, and she could pass out; this evening would go down in history.
Ramona noticed the super wet revelation on a delay. And like a flip of a switch, sensuous sex nymph Ramona transformed into her hilarious, adorable other half. “Ah, oh, oh that’s me. Oh shit.”
She sprang from the bed into her slippers, narrowly missing a sharp turn out the door that would’ve ended their night in a trip to the hospital. But she corrected herself and disappeared. A minute later, she flew back in with a rolled hand towel.
“I never took this out of my backpack after our date. The universe is on my side,” Ramona proclaimed not unlike a superhero. She did an impressive nosedive back onto the bed and patted Quinn clean with tender care. “Please don’t break up with me. Your sheets probably took a long time to choose.”
Quinn blinked, dumbfounded and more amused than that. “You brought a towel for that date?”
“I didn’t assume I’d um, come all over the place like this. It was a precaution. If you need me to compensate⁠—”
She snatched Ramona by the chin, derailing her hilarious spiral. Imagine getting upset over such a grand finish. Sheets could be washed. “Are you kidding me? This a top-five moment. I honestly want to brag to anybody who’d listen, but that’d be highly inappropriate.”
“Got it.” Ramona dropped her shoulders, relieved. “You like my sprinkler action.”
“Literally where have you been all my life?”
Her girlfriend shrugged haplessly, wide eyebrows bouncing. “Brooklyn, mostly.”
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Affording an apartment sealed one of Ramona’s highest adult achievements.
Following a banner year for income and building up her client roster, she’d squirreled away the capital to escape her roommate situation with Daphne and Daphne’s girlfriend at the time, Luna. Luna had been a lot since they met her at a now-closed lesbian bar. But, everyone had a weakness; Luna’s 200-books-a-year reader capacity and dancer physique sucked Daphne down a drain of tedious arguments and disruptive make-up sex. Not the kindest environment for Ramona, who’d endured back-to-back underwhelming dates.
Without Holly visiting daily, Ramona wouldn’t have gotten out with a sound mind. Matinee indie moviegoing, bodega snack picnics on the rooftop, sleepovers, sunset bike rides—they could write books on preoccupying their time. Regardless, the pictures on Ramona’s bedroom wall could rattle from her roommates’ loud ass kink sex only so much before she and Holly scrolled through every Brooklyn-centric listing app. Open houses were their way of life until something fell within Ramona’s budget, preferred neighborhood, and overall aesthetic. Ramona signed the lease a month later.
The two-bedroom, one-bathroom apartment fit her expectations, but she’d grown bored after the first six months. Daphne and Luna may have dragged out the nuances of a viral opinion piece with the pretentiousness of ten internet trolls, but their banter was elite and so were their video game nights. Serendipity soon clocked in; Holly’s lease ran out and Ramona opened her doors to her.
That had been four years ago.
Her and Holly’s apartment showcased a comical number of wall outlets, a blessed lack of pests, and renovated drawers that did the satisfying soft-close thing. As a key hub of friendly hangouts, their home was the unofficial sanctuary.
Though recently, the kitchen faucet’s inconsistent water pressure pinched Ramona’s nerves. The shower temperature fluctuated more than before. A week of construction shook her awake at infuriatingly early morning hours. Whenever the landlord fixed something, another problem would irritate her. Were these a result of a decline in living conditions or did their sanctuary lose its lustre post-non-wedding?
Ramona bear-hugged a comfortably dense pillow. It belonged to Quinn. So did the bed where she stretched indulgently, her limbs and other parts contracting from fatigue.
She stirred awake, fully aware of exactly where she’d fallen asleep after hours of blissful intimacy, with breaks for food, water, and bathroom trips. Rarely did she take to someone’s bed so quickly—even Lydia and Vivian’s full-size pull-out after countless visits hadn’t felt this natural.
The telltale sound of typing brushed a smile across Ramona’s lips. Eyes shut, she patted for Quinn’s leg. She savored its astounding smoothness in a long, unhurried caress.
Typing stopped, left for Quinn’s sigh. It wasn’t an annoyed one, either. More like one after a spa day or finishing a satisfying story. Ramona’s knuckles tingled as Quinn tracked her fingers upon them, one at a time.
“What time is it?” A wisp of Ramona’s voice asked.
Quinn answered without missing a beat, “6:12 in the morning.”
“Why are you up so early?”
“Circling back from yesterday afternoon. Compiling my notes, sharing a copy of the presentation to the C-suite.”
“That’s responsible.”
“Sorry if I woke you.” Quinn’s touch traveled along Ramona’s arm, to her shoulder, raising gooseflesh. “I’m energized and figured I’d use that to my advantage.”
Content, Ramona mumbled into the pillow. “Don’t worry about it. I like waking up next to you.”
“I wish I were artistically inclined. You twisted in my bedsheets, the sun touching your back, deserves to be painted.”
That drop kicked Ramona’s heart into her throat. She swallowed it back down since she needed that thing to live. “You’re poetic, Quinn.”
“I mean every word.”
“On the topic of art: that was the best sex I’ve ever had and anyone ever will have past, present, or future.”
Quinn sputtered out a laugh. “I’d be remiss to disagree. We won.”
Every second not making flirty eyes with Quinn made no sense. She blinked them open and play-gasped in genuine delight at Quinn in a pajama set and... “You wear glasses.”
“Ah, these.” Her arm jumped like she’d meant to hide the white tortoise frames. “They’re my reading glasses. My eyes get tired because I’m a senior citizen.”
Ramona propped herself on her elbows for a better look. Exactly her type, with or without specs. “Are you for real? I swear you’re trying to get me to sleep with you again.”
“After last night, I’m always trying to do that,” Quinn said, coquettishly fluttering makeup-less eyes. Straight eyelashes, glasses, and the fair crinkles at her eyes more prominent. Magnificent.
This had Ramona question how she appeared for Quinn. Self-consciously, she swiped at her hair, feeling some curls bounce back in frizzy spirals. “Scale of one to a gazillion, how wild do I look?”
Quinn closed and pushed her laptop away, then took her time stroking at Ramona’s hair so sweetly, it threatened to make a tear shed. Quinn smiled fully; face relaxed in the subdued lighting. “Good luck getting a snarky comment about your appearance out of me. You’re beautiful.”
She punctuated that statement with short, affectionate kisses to Ramona’s forehead and her cheek. Ramona melted.
“I’ll probably work from home today, or take off entirely.” Ramona rubbed a hand over the fine cotton of the pillow she’d been hugging. “These feel amazing. I typically sleep on a satin or silk pillowcase. They frizz my hair less.”
“Good to know.” Quinn tapped a fingertip to her temple, logging the information. “I’d been wondering. Pet names. How do you feel about them?”
“In bed or in general?”
Quinn’s lip quirked as if she hadn’t considered the ‘in-bed’ angle. “Either.”
“They’re okay.” Ramona’s cheeks warmed at a tank top and shorts at the foot of the bed. Laid out for her, like room service. She pointed to them. Quinn nodded for her to go for it.
Ramona pulled the tank top over her head, continuing, “I’m pretty boring on that front. You can stick to normie nicknames: your babe, boo, honey. Last night, you called me love. That was nice.”
Quinn’s pointed silence allowed Ramona time to inelegantly shimmy on the black yoga shorts. Afterward, she crawled over and pressed a kiss to Quinn’s cheek. Her eyes burned for sleep, but priorities. “I get the biggest thrill when you call me by my name. Not Mona, but Ramona. You make me sound expensive. Like a fancy perfume—Eau de Ramona.”
Quinn peeked over her glasses, so afflicted by the weight of dropping the L word, Ramona wanted to kiss her more. She waited instead, for Quinn to reply, “I was jealous on your first day, hearing Shay Prescott call you Mona. I was like, ‘What the fuck, a nickname already?’”
Ramona laughed behind her hand. Shay’s undying allegiance to her fiancé thwarted any of that. “Sweet names and my own are my preference. Come to think of it, I had an ex-girlfriend who, without checking in, called me a ‘little whore’ in bed. I burst into tears, and, needless to say, things got unsexy fast. It was so humiliating because I felt prudish and childish for caring that much.”
If Ramona were a betting woman, she’d wager a dozen murder plots flashed behind Quinn’s darkened eyes. “Was it Holly?”
“Down, killer,” Ramona laughed, drawing her fingers through Quinn’s hair, massaging the length of her neck. “No, it wasn’t Holly. This ex apologized for days, but the magic died. Too awkward.”
Speaking of Holly, she’d received text messages from her in the middle of the night. Quinn had her hands quite preoccupied; those texts remained unread. As Ramona snatched up her phone to make sure she didn’t miss an emergency, she bounced the question back to Quinn. “How about you? Any nickname preferences I should know about?”
“I haven’t gotten many pet names.” Quinn rubbed at an eye behind a lens. “You’ll have to test them out on me.”
Ramona tossed her phone on a bedside table, where it’d been charging. After replying to Holly, she called out of work. A deep yawn possessed her. “Will do. I love saying your name, too.”
“I love it when you say my name,” Quinn breathed, yawning herself. She fluffed the nearest pillow to Ramona. “Now, please get more rest. I’ll wake you when I’m getting ready to go.”
A whine threatened to seep out of Ramona. Something exceptional colored this day full of hope and comfort and other stuff she’d been craving. She’d done her fair share of demanding Quinn’s time, however. Not unlike a kitten, she shuffled on all fours until she’d fit her head and back onto Quinn’s side. She even purred.
In minutes, the clicking of the laptop keyboard sprinkled the atmosphere with ASMR. Cool, cream-colored sheets, the softness of Quinn’s leg, the pounding of Ramona’s heart—all a recipe to say, “You’re gorgeous. I should tell you more but know I’m constantly thinking it.”
Was this the afterglow speaking? Or desperation for a long-lasting love? Ramona’s heart let her down in the past. And her brain, that wrinkled pink bastard, had left her a loopy glutton for bad judgment calls, too. She doubted her own emotional impulses, even as they swore up and down that this was endgame.
In previous relationships at this stage, she’d leave at dawn to sleep in her comfortable bed. Ramona put so much energy and money into the soft-but-not-too-soft mattress, the storage-forward bed frame, and pillowcases that wouldn’t seep her hair of moisture. So, why wasn’t she hopping into her clothes? Why did she stay?
She cooed at how Quinn made contact, gliding a hand up and down the curve of Ramona’s back a few times before she resumed typing. Like she needed her fix. Faintly, Quinn said, “You’re beyond the most captivating, stunning human I’ve ever laid eyes on.”
Soul singing the sweet songs she feared, Ramona sank further into the pillow. A squadron of sirens blared past the window—a staple of New York’s soundtrack—and Ramona didn’t even flinch. Sleep found her with a smile.

TARA – 8:39 AM
 
Did the exercises I sent help? 
THAT ROLLED into Quinn’s message inbox a couple of hours later. She laughed at the long scroll of fire and champagne emojis after she’d answered an all-encompassing:
QUINN – 8:44 AM

 

Yes. 

Quinn tied the lounge robe at her waist, scrutinizing her closet. Usually, she planned her outfits the night before, but she’d been inundated with a mouthful of Ramona St. Germaine.
The neutral rows of blazers and dresses and blouses and heels brought on frustration. Nothing spoke to her; nothing met her conditions. Quinn embraced the fluidity, the absolute pinnacle of release for the first time. Excuse her for not wanting to constrain it in a stuffy ready-to-wear cotton blend.
Making love to Ramona fit. It’d come intuitively and intoxicatingly, with excitement and ecstasy and a playful nature Quinn only faked until meeting her. Before, when memories emerged about most of her sexual encounters, she’d cringe. Now, she couldn’t get enough. Quinn needed more memories for her mental reel to replay during the most boring meetings. Probably for the productive ones, too.
She gave up on workwear for the time being, choosing instead to pack her laptop into a large handbag. After leaving that on a kitchen stool, she returned to her room to lay out more lender clothes. The sound of the bathroom shower had cut off, so Ramona would need something. Why squander more chances to see Quinn’s items all snug and fantastic on Ramona’s form?
A twinge of sadness touched Quinn. Coming home to Ramona would be ideal. Would it be too weird to ask her to spend the day in her apartment? Everything was so new.
She fanned out a fitted T-shirt and boyshorts on her bed. As heartbreaking as it’d be, Quinn left room for Ramona to pair this with her pants from yesterday and head home. Quinn allowed herself to swoon about earlier that morning, of Ramona’s bedhead and her arms in that tank top. If not for Ramona’s sleepy disposition, Quinn would have flipped her over and teased her until she begged to be licked.
Quinn shivered. She’d never had to remind herself to behave.
An insistent buzzing snatched her away from a rather raunchy reverie. She swiped up her phone vibrating by the bed, blanching at the contact name.
“Hello, Blythe?” She rushed to the kitchen. Couldn’t have the creative director hearing Ramona in the background. Seconds later, the bathroom door opened, and Ramona trotted into the bedroom in her towel, nudging the door behind her with her butt.
“Archer, hey,” Blythe greeted. She sounded in much better spirits. “Sorry for the morning call. Morning calls suck ass.”
Quinn laughed, shaking her head. “It’s more than fine. How are you?”
“Better. Got home yesterday, wiped out. I texted you and napped for at least four hours.”
“Good call. You needed to recharge.”
“Anders said thank you for taking care of me.” Hesitation slowed her speech and Quinn’s eyebrow shot up. “I thank you, too. I heard you kept everything afloat for the most part. Uh, and Ramona expressed herself well.”
Quinn grinned like the proudest woman on earth. She placed her forearms onto the kitchen island, hoping her sigh didn’t come off too lovelorn. “Jared’s impressed and she put Cody in his place. Quite a strong player on our side. I should be thanking you for hiring her.”
“Good. You know my thoughts on that duo.” The activity of ScrollCycle in the background served as a reminder of Quinn’s absence. “Your office is locked with the lights off. Are you showing up late?”
Fuck, late again since her urgent care visit. Late and Quinn weren’t to reside in the same sentence. Lateness and Quinn Archer were antonyms. “Working from home this morning. Why, do you need me to sign off on something?”
Blythe’s voice hit an uncharacteristic high. “No, no. Please, don’t. I, uh...”
Quinn’s nerves took over. Especially as the activity abruptly ceased, as though Blythe closed herself in a private room. Maybe a phone booth. “Blythe? Are you still there?”
“Yeah, my bad. I...I hope your opinion of me isn’t destroyed. I swear I can step up to the plate in different conditions.”
Relief washed over Quinn. “You’ve been carrying this redesign on your back, Blythe. You’re exceptional. My opinion is higher now that I’ve seen your vision laid out in our presentation.”
“Thanks. You’re a fucking savior here. The last Marketing Director treated the team like his personal assistants.”
Quinn watched the hall to her bedroom, rueful. “Hearing this in person would have been better. Sorry for not being there.”
“Eh, what? Quinn, your hours spent here are crazy. I’m glad you’re taking a break,” Blythe assured her, sounding warmer than ever. “You and I have a lot in common. We don’t let others in easily.”
“Mm. True.”
A ticking sound must have been Blythe on her laptop, par for the course. “I didn’t realize you and Ramona were close.”
What warmth Quinn felt froze over. As a reflex, she adjusted her robe to ward off the chill. She and Ramona wouldn’t call themselves the most discreet, but they’d put some effort into not parading their bond. For years, a reputation for work and only work protected her. “She’s a remarkable designer. We work well together.”
“Above and beyond. Your personalities are pretty disparate, so I wasn’t sure if you’d gel. I’m glad.”
Glad was good. Glad wasn’t a sign of suspicion.
Blythe went on, and so did her clicking. “Anyways, as a token of my appreciation, let’s get a drink after work sometime soon. My treat. You can invite Ramona if you’d like.”
Quinn could invite Ramona?! That was suspicious, as Ramona was under Blythe’s management. What could’ve tipped Blythe off? Their meetings that went on longer than scheduled? How they’d stalk off to random, private rooms? Any pick would work. She equipped her corporate voice, as she owned no other armor. “That sounds great. Feel free to invite her on your next one-on-one.”
Hesitation stirred in Blythe’s voice. “...right. Okay. I’ll do that.”
They said their goodbyes and shortly after, Ramona strolled into the kitchen on the tail end of Quinn’s internal battle. Anything less than seeing Ramona at every chance iced her to the bone, had her question her integrity as a director. Like, of course, it would be nice to bring up her girlfriend in casual work conversation or have her saved as a phone background, but Quinn’s privacy benefitted her most. These environments held so many biases against women. Who’s-dating-who nonsense detracted focus. She’d rather be known for her talent.
“Everything okay?” Ramona asked on the other side of the island. Her hair hung damp and loose at her shoulders. The scent of Quinn’s shampoo and body lotion wafted around them like a spirit. “Were you on the phone?”
Quinn momentarily shut her eyes to fend off the desire. Quinn’s heather green T-shirt wrapped around Ramona’s angles and curves divinely. Ultimate temptation. What Quinn needed was an out, a stronger resolve to get dressed and go be responsible. “It was Blythe.”
Ramona twisted her lips. “Okay. That’s normal, right?”
“For calls like this? Absolutely not.” She drummed her short manicure upon the countertop. An order of operations as far as making up for the lateness populated in her head. “I think she may know about us.”
“Okay, that’s a little awkward.” Ramona whistled an ‘uh oh’ tune, smelling minty. She’d been gifted a spare toothbrush and started referring to Quinn’s domain as a bed and breakfast. “She hired me as a new report and I’m already boinking the Marketing Director. I don’t care what ScrollCycle thinks, but her opinion matters to me.”
Quinn pushed herself off the counter edge, perturbed at that blasé reception to the news. “I care about what my employer thinks. I guess…I guess I’m used to people focusing on me for marketing and only that. I feel a little exposed.”
To her credit, Ramona’s face fell in true sympathy. “Hey, sorry. I don’t mean to downplay it.”
“I’m not...” Struggling to find the right words, she closed her hand into a fist. Grasping at nothing. Of all aspects of her life, her mundane corporate environment with her teams’ fire drills, endless meetings, and minutiae stayed manageable. All within her control, to satisfy her mind for problem-solving. With Ramona, none of that mattered—Quinn played with her means of income and her mother’s mortgage. Jared’s mistreatment of Blythe could expand to her or Ramona. Nobody needed more contention. “I’m used to being several steps ahead of everyone. Now I slip up here and there. It’s reckless and you bring that out of me.”
Shit, if only that life rewind button existed. Ramona’s lashes flickered out a sync.
When they exchanged mid-coital ‘I dos,’ Quinn pondered the enormity of it all hours later, eyes bleary to the sunrise cracking through the gaps of her curtain. Quinn’s love for Ramona dominated her day-to-day, so were they unbalanced?
Quinn needed plainer, forthcoming statements to know if they were aligned on all levels.
That said, none of that deterred her heartfelt apology. Quinn flailed her hands like they’d been at a loss, too, like Ramona’s sadness broke them. “No. No, Ramona. I’m sorry. I like that I’m reckless around you. It’s exciting. I could use more of that, to be honest.”
Ramona wove her arms around herself. Looking so fragile, Quinn rounded the island to envelop her tightly enough to make her grunt.
Fuck all the nervousness. Fuck that phone conversation. They didn’t kill anyone. Two mid-thirties women dating broke no laws.
Disagreements with Celene would last so long that they would attend full days at work, get home, and continue where they left off. To make this work with Ramona, Quinn swore to do virtually the opposite of everything with her ex. “I don’t want to fight, especially about ScrollCycle. Blythe will be fine. If she’s insinuating anything, it shouldn’t be a big deal. She wants us to have drinks with her.”
They stayed in that position for a few minutes. Ramona’s head nestled its way onto Quinn’s shoulder. They swayed to an unknown rhythm.
“You’re even later,” Ramona mentioned, swaying still.
Quinn’s heartbeat sped up. “Shit.”
Ramona straightened. With a smirk, she pulled Quinn by the robe sash to the couch. “What’s an extra two minutes to cuddle? We should recalibrate.”
Helpless to tread behind her, Quinn almost choked at how spectacularly Ramona filled out the boyshorts. Leaving those as the only option paid off big time. She tore her eyes away to glance at the time on her phone. So damn late. Luckily, her phone hadn’t grown hot with Scrolly DMs from her team in some frantic SEO-related incident.
They arranged themselves accordingly. On the couch, Ramona draped her silken legs over Quinn’s lap. In this arrangement, Ramona took a vested interest in Quinn’s thin robe. It’d gapped open. Quinn chose a plum-colored lace bra on purpose. For opportunities like these. Feigning obliviousness, she admitted, “I’m not ready to free you from my apartment.”
Ramona placed an elbow onto the couch while she stared shamelessly. Her bow-shaped upper lip naturally pursed out so sensually; it drove Quinn mad. So did Ramona’s braless state in that tight shirt. Her nipples peaked invitingly. “You want to keep me all to yourself?”
“Oh, yes.”
A naughty grin brought out the dimples. Bending closer, Ramona toured soft lips along the column of Quinn’s neck, and then along the underside of her jaw where she carefully sucked at her skin. Quinn moaned and fought to keep her knees pinned together.
“You smell so good,” Ramona breathed. “You taste so good.”
Quinn clutched at Ramona’s legs like a lifeline. Ramona had sparked a live wire in her. On a workday. She’d spent a nice chunk of time planning out her responsibilities today. To make up for bailing early from the office yesterday. And for muttering ‘fuck’ during a meeting with the C-suite.
The descent to succumb went further, as no other word on her mind got past ‘fuck.’ She wanted to chuck her bra into the ether. “M-maybe a quickie?”
Yes. That’s why those were invented.
“Mmm…” Ramona curled her tongue around Quinn’s ear, earning a harsh gasp. “What did you have in mind?”
That question alone ramped up her arousal. Oral would be too messy. She’d have to cleanse her face again. Then, Quinn cursed when she realized she hadn’t applied makeup yet. “Um, I could do you with my fingers.”
Ramona’s turn to gasp. “Would you do me fast and hard?”
“Yes, fast and hard.” Quinn treaded her hands to the edge of the boyshorts on Ramona’s deliciously firm thighs. “Whatever you like.”
“So you can throw a designer suit over this sexy body and be pent up all day? That doesn’t sound fun, with you fielding inquiries on analytics and conversion rates unfulfilled.” With that, Ramona crept a hand into the robe to rub at Quinn through the bra. Pure heaven, despite the sin in her voice.
A point had been made. She deserved to dedicate much more time to studying Ramona and this raw, new delight in sex.
It was a Friday. Fridays could be fun.
Quinn grappled for her phone, delivering a hopefully grammatical message to her team and Blythe about her ‘mental health break.’ Far from a lie because if she didn’t get Ramona under her soon, she’d lose her mind.
Once that had been sorted, she captured Ramona’s open mouth in a savagely hard kiss. Reckless again.
Scarily, she didn’t care.
A dream personified, Ramona went limp in their descent to lie flat on the couch. Not that Quinn desired a complacent one to do whatever, but it exuded trust.
Quinn’s lips led her around that elegant jaw and neckline while her hands crept under Ramona’s T-shirt. All remnants of ScrollCycle worries dissipated once her fingers latched onto the softness of both breasts. Quinn tremored as her palms scraped teasingly over her nipples, whispering, “You successfully seduced me.”
Ramona found her voice after a broken whine to the ceiling. “I wasn’t trying to seduce you. I wandered out here because that’s where we left my pants.”
“And the lack of bra?”
“That was a little treat for you. Like lighthouse beams telling you to come home soon.”
Who knew humor in sensual moments could work? Quinn sure didn’t, that’s for sure. She surged upward, up to her knees. Between Ramona’s thighs, in a perfect view of boyshorts, a borrowed shirt ridden up, smoothly feminine abs, and Ramona’s leisurely, expectant position.
Enjoying the recklessness, she untied the knot at her waist and let the robe slip off, pooling to her knees. Ramona reacted as she’d hoped. Eyes bugging out and quickly shuttering to heavy lids, beckoning her with a heady stare.
“Speaking of seduction.” Ramona bit her lip, smirking. “I thought only hot, lonely MILFs on TV wore stuff like that.”
Quinn hiked Ramona’s legs around her hips, laughing lightly. “My mental health’s improving already.”

AFTERNOON SUNSHINE CUT through the curtains, striping bodies making abundant use of their time. This sexual learning curve tapped into the best perfectionism could offer, as Quinn had dedicated years to career goals. A small part of her feared she’d never be the same. How could she care about stakeholder feedback after discovering Ramona’s surprising flexibility?
Quinn even tested out rougher sex (deeper, harder, “on your hands and knees, please?”), once she checked in with Ramona. This emotional and sexual vulnerability enthralled her. Especially enthralling when Ramona flipped them and returned the favor like a woman on a mission. Quinn loved gaining this confidence, though that was left to no mystery when she screamed Ramona’s name.
The rest of their Friday consisted of that. Takeout orders, cuddles, mindless television, and copious sex. They veered into tribadism, as Tara turned out to be a prophet.
Ramona agreed to another sleepover. That night, they managed to behave themselves while showering together. Quinn probed Ramona about her morning and nightly routines like an interviewer, needing this gift of more time to be the utmost in comfort. As Ramona drawled out steps and preferred products, cursing like a sailor when she got soap in her eyes, Quinn banked all the info for later use.
Surrounded by bedsheets and the aroma of Quinn’s body wash and conditioner, they interrupted their kissing to discuss Celene.
“Making sure I have this right.” Ramona slowly caught her breath. “You haven’t spoken with your ex in person since the day before you left?”
Quinn nodded, sated enough from their activities today to look her straight in the eye. “That’s right. Not mature, I know.”
“Huh. I’m not judging. I don’t know. Like,” she absently stretched one of her drying curls to its full length, “how can you live not knowing how she feels after everything?”
“I hate conflict.” Quinn could remember the tremble in Celene’s voice over the phone. Then, the inevitable rage when it sunk in that Quinn wouldn’t return. She’d cringed through a deserved diatribe of fucking with her head, with her years. Despite the shame, Quinn gave Ramona the nitty gritty, on getting lashings and taking them all, mostly silently.
“Well goddamn,” was how Ramona summed it up. Her full lips quirked to the side, lashes bobbed for what followed. “So, children...”
Quinn pressed fingers to her wrist, where her pulse hastened. “Oh, yes. Those.”
They were dating. Of fucking course they mentioned kids. Moreso in passing, dodging direct opinions. Ramona once planned on procreating with Holly Nelson, of all people, so surely, she had convictions.
Ramona replaced the spaghetti strap of her camisole onto her shoulder. Gaze distant. “I want them. I’m excited for when they’re old enough to join in on my shenanigans.” She managed a humorless laugh. “My parents never found my antics funny.”
“I know for a fact you’d be a spectacular mother.” Something weighed on Quinn. Daydreaming was one thing. Acknowledging their strong feelings for each other was another. But making concrete plans—that was a whole other animal. “Mom’s given up badgering me about children. I can’t forget her struggles, though, so…”
In return, Ramona’s eyelashes batted harder.
God, Quinn couldn’t believe she’d go here this soon. They were supposed to be naked and sweaty. “Nobody knows this. Not even Tara.”
Ramona could arch into the air like a Halloween cat any minute now. “Okay.”
“I’ll be thirty-seven next year and…well, I don’t want you to feel pressured because of this. It could be nothing. It doesn’t have to be anything,” Quinn said, as ramble-y as one could ramble. “We’re a couple so I can see how you’d try to fit into this timeline that I’m not putting on you, but you know, infertility took a toll on my mom. I’ve had great insurance and I did this before I met Celene so⁠—”
“Quinn. Babe.” Ramona held up a hand horizontally, displaying how it shook, likened to frying on a pan. “Please spit it out or else I’ll lose my fucking marbles.”
She couldn’t rejoice in the term of endearment (babe!) because Quinn did just that, blurting out, “I have eggs frozen. At a clinic. Sorry.”
Not sorry for doing it, but sorry for adding another level of intensity to this thing between them. Quinn braced herself, ready for Ramona’s marbles to scatter all over the bed.
Full drama queen, Ramona collapsed face-first into the mattress. She squealed not unlike a teenager at a concert. Twice. Um.
“Ramona?”
Ramona shot a hand into the air for silence, a single finger sharply upward. Just for her to scream into the mattress again. Tara would crash through the window to save Quinn if she had any indication of this bizarreness.
Casually, as if she hadn’t scared the living daylights out of Quinn, Ramona laid a cheek on her hand. Her hair had fuzzed up front, an attractive complement to her glowing smile. Quinn’s heart rate accelerated for the strange puzzle that was Ramona St. Germaine.
“Quinn.” Ramona gently slipped her other hand under Quinn’s and kissed her knuckles. “I’m trying really, really hard not to propose to you right now.”
They shared a laugh teetering on bashful. Quinn’s pulse wouldn’t slow for the rest of the night.
Because she would’ve said ‘yes.’
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Saturday. It was Saturday morning.
Ramona burrowed further under the covers, every muscle pleasantly soft. She was a New Yorker, for goddess’s sake. Alertness kept her on her toes, in survival mode for the city she loved and its surprises.
And holy crap, she could forget her address. Or sign her lease over to Holly. Because now that she knew how to fully unwind without paying for a deep massage, why wouldn’t she stay? The last time Lydia dragged her along to a duo massage, Ramona left sore enough to cry. Her sister called her a big baby, oh the love and concern.
Really, though. Ramona hadn’t been home since Thursday morning. She leaned onto an elbow and studied her sleeping girlfriend. Quinn’s fountain of dark hair misbehaved outside the confines of ScrollCycle, spilling over shoulders and pillow. Perfect.
The new knowledge from last night stimulated Ramona too much to rest. She ran her short nails up Quinn’s spine, stopping at her neck to kiss, smiling as hairs tickled her nose. She and Quinn established their own universe. Not the universe that reminded Ramona daily of its power, but their private existence as people unafraid to feel.
Cloudy morning sky grayed the window. Elite cuddle weather. The chill from the air conditioner woke her skin in a decidedly erotic way.
“Good morning,” she murmured once Quinn reached backward to hook Ramona’s leg around her midsection.
Quinn jerked, then mewled when Ramona claimed an assertive hold of her breasts. That tiny sound spoke volumes. “You’re awake.”
“I woke up hungry.”
Ramona retreated beneath the sheets, to sate herself and Quinn, who smoothed a thumb along Ramona’s hairline as her thighs spread for a glorious session of appreciation.
That’s how time played out. Quinn would peak in a gasp so sublime it sent shockwaves through them both, only for Ramona to tighten a grip at her hips and keep going. To milk this moment, to appease their appetites. And after the third climax, which, to Ramona’s perverse amusement, left an entirely flushed Quinn in a fit of ancient tongues and modern profanity, the tables turned. Quinn powered up and threw Ramona (like, she was airborne for a second) onto the mattress. Quinn banded her hair with a tie from her wrist, shoved at covers that were already half-kicked to the floor, and showed her who’s boss in oral that could be Ramona’s downfall.
Lips, gentle canines, a tongue that wouldn’t quit. Ramona could only blame herself as she called helplessly to any deity out there. Except, once Quinn held on after Ramona shook in what only could be described as a confounding orgasm, the second hit the sprinkler action with nothing to protect the sheets.
“It’s okay. It’s so okay,” Quinn assured her, lurching forward to kiss deeply into her mouth. Tasting of salaciousness and smeared want. “That was so hot, I could faint.”
Ramona muttered, “Fuck, please don’t faint,” before passing out herself.
When Ramona woke up an hour or so later, the mattress had been stripped of its linens, leaving herself wrapped in a corded throw blanket Quinn must’ve draped over her. She listened to the sounds of movement around in the kitchen, through the closed bedroom door. It was a peaceful noise. A comfort, frankly, to acclimate to an environment away from the ordinary. Ramona embraced these idle minutes when her eyelids needed zero reason to part.
This calm contrasted with her hammering heart. She’d have to address that soon.
Ramona shuffled to the front of the apartment after a trip to the bathroom, dressed in Quinn’s pajamas. Quinn approached her with a sheepish smile, pulling nondescript black bags from behind her back. With two long fingers, Ramona peeked into one and that heart of hers stopped beating altogether. These were from a beauty store. Quinn had memorized the hair and skin products Ramona named in the shower.
Ramona fought not to start blubbering because was this part of the curse? “Wow, you’re...you’re so...thank you.”
The sheepishness ebbed into someone quite pleased with herself. “They didn’t carry travel bottles of your hair stuff, so I got a full size. I can keep it here for you. For staying over more...” Betraying all her nerves, she dug into the second bag with, “And these are silk pillow sheets.”
“I’m calling this place The Archer. Five stars in all areas.” Ramona put her fresh breath to use and slanted her head into a kiss. A good move, as Quinn melted into it, as relaxed as a Marketing Director should be.
Emotionally overwhelmed, Ramona’s mind wandered.
Quinn ran from a fiancée in such an avoidant manner. The sincerity of love or their compatibility didn’t excuse it. Ramona felt an affinity with someone she’d only heard about, as she pictured herself in the same situation once upon a failed wedding. Celene picked up the pieces alone in a half-empty apartment after Quinn flew 2,400 miles west.
It seemed unnecessarily cruel. She and Holly were ‘doomed’ as Lydia called it, but at least they communicated.
Ramona broke away from the kiss to search Quinn’s eyes again. Deep, unguarded eyes of a woman owning her romantic vulnerability for the first time. A big responsibility on Ramona’s part, if she chose to examine it analytically.
After the jilting disaster, she questioned her destiny of marriage and by extension any viable relationship. Then, last night, the proposal comment cascaded from her lips because frozen eggs from both parties made everything more real. It was uncontrollable, as destiny would have for cursed people.
The failure to manage a future with Holly, her best friend, hurt Ramona to the bone. Losing Quinn would probably kill her, not to be melodramatic or anything.
At Quinn’s request, they stepped out into the warm, cloudy weather for a stroll and light grocery shopping. Fingers interlaced, they browsed the gloriously packed aisles of a small Asian market until they agreed to switch things up and cook. They returned to Quinn’s apartment with ingredients for kimbap, a roll Ramona hadn’t ever thought to make from scratch. In a prepping intermission, she vacated Quinn’s hand of the chef’s knife, undid the row of her blouse’s buttons, and joined their mouths in a desperate tangle of tongues and teeth. Quinn got into the spirit quickly, stripping off more and hoisting herself on the island top for a round of writhing on Ramona’s fingers.
Quinn ran a tight ship in the kitchen.
Maybe Jared had a point to dote on Marketing. Quinn cleaned as she prepared, interpreting the Hangul on packaging, dished out the colorful ingredients in an efficient mise en place, and firmly opined on Ramona’s (lack of) wok skills.
Ramona played naughty student chef when she got a chance. Jokes, feigned groans of effort, typical petulant underling shit. When they seriously cooked, Ramona followed her lead, soaking in Quinn’s stories of her and Tara’s adventures. Plus, Quinn’s surprisingly adept chopping skills were a turn-on.
As they devoured their bulgogi and spam kimbap to more episodes of PayDate, they settled on another sleepover. Because why not? Ramona already responded to Holly’s handful of ‘Are you okay’ text messages. She’d fulfilled her obligatory roommate duties.
She and Quinn binged a mini-series on floral design competitions, picking from several snack bags. They were in a time capsule. Similar to hugging in the phone room, protected from the ills of the earth.
Sunday morning, like their previous mornings and nights, met sexual heights and unlocked their growing confidence in pleasing each other. Ramona wailed into her new silk pillowcase, on clean sheets from the closet storage, as Quinn imparted languid kisses on every inch of her shoulders, her back, her ass cheeks until she whined for her mouth, or else she’d black out before being touched.
“I miss you already,” Quinn moaned dutifully, honing her tongue like she’d dreamt of tasting Ramona all night. “You’re everything.”
Monday’s Eve. The end of their staycation. They’d venture back to ScrollCycle, pretending they hadn’t memorized the space between each other’s legs.
Ramona clenched intimately, sobbing at two fingers pistoning inside, in practiced skill. “I miss you, ah, babe. I miss...” Her own moan cut her off, skin enflamed with these swirling feelings and revelations. She reached in haphazard swipes until Quinn found her, interlocking their fingers as Ramona undulated through the climax.
Eventually, her friends would learn of Quinn’s identity concerning Holly. And it felt fucking unfair to justify anything, to douse their positive partnership in gasoline and strike a match.
Quinn panted a tune of satisfaction as she rolled over to face Ramona, smelling of crisp fragrance and exertion. Comparing AI to this human made of flesh and drifting fingertips and pointy teeth had been way out of line.
“I miss you,” Ramona repeated, as much for herself as for Quinn.
Sonnets, odes, elegies, ballads, and all the other types of poetry she’d ingest if her literary palate were wider could be read in Quinn’s deep eyes. Ramona’s heartbeat double-timed as it tended to do in her orbit.
“Come here,” Quinn breathed out. So full of promise, so full of need.
They spent Sunday in bed, a luxury. Only straying out to refresh their water, use the bathroom, or collect not one, but two delivery meals.
Ramona caught the information-seeking bug from Quinn, as she attempted to peek into her through swapping childhood stories. Ramona’s repository grew, learning of Quinn’s conquered fear of the dark, of how her mother took her to a specialist because she was abnormally quiet as a toddler, only to see nothing was the matter. Of preteen dreams to be a pop star, more for the aesthetics than performing for stadiums. Ramona couldn’t help noticing Quinn steered clear of anecdotes involving her absent father. That was on purpose. To not spoil herself in Ramona’s eyes. It hurt, but Ramona nodded and smiled, hoping she could prove herself not to be so judgmental.
They kissed slowly and heavily against the apartment door. Fully dressed, Ramona allowed her mouth to be taken, wishing for a timeline where they didn’t have to leave each other. She swore she felt a tear as their noses brushed and couldn’t bear to check.
“See you Monday,” Ramona croaked out. She wanted to make a joke, to stabilize the mood. Sadly, there was nothing to joke about because she could hardly look at Quinn.
“Yeah,” Quinn barely whispered, unlocking the door. “Um, text me when you get home.”
Ugh, texting. She had a slew of ignored texts sitting on her phone. “I’ll text you on the way there, too.”
“Great. Bye.”
Ramona hoped that she said bye back, but she jogged away, leather backpack hitting her ass, or else the forces of what they had would draw her back in. Life and friends and a roommate and an apartment she paid rent on beckoned her and despite her desires, she couldn’t evade them any longer.

RAMONA ASCENDED the stairs of her residence, sweating from the stagnant air. Fine hairs on the back of her neck prickled. Animal instincts set off alarm bells, and still, like a fool, she unlocked the door to her apartment.
In a habitual glance down, she noticed the pairs of shoes scattered in the entryway. Her brain caught up with her reality. But too late, damnit. Because were those Flo’s olive hippie Tevas in the mix? Next to a cracked pair of men’s Nike Dunks, low faux-snakeskin boots, and Holly’s classic slip-on Vans.
Shit. They had company.
The door, a bastard of a turncoat, lurched open with a creak that would make WD-40 commercials’ foley lineup.
And from the dining table popped up the heads of Ramona’s ex-fiancée and three of their friends. Not one of them looked happy.
Ramona smoothed a hand over her neat hair. Did she exhibit the guilt of someone who’d been laid up with Holly’s crush all weekend?
“She lives,” Soren from Philly announced, not unlike a voice actor. He and Cassandra had been a thing, then they broke up because he moved to Pennsylvania. Maybe they realized the internet and public transportation could revive their relationship. “How ’bout a hug?”
She accepted the hug with a quickness. It gave Ramona reason to avoid eye contact with the three women seated around their table.
“It’s been too long, man. What’ve you been up to?” she mumbled around his shoulder. He smelled like potato chips, which was interesting because she saw no open chip bags.
“You know, working. Paying bills.” Soren stretched his thick brows high, cautioning of what lay in Ramona’s wake. Her stomach tightened with nerves. “I uh, I’m using a week of PTO to stay in Brooklyn with Cass. Yeah. Uh...”
Ramona’s lashes wobbled weakly. She could run out, right? That wasn’t against the law. “PTO. Yes, use it all.”
Soren peeked over his shoulder, revealing a mullet cut to his brunette hair. He whipped back to face her, paler than before. “You uh...you see any good movies lately?”
“Can this wait, Soren?” Cassandra interjected in a diction of serious business.
“Sor-ry,” he lipped, backing away to fall into a bean bag.
Ramona pasted on a smile for the ladies. Even she could tell it wasn’t sincere. She moseyed over anyway. “Hey.”
“I haven’t seen you since Wednesday night.” Holly cut right to the chase. In her plaid shorts and white tee, she appeared normal. Until Ramona read the stress in her eyes. They were puffy, bloodshot.
Cassandra made a show of examining her Apple watch, serving a little performance. “And now it’s Sunday.”
“It is. It is that.” Ramona felt in trouble. For what, though? May as well ask. “Why do you all look so pissed?”
Cassandra donned around-the-house clothes. Flo, too. They probably spent the night. “Where the hell have you been?”
“And I owe you an explanation of my whereabouts, why?”
Everyone else bristled, shuffling in place. She stole a glance with her only partial ally, Soren, and his grimace let her know that wasn’t the move.
“To me, not really. To your best friend, yes, you owe her that much.”
“I deserve something, Mona,” Holly stated plainly, yet shakily. Like someone ragged and out of control. This puzzled Ramona, for she had no point of reference. One of Holly Nelson’s biggest appeals was her assuredness. Her tenacity and ability to keep her head high. If they weren’t surrounded by onlookers, Ramona could get to the bottom of this.
Flo stared down at a glass of what looked like room-temperature water, slowly spinning it on the tabletop. She looked as downcast as Holly, and a surge of sympathy ran through Ramona. “She does.”
Ramona had borrowed a loose, solid-colored tunic tank from Quinn, pairing it with her pants from Thursday. She’d showered and put effort into her appearance. Being put together gave her an advantage, where she could lie.
But why should she?
“My girlfriend’s.” Ramona lifted a brow, slipping her fingers into a pocket. Not as casually as she’d needed. “I was at my girlfriend’s place.”
The three of them exchanged glimpses of maybe doubt? Frustration?
Holly’s knee had been bent in front of her in the chair. It dropped unceremoniously. “Seriously, Mona? You were too busy fingerbanging a random to give more than a four-word reply?”
“Again, she’s not random,” Ramona shot back. Consciously keeping her tone steady despite her hackles riled up.
“For four days, though?” Cassandra held up her fingers like she was teaching a class. “Woman, you could’ve been dead.”
Ramona scoffed. “Okay, you knew I wasn’t dead, or else you would’ve blown up my phone with actual calls.”
Was this an ownership thing? A lasting vestige of their codependency? They seemed concerned, but Ramona was an adult who could disappear for a few days in the city. She didn’t keep a tally of Holly’s excursions.
“What we’re saying is,” Flo’s deep timber sounded neutral, like someone who wanted to keep the peace. Like someone attempting to mend the disconnect. “Holly’s respecting your boundaries. No social media interactions. Amicable hangouts. In return, you’re giving her nothing.”
“Boundaries.” Ramona wanted to roll her eyes so badly. “Do those boundaries include Holly confronting me, telling me my girlfriend will—” She did bunny quotes with her fingers. “‘Never be her?’ Those boundaries?”
“Oh, shit,” Soren muttered, like the peanut gallery would.
Flo and Cassandra then laid their sights on Holly, who immediately colored, arguing, “It was a weak moment! And it’s true. We don’t even know who this person is.”
Cassandra pointed two fingers like a gunshot. “Holly, what the fuck? You two need to grow up.”
Ramona shrugged. “Cassie, I have one mother and she lives in Queens. Please, scale it back.”
“I’m committed to working through our issues together,” Holly spoke over Cassandra trying to get a lick in, tone more aligned with her usual self. “I stand by my statement before that it’s too soon. You’re not functioning like a level-headed adult. You’re covering your wounds with meaningless sex and it’s worrisome.”
Right now, Ramona could defend the depth of her relationship—how it was more exciting and beautiful than her wildest dreams. But that might come off as flaunting. Saying it out loud would risk making her sound even more out-there than they already feared.
Even in the line of fire, she put Holly’s dignity first.
“My wounds are healing, okay? I’m apologizing.” Ramona stabbed her chest with both pointer fingers. “I’m sorry I left you hanging. It’s shitty friend and shitty roommate territory. That’s on me and I’ll own it.”
“Mona’s not a liar, guys. She’s genuine.” Flo’s gaze bounced from Holly to Cassandra. “She doesn’t have to⁠—”
“Who the hell is she? Hm?” Holly’s Monroe piercing bent downward, with her frown. “Withholding this much is punishing me and you know it.”
Flo waved for the room to cool down. “Hey now, Mona can draw a line on how to speak on her relationship. If her girlfriend’s worth the wait, we’ll be thrilled to meet her.”
“It’s fucking weird that we can’t get a name.” Cassandra’s neck nearly snapped at how she switched to Ramona. “You’re punishing Holly. Admit it.”
“My girlfriend is not a punishment,” Ramona harped in return, unprepared for how loud that came out.
“You’re a good person, Mona. You’re funny and kooky and personable, but you’ve never been dodgy. That’s concerning behavior. Is this girlfriend of yours a married woman? Is she eighty-three fucking years old?”
Ramona smiled through the exasperation. “You think I’ve been fucking a married octogenarian for days on end?!”
“Literally yes!”
That alleviated the tension, for four of them, at least. Soren openly chuckled. Holly sat in their chair found on a curb in Bed-Stuy, stone cold angry. “I refuse to be distracted by your jokes. How, just how did you think you were suited for marriage if you can’t forgive?”
A low blow Ramona felt on a visceral level. Even Cassandra’s face fell. The heat coming from Ramona no longer marked awkwardness. She widened her stance, solidified her footing before pumping up the volume. No more stifling herself. “Fuck you! How do you manage to make everything about you? We’ve discussed this.”
Holly leaned forward, her sneer vicious. “You said you don’t love me. Speaking out of anger.”
“I meant that shit.”
Knowing Ramona’s history, her friends traded dubious glances. For them, this must’ve been like catching a vegan friend going to town on a bloody slab of sirloin. Ramona would take a bullet for her found family, they’d said so before.
Ramona shrugged her most cavalier. “In the way you want? No, I don’t love you.”
The callback to those words in the kitchen turned Holly’s stoic. Now, they were both furious. Level playing field. “Who even are you?”
“I’m the same Mona. Or not. Better, faster, stronger, I don’t fucking know.” She waved at herself. “You don’t want my friendship. You want my adoration. Holly, you want a fucking devotee. I’m not doing that because I don’t admire you anymore. My blinders are off and I don’t like what I see.”
That shut Holly up. Cassandra lost her edge, too, glancing at Soren helplessly.
Ramona took advantage, the screaming releasing more tension than she bargained on. “You want me to obsess over you like I did before I could even drink legally. That Ramona is gone. She’s the love leech you left behind at the altar, and she’s never coming back.” She huffed out a strangled breath. “I’m different; we’re both different. The day that sinks in your thick head is the day I’ll be open to your point of view. Like, take a hint. I’m hardly home.”
“Fuck, calm down. I get it.” Holly’s voice gave ‘checked out,’ but she couldn’t hide those tears. Those tears were real and not a fraction of what Ramona spilled that fateful evening. “I want to move out.”
Ramona eyed where her backpack lay on the floor. Somewhere in the rush of their argument, it’d been discarded. “When?”
Holly shrugged. “I don’t know.”
“Nice. Good luck with your search.” Robotically, Ramona collected her backpack, situating it onto her shoulder. Its weight added comfort. It grounded her when all she wanted was to float away. “I’ll be at Lydia’s, so...” Ramona withdrew to the door. Her bed would gather cobwebs at this point. “Please don’t freak out about my absence.”
Flo kicked her legs to slide off the chair, probably for a hug. But Ramona couldn’t wait another moment. She had to go. Waving instead, Ramona stuffed her feet into her shoes and headed to Bushwick.

LYDIA ST. Germaine welcomed Ramona with luminance in her brown eyes and a bear hug. Effectively, the opposite of Ramona’s visit to her own apartment forty-seven minutes ago.
Taking it up a notch, Lydia showed off her time in rec league sports by lifting her high and spinning her. Ramona couldn’t recall the last time her long legs swung like that. Once she landed, only semi-dizzyingly, she returned the gesture because she was the older sister and by default, deserved to be stronger. Ramona had a two-inch height advantage over Lydia, so the lift was moderately painless. Swinging, however, could use finessing. She’d blame her days wasting away at her computer.
“You look like a celebrity,” Ramona marveled, stepping back to admire.
Newly done, Lydia’s knotless braids hung low enough to reach her waist. Betraying diva tendencies, she flicked them through an impressive hair toss. She must have been practicing in the mirror. “Thank you. I made it to the final interview for the promotion. It’s tomorrow.”
Ramona nodded her approval at the intricate, even parts throughout her sister’s scalp. Lydia had gone through three rounds to secure the senior position. “You could get it based on looks alone. Doesn’t hurt you’re the smartest, most qualified for the job.”
As biased as she was, she wouldn’t be far off on Lydia’s dedication at her midsized Public Relations firm. For years, she’d grinded and upskilled for her current position. Her thick skin from years of growing up the way they did prepped her well. Client madness rolled off her back. Her sense of prioritization kept the higher-ups pleased. And she was ballsy, always a plus. Ramona blushed, knowing Lydia and Quinn could relate to one another.
Lydia looked away in a rare bit of shyness. “I’d like to think so.”
They split a bowl of leftover spaghetti and sat face-to-face on the couch, discussing the known competition for the same role: two guys internally and one woman from a recruiter reference. Lydia chatted a mile a minute between hearty bites.
Ramona slid her plate to the couch-side table and shimmied closer. She placed a hand on her sister’s knee and squeezed. “Three rounds of interviews may suck, but I believe in you. I’m so proud you made it this far.” She leaned outward, seeking the bedroom. “Where’s Viv?”
“Went to a show at the Blue Note.” Lydia shook her glass of ice and peach lemonade. “I’m too high-strung to listen to anything but my thoughts tonight. When you texted me, I knew I’d made the right choice.”
Ramona’s heart swelled at this. “I hope your salary demands are on par with the market.”
Lydia rolled her head back in a low groan. “I’m conflicted. I don’t want to screw myself. What if one of the other candidates ask for less?”
“Then, they’ll receive less. You, sis, have every right to be paid your worth.”
A healthy back-and-forth and a dozen online forum searches later, Lydia pivoted to the reason behind Ramona’s impromptu visit. “What brings you here? Not that I mind the career advice, but your text didn’t give much away.”
Ugh, too many thoughts swirled through her head. All a twister of chaos and emotions, pleasant and otherwise. “My apartment doesn’t feel like mine anymore, I don’t know. I feel like a guest.”
A grimness dulled the light in Lydia’s eyes. “Did Holly ambush you?”
“Not just her. Holly and a few of our friends.”
“She’s enlisting them to turn against you.”
“I don’t think it’s that deep.”
“Believe me—Holly has separation anxiety.” Lydia swatted the air like the mention of Holly bothered her as a pestilence. “Anyways, the Quinn saga. More progress?”
A warmth washed over Ramona, memories flooding her mind and leaving little room to daydream about anything else. “We may or may not have spent the last three and a half days together.”
Lydia screwed her large eyes into slivers. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”
“Uh huh.” Ramona fought for her smile not to turn too salacious. “Sparing you the particulars, as we’re of the same blood. I’ll say...” Her mind played a reel of Quinn touching herself. Of Ramona’s legs hooked around Quinn’s shoulders. Of those prominent canines sinking into Ramona’s thigh. Of Quinn gasping for sanity, all sweaty and desperate for release.
“Gross, are you thinking about it right now?” Lydia snapped her fingers close enough for those pointy nails to brush between Ramona’s eyes. “Ew ew ew, stop.”
“We’re compatible. Wildly compatible.”
“Woman to woman, I’m elated for you.” A piece of ice poked from Lydia’s cheek. She crushed onto it with bared teeth. “Sister to sister, I can’t hear another word. I will risk sounding homophobic if it’ll prevent me from picturing you getting laid.”
Ramona cackled, as she knew her sister didn’t play that siblings-crassly-dish-on-sex shit. “Understood. As far as I know, you and Viv sleep in separate beds like Lucy and Ricky Ricardo.”
Lydia rolled her eyes like she often did at Ramona’s references, especially the classic ones. “But, c’mon. Almost four days? Why isn’t your tongue in a little cast?”
“That’s not all we did, though it was the main feature.” She swept her fingers along the edge of the plate. “We cooked together and talked about our childhoods, grocery shopped, and ugh, we kissed so much and cuddled and my god, she’s so smart and sweet.”
“Now, that’s some gay shit.”
“Ultra gay. Wouldn’t have it any other way. Speaking of...” Out came Ramona’s phone, awakened to send a message to Quinn. She’d get an earful about the confrontation tonight, though Quinn would appreciate knowing Lydia’s continued to be a haven. A default haven, as Quinn’s Williamsburg apartment held the potential to become the same. Ramona’s chest grew warm at the realization.
The tips of Lydia’s manicure rapped at the screen, covering her sent text. Her hand turned over in a gimme gesture. “Enough of that. Let’s have it.”
Lydia clarified to Ramona’s raised eyebrow. “I’m serious. I’ll make a date for our meetup. Or else you’ll hoard her even longer.”
“Nah, I don’t want to hide her from you.”
Twenty percent evil or not, Ramona knew Lydia could be trusted. She gingerly placed the phone into her hand as if it were a Venus fly trap. Her pearlescent French tips closed around it in a similar visual. With a sigh, Ramona bounced up from the couch to grab seconds of the homemade spaghetti. “Invite Viv, too. Quinn will appreciate her current event recaps.”
She shoveled pasta by mouth as Lydia’s thumbs flew in a text conversation with Quinn, who more than likely put her all into the exchange once ‘Hey it’s Lydia, Ramona’s younger, scarier sister’ blipped on-screen. Intermittently, Lydia would snort and show Ramona why. “Quinn’s spelling and grammar are decent. That’s promising.”
“I sent her your syllabus,” Ramona responded as she hunted through streaming services on the flatscreen. Deciding on a sitcom, she voiced an observation. “I’m shocked you’ve been neglecting your favorite pastime: long tirades on Holly and why she’s the scum of the earth.”
“I’m done discussing that person, and you should be more than tired, too,” Lydia concluded so plainly, it humbled Ramona.
Damn. An end of an era, indeed. “Why do I pay Sheryl monthly when I have you?”
“The date for the gauntlet has been chosen. Friday at seven. I’ll pick the restaurant. I’m thinking something near the promenade at Brooklyn Heights for the nice view.” Lydia returned the phone to Ramona’s side. Reading their conversation would surely be a treat, as Ramona knew Quinn carefully crafted every reply. “Please hold onto Sheryl. I have a limit to this whole emotional sharing thing. And I feed off your growth in therapy, so I benefit for free.”
Ramona grinned, loving her sister more than anything. “Noted.”
“You smell like her, by the way. Your girlfriend.”
“I do?” Ramona brought a pinch-full of Quinn’s top to her nose and sniffed the remnants of perfume.
With an impassive face, Lydia watched Dorothy, Blanche, Rose, and Sophia riff about their rocky love lives over cheesecake, though Ramona knew she’d smirk along with the laugh track.
“Yes,” Lydia finally responded as the storyline progressed. “It’s nice. I could get used to it.”
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Ramona endured one group showdown, only for the universe to assert its dominance on Monday.
Ramona dashed in last to a spontaneous huddle with the design team, dressed in Lydia’s leggings and a floral tee. She halted her spinning chair, opened her laptop, and kept her iced coffee at a splatter-safe distance on her side of the conference table. Blythe left her a shiny notification that morning on the project management platform, replete with tedious yet warranted notes on Pride Month landing page visuals. They’d been hustling on overlapping deadlines, inundated with overflow work from the Product team.
Sucking from the straw of her coffee, she shimmied her shoulders at the extra espresso shot. Quinn’s doing, as she’d brought it to her that morning. A canceled one-on-one allowed Quinn to roll a chair to Ramona’s desk and open a process checklist on her phone. Ramona questioned the coherence of her blathering whenever they swapped secret smiles or added innuendo to work-based content. When Quinn, all crisply scented and tempting in her soft-looking blouse, gestured to the screen and asked about the functionality of two-finger swipes, Ramona could have gone feral like that cat-calling wolf in Tex Avery cartoons. Wolf whistles, table pounding, and everything.
Instead, she’d responded, “I’ll look into that. Maybe after hours,” with the staleness of office talk and a smolder that stole Quinn’s breath.
Ramona then noticed her thoughts rang a little too loudly. She peeked over her computer to Shay, Xavier, and Freja sitting around her. And they weren’t paying attention to their laptops.
“This ‘Update on Redesign Chat’ is a farce, isn’t it?” she asked the room.
Xavier shut a hardcover book onto a pen as a placeholder. Its white label hinted at it being from the library. “Took you long enough.”
“So,” Shay drew out, adding all the o’s she wanted to the word. With her glasses, braids stacked high, and arms folded in that button-up, she’d pass as a guest star attorney on Law & Order. “You left without a single ‘bye’ on Thursday. I’m saying, you packed your bag like the building was on fire. Followed by a no-show on Friday.”
“Not a no-show,” Ramona corrected, knowing it was futile. “I told Blythe.”
“Blythe, yes. Good, innocent Blythe. Who mentioned that local workaholic Quinn Archer took a ‘mental health day,’ too.” Up went Shay’s shoulder. Convinced of her conclusions already. “I found that intriguing.”
“You call that intriguing? Wait until you see this landing page.”
“This isn’t an intervention, Mona,” Xavier said, resting his chin on his upturned hands. Dude looked chuffed as hell.
Ramona wanted to smile but chose to wait until they cracked first. “Sure feels like it. Where’s Hiro?”
“Chaperoning his daughter’s field trip,” Freja supplied. She had the decency to look embarrassed. “He doesn’t pick up on these things like we do anyway.”
At least the straight guy couldn’t insert himself into her business. Ramona shut her laptop. “Sure. What do you think you know?”
“Mona, Mona.” Shay betrayed a naughty grin. “Now, you know we know.”
Ramona mirrored the grin, dropping her clueless veneer. The rest followed suit, as this high of mutual amusement was contagious. “I’m going to need more than that.”
“You and your corpse bride are officially into one another.” Freja arched a brow that’d sprouted a new bar piercing since they last talked. “Your chairs this morning were pressed against each other. Kissing chairs.”
Damnit, Ramona hadn’t noticed that.
“For the record, we love this,” Xavier let out at rapid speed. Similarly distressed faces washed over the other teammates as they agreed in hasty nods. “Office romances, as far as I know, don’t go on here. Or they’re well-hidden.”
Ramona nodded. “Well-hidden. Unlike mine.”
“Aha!” Matching that courtroom lawyer energy, Shay pointed with a harsh, extended arm. Very Phoenix Wright. “So it’s true. Y’all can’t play in our faces anymore.”
“Okay, sure.” Ramona raised placating hands, glancing at the two glass walls housing this not-meeting meeting. “But keep it under wraps. As much as I’d love to flaunt my beautiful girlfriend around⁠—”
“G-g-g-girlfriend?!” Freja squeaked like an animated mouse. “That’s so cute, ohmigodohmigod!”
Shay rounded the table to back hug Ramona against the chair. “Your relationship with a corpse is safe with us. We like fuckin’ with you.”
Freja had activated fangirl mode. Her hands curled like small branches. “Tell me. Is Quinn nice? Please tell me she treats you nicely.”
Ramona claimed one of those hands with a loose squeeze. “She’s one of the most kindhearted people I’ve ever met.”
“I never would’ve guessed. Archer’s pretty unapproachable.” Shay stepped back, holding her chin. “So you admit it, then? You two were ‘mental healthing’ together on Friday?”
Blythe popped her head into the room. If she noticed her designers go mute, she sure didn’t let on she did. She wore a gravity-defying beanie that looked like a red siren. “Hey, team. Check your calendars. Meeting with Advertising in twenty minutes.”
Ramona spoke for them all in a quiet, “’Kay.”
Blythe retreated, then returned within seconds. “Was I supposed to be present for...whatever this is?”
“Nope. We were wrapping up.” Shay scooped her laptop to her chest with an Oscar-worthy sigh of a job well done.
Xavier clapped his computer closed, too. Then, stacked his book on top. “Brainstorming and such.”
Freja rumbled out a sorry imitation of thunder and lightning, twiddling those fancy fingers over her head. They couldn’t help busting out laughing.
God, these friends were a refreshing, welcome contrast to those people she considered her longtime crew. Support without the condescending edge. Ramona’s stomach flip-flopped at that.
Blythe already moved on to waking her ever-attached laptop, as their behavior wasn’t that far outside the norm. “Sweet. See you soon.”

IN HER EARLY days at ScrollCycle, Ramona hadn’t wrapped her head around the side-eyes when Quinn stumbled into their meeting. Sure, corpses with their suits and results-driven jargon didn’t meld with Creative, but it came off over the top.
Today, she understood.
Cody Hodge didn’t include his Advertising team in the laughably long list of recipients on the calendar invitation. Only he stood at the front of a conference room on the Creative floor. The room surpassed its seating capacity, with many standing, perched on other pieces of furniture, or the floor.
Ramona wedged herself onto a humongous windowsill next to Shay and scoped out the chaos. Employees and freelancers from Video Production, Design & Visuals, Product, and Tech sectors crowded around the table like a flamboyance of flamingos, asking if they were blocking others every five seconds. For someone obsessed with figures and bottom lines, Cody couldn’t estimate shit.
“That’s right, you’ll fit,” Cody spoke over the murmurings of the packed room, granting them what he probably considered a winning smile. His teeth matched the fluorescent lights.
“Do you know what this is for?” she overheard someone from the editing bay ask an associate producer.
The producer, pen stuck onto his ear, raised a shoulder in befuddlement. “Not a damn clue. Typical corporate bullshit.”
While her design team navigated around Quinn with an air of curiosity and disquiet, Cody invoked a reaction of sub-zero proportions. A level of trepidation, frostiness, and barely masked hostility. Creative hated his guts and Ramona hitched a ride on that bandwagon, too. She leaned onto the warmth of the window, overt in her displeasure.
Cody shut the door with a smooth push, composure confident. He reminded Ramona of a game show host in his gray suit and glen plaid dress shirt. With three admittedly impressive claps, the room hushed to listen. “I appreciate you all showing up on such short notice. With the changes going on at ScrollCycle, it can be a burden to tear yourself away from your responsibilities.”
He paused for a couple of seconds, as if waiting for applause from a studio audience. Dead silence. “You may or may not know me. I’m Cody Hodge, Head of Advertising, stationed on the floor right above this one. I’ve been pleased with the work coming from your departments—superb impressions, great CPCs.” His eyes rounded as if those terms would sway him in their favor. “You may not be familiar with how Advertising operates. While my team has two in-house web designers, most ad visuals are created by a third-party agency.”
And so, Cody went on a lengthy, soullessly rehearsed pitch that could be summed up in one way: he wanted volunteers from Creative to work on his overwhelmed team.
Cody was poaching in plain sight at the busiest time possible. Nobody else spoke, but the eyebrow raises and exasperated groans reflected the overall sentiments. The room’s energy shifted. Half tense with annoyance, the other half blasé and up for no more discussion.
A light scratching noise fed Ramona’s attention to Shay, who filed her nails, its dust particles suspended in sun rays. Blythe and Freja sat enmeshed in their phones. Xavier made himself comfortable on the floor in his velour shirt and baggy jeans, the image of aloof as he flipped a page of his novel. Ramona hadn’t realized he was such a bookworm.
BLYTHE – 12:28 PM
 
The dickhead is trying to give Creative more work. I bet he blew his budget. 
Ramona did a double take at her phone, worrying her manager accidentally talked trash to her until she picked up on Quinn in the group chat, too.
QUINN – 12:30 PM
 
Lol Cody? Did he make a meeting? 
BLYTHE – 12:32 PM
 
Yep. Not a marketing team member in sight. 
She scanned the room. Quinn’s team would be more adjacent to Advertising than the people crammed in that room. Strange. She contemplated if he was getting back at her for turning him down, but would he stoop so low? Especially low enough to make an ass of himself in front of a crowd.
QUINN – 12:33 PM
 
I had no idea this was happening. 
RAMONA – 12:34 PM

 

Is he trying to ice you out? 

QUINN – 12:36 PM
 
He canceled our 1:1 twice. It’s looking that way. 
Really, though? What the fuck was up with him avoiding Quinn, who was infinitely more qualified than Cody to sort this shit out?
Fired up, she shot a hand into the air à la grade-A student. Shay buckled, clearly displeased about the eyes on them and her manicure. Ramona asked, “Hate to interrupt, but who are you expecting to take over this extra work?”
A few laughs scattered through the employees still paying attention. Cody’s expensive smile faltered for a fraction, once he recognized her. The feeling was mutual. “What’s that?”
He knew what the fuck she asked.
Nia Wilkes, who kept Video afloat in these uncertain times, raised her voice before anything got contentious. “Cody, hi. Between our quotas on a slate of series and—correct me if I’m wrong—Blythe’s team outputting infographics typically under your purview, this meeting seems premature. Everyone’s workload has doubled, so I empathize with your plight, but it’s a no for my team.” From her seat, Nia motioned everyone she managed to leave. The bunch of them slowly shuffled out of the room, a little stunned. She smiled after them, then crossed her arms over her V-neck blouse. “I’ll stay behind to help you come up with proper workarounds. If there’s any budget available for contractors, go that route.”
Xavier gave two snaps as his subtle applause, eyes never leaving the midway part of his book. Ramona’s hands itched to snap, too, though it wouldn’t come off as cool.
As a red-faced Cody diverged into a speech about benchmarks, Ramona did a quick once-over of Nia. Cute and self-assured. She had a thing for women who stepped up for others. Ramona would be following her around like a puppy if she hadn’t fallen in love with Quinn.
Then, Ramona’s temperature flared, heart bucking.
She acknowledged her love so casually. Like an in-ink fact, as true as her age or eye color. Ramona’s fingers tightened on her phone. Big mouth as she had, she needed this bottled up until the right moment.
Ramona cursed under her breath when she spotted the time. Cody’s stupid meeting elapsed the entirety of Quinn’s lunchtime today. Ramona and Vivian agreed to take Lydia out for Thai to take her mind off her interview. Lydia thrived on control and in these rare instances where she couldn’t make decisions, Ramona wore her big sister hat proudly. She’d missed Quinn, but Friday would be the day for all their paths to converge.
“...and to that, I give gratitude to Devin.”
Devin. Web Dev! Ears buzzing at Cody speaking that name, Ramona’s head swiveled like a seagull’s, searching the room. Devin had been feet away. Unkempt sandy hair, five-a-clock shadow on his full cheeks, unidentifiable manga character on his black tee. An ordinary nerd. All the same, she waved at him like he was a celebrity.
Perched against another windowsill, Devin’s eyebrows rose in question until she pointed to herself, hissing, “I’m Ramona!”
“Wait, hey.” His eyes brightened in recognition. “It’s you!”
Shay nudged Ramona with an elbow, leaning close for a few of her braids to tap her on the cheek. “You and your nepo baby connections.”

CODY TOOK a page out of the CEO’s playbook of pushing meetings beyond time constraints. Inconsiderate and bad with money? Pick a struggle.
Devin Procházka waited for Ramona after Cody’s failed recruitment attempt wrapped up. Hands in the pockets of his Bermuda shorts, he tilted his head away from the crowd hurrying toward the food kiosks. Ramona waved off her design team, calling out that she’d catch up with them later.
“Some meeting,” he said, voice a lot higher than she expected.
Ramona trod beside him, curiosity mounting. “An hour and eighteen minutes spent wasting creatives’ time. Couldn’t be me.”
He chuckled, then lipped to himself as he read the digital scheduled times on an empty room. Nobody would need it soon, so he held the glass door for her. Ramona bit back her smile as she dropped onto a wall-side couch, thinking of her and Quinn’s cuddle dates.
“I’m sure you’re hungry, so I’ll make this quick.” Web Dev twisted a chair to face her before sitting. “Blythe speaks highly of you.”
Ramona knew her eyes were doing weird things as she tried to figure him out. “That’s good. Blythe is awesome.”
“You’re practically related to Vivian, too. Great person. She’s quiet and then you get her started...”
Relaxing a tad at that, she agreed. “She’s a bank of knowledge. Ten minutes with her and I get smarter.”
They laughed, though it touched the air in an uneasy, awkward way. Devin cleared his throat into the inside of his elbow, looking nervous. “Listen, I’m fucking sick of these media and publication companies. They’re uncertain, they’re wishy-washy. Every day, I wait for the other shoe to drop. I have a baby on the way and it’d put me in an early grave if she knew I threw my life away tweaking ScrollCycle’s UI, never going after my dreams.”
Okay, a life story. Didn’t see that coming. Aligned with his beliefs, Ramona smiled. “Congratulations. On the baby. Not the impending doom of corporate instability.”
Devin’s shoulders slumped in relief; he needed to hear Ramona’s jadedness, apparently. “You get it. I wanna make my own shit. Lead my own company that makes good shit.”
“Good shit. I like good shit.”
“I’m uh...sitting on an inheritance.” He let that linger in the room. “I’d like to bring in people I can trust, and you seem like the type.”
Ramona peeped his Balenciaga canvas low tops, the only indicator of high-cost spending habits on an average joe outfit. Generational wealth looked like this? “You trust me based on who I know?”
“That and my sixth sense. Um, do you have something in your eye?”
She stretched her eyes, staving off a small jitter and more than a few flutters. Two poaching attempts today, except this one was tempting. “I’m open to new opportunities always. I’d like to learn more.”
Web Dev flicked a sus look at the window like they were enacting a drug deal. He fetched a wallet from his shorts pocket. From there, he uncovered a business card. “Let’s stay in touch.”
Ramona tested the edge of the card with her fingertips. Nice quality, cleanly printed. This guy probably wasn’t half-assing his venture. “Will do.”
“Cool.” He replaced his wallet and headed to exit with a wave. “Text or call. No preference.”
Then, he was gone. Ramona flicked the card against her other hand, nodding at this conspiratorial kind of day. She detoured to her desk to conceal it in her backpack. It wouldn’t be the worst idea to reach out to him, but she needed food. She traipsed to the lunch carts with a pep in her step, fiending for a plate of tacos.



24
Tuesday afternoon, rain pelted Quinn’s office window. Perfect cuddle-and-PayDate weather.
Quinn’s forehead hit her marble desk with a thud, hungry, listless, drained. She’d been a bad girlfriend, working through her second lunch in two days. Quinn lived so many past lives as work-first. Breaks reeked of moral failure. It’d take practice to minimize her windows and journey downstairs for food.
While teaching a 36-year-old dog new tricks proved difficult, she pushed her pride aside to admit it to Ramona. Less than thirty minutes later, Ramona showed up with Quinn’s lunch—Caesar salad and a can of limonata. The warmth in her eyes was like a balm to parched, irritated skin.
Ramona’s schedule had amped up, too, cutting her visit short. She patted Quinn’s head and gave a short, sexually suggestive reprimand before zooming out the door. Quinn watched after her, loneliness jabbing at her chest.
Quinn popped open the container’s clear top. She mixed the grilled chicken into the romaine with a plain plastic fork, acknowledging a sense of uneasiness she’d been ignoring since yesterday.
Monday had begun with a schedule change. Cody canceled their one-on-one without explanation or a backup proposal. Unusual behavior. Regardless, she used her free time to ride from the top-floor coffee hub to the Creative floor with Ramona’s order. As the weather heated up, she knew her person would want an iced drink.
The couple had made a half-hearted attempt at productivity in the design department. Quinn was only human, and this human couldn’t help but let her mind wander back to how spectacular Ramona looked in Quinn’s clothes, putting away dishes and groceries with minimal lecturing. A whole woman. She’d wrapped the lanyard of her ID around her fingers, swooning.
By the time she’d ambled onto her gray floor, hips swaying in glee, she stumbled upon Jared prowling outside her locked office door. Arms folded, his filler-touched lips in a puckered, stern line. Unnerving contrast to someone who normally praised Quinn and her team. She faked a breezy, carefree greeting as she brought out her keys.
He’d been waiting seven minutes for her. She showered him with an adequate amount of remorse, saying she’d been on the floor below, “with Blythe’s team,” which wasn’t untrue. Jared continued on the prickly path, stressing that his mornings were precious. It put Quinn in a prickly disposition of her own.
“You were absent on Friday,” Jared said, choosing to stand when Quinn offered him the coral chair.
Towering over others probably gave him sick kicks. Evening the playing field, she kept standing, tidying her already tidy desk. “I took a mental health day. That’s not an issue, is it?”
“ScrollCycle encourages good mental health,” he replied, though she knew that wasn’t the full picture. “But this is crunch time. I need all hands on deck and what with Blythe’s no-show to the presentation last week, I’m a little disappointed. C-suite says it’s looking sloppy.”
Quinn would bet money a little bird named Cody Hodge whizzed around Jared’s ear, too. “I’m deeply sorry about how it started. Either way, we wrapped it up on a strong note. Everyone’s pleased with the redesign’s progress and vision.”
“We are.” Jared paced in red jeans too flashy for him, with rips and intricate stitching down the sides. “Speaking of the design team. Who are the superstars?”
Her face slipped to confusion for a second. Quinn treaded lightly to see where he was going with this line of questioning. “In what way? They’re all indispensable to the brand.”
Jared waved a condescending hand. The Rolex at his wrist caught the overhead lighting in a way that he probably loved. “The superstars, though. Who stands out?”
“Superstars?” Quinn fought hard against her biases and lost. “Ramona St. Germaine’s been outstanding.”
“She is...”
“The senior data viz designer. She took Blythe’s place and presented.”
“Right. Ah, right, her.” At last, a smile brightened Jared’s face. “I’m impressed with the way she conducted herself. Reminds me of my daughter.”
Quinn cringed minutely, so Jared wouldn’t notice her distaste. “Ramona’s talented.”
“Like my daughter,” he went on in his creepy paternalistic manner. “Ramona’s a firecracker. That’s what our meetings have been lacking, no offense to you and Blythe. Go-getter energy—like Cody Hodge’s, for example—leads our company to greatness. Wouldn’t you agree?”
Agree with his backhanded compliment? Quinn only stared.
“You and Blythe, while incredible in your fields, are understated in your approach. You two could benefit from a leadership retreat, to shake that introvert nature free.”
Fury spread up Quinn’s back, up her neck. These media networks were small, though. She wouldn’t lambast him, emphasizing how he needed her to rescue marketing from the runaway train to incompetence. How he needed Blythe, who related to her team and reached goals without burnout. Fuck, if only she could call him out.
Through her teeth, she gritted out, “That’s quite an idea. Thanks.”
What else could she say? This guy chose to stay set in his ways. He got off on putting directors in their place and she wouldn’t consent to testing it with him.
He thumbed at his phone, then gave her a granddad-like wink. “Thatta girl.”
“I’d appreciate you not calling me that.”
As soon as his forehead wrinkled in a bushy eyebrow raise, Quinn swallowed hard. “Not do what?”
“Please call me Quinn. Or Archer works. I...” Wouldn’t want him to be an outright misogynist. Damn, she’d been influenced by Ramona with the blurting. She tapped some papers on her desk, sitting to project unbotheredness. “The mental health day did the trick. I’m refreshed and back to myself.”
Jared handled her door in a brisk tug, his barely concealed glare dimming the room. “All hands on deck.”
He exited, leaving her door swinging open.

JARED’S VISIT colored Quinn’s mood until that Wednesday afternoon. Was her job in trouble? Was Blythe’s?
Similar to the anxiety-inducing nature of the rebrand check-in, it left a film of discomfort on her skin. She hunkered down on her never-ending tasks—her tried-and-true solution.
Veronica stopped by Quinn’s office right before her planned lunch hour, her glossy lips twisted like a kid with a secret. It reminded her of the good of her team. That despite what Jared alluded to, Quinn didn’t suck. In a jumble of fast-paced words, Veronica summed up trying her hand at pierogies.
“Made in my kitchen,” she babbled, rolling eyes at herself when Quinn raised her brows in intrigue. “My roommates and I experimented with different fillings all night and these were our favorite.”
Quinn bit back her giggle. She wished they’d been this comfortable earlier on. “And you thought to bring some to me?”
“Why wouldn’t I?” Veronica whipped her head as if Quinn asked a question of little intellect, depositing a takeout container on the edge of Quinn’s desk. Condensation had clouded the plastic top with small droplets, as she must’ve heated it. The aroma immediately captured Quinn—incredibly savory. “Curry oxtail. Is that good for you?”
In jest, Quinn’s smile dropped to deadpan. “Please leave me with my lunch.” She poked around her drawer of disposable cutlery, sighing. Endangering Veronica’s livelihood would break her heart. With Jared’s eyes on her and her team, she’d need to watch her step.
After wolfing down six pierogies worthy of a top Manhattan restaurant, Quinn spent the rest of her break working. She could picture Ramona’s pinched, disapproving expression for not taking the full lunch hour. Yet, she found herself longing for that face anyway—just so she could kiss it.
Ramona sauntered into Quinn’s office at 2 p.m. for their one-on-one in a button-down and jeans, rubbing droopy eyes. Quinn checked her out, wondering if those clothes belonged to Lydia.
Tired or not, Ramona’s eyes lit up at her; Quinn fought the urge to take a picture. “I could curl up like a Basset Hound and nap on your rug right now,” she muttered as she pushed a chair to Quinn’s desk. She yanked her laptop open in a way reminiscent of Blythe, who also looked like death warmed up lately.
“Nonsense,” Quinn dedicated a moment to take in Ramona’s uniquely gentle scent. “If you do any kind of sleeping here, it’ll be on my lap.”
Ramona’s usual wryness spread out in a grin. “Would we balance there on your computer chair?”
“Mmhm. We’d make it work.”
They shoved the flirting aside for the next fifteen minutes of work since they did have much to go over. Blythe’s team smashed through the list of requested visuals, pinging the Tech and web design teams for feedback.
Despite wanting to be anywhere else, doing anything else, Quinn and Ramona could get down to business. A high-quality partner. A high-quality life partner.
“You’re blushing,” Ramona observed aloud, tone soft. “What’s going through that head of yours?”
Love, mostly. That swam through her sea of possible responses, though this wasn’t the optimal setting. Not at ScrollCycle on a Wednesday. Not with the excessive number of tabs open on her browser, her hand secured onto a mouse. “I miss you. Frankly, I miss you every night.”
“I miss you, too.” Ramona’s eyes suddenly found the floor interesting, replying, “We didn’t get to chat much last night.”
Because of a headache on Quinn’s part. Further exacerbated when she walked into her dark apartment. The double-edged sword for finally falling for someone: she couldn’t get enough. Withdrawals of Ramona were a wild concept. “I went to bed early.”
“Um, Quinn.”
Quinn narrowed her eyes, reeling at Ramona’s averted gaze, the crease of concern between her eyebrows. “Is something wrong?”
Ramona threw a look at the corporate floor. “The design team knows about us.”
Quinn sat through Ramona’s short story of the meeting faked to confirm the designers’ suspicions, every muscle in her face and back tightening for dear life. Just, fuck. She didn’t need this, especially after Jared’s inquisition. Her professional, unshakable countenance had protected her this long.
Agitation hardened Quinn’s words. “I’m losing authority points here. Our personal lives—my personal life shouldn’t be up for discussion. I thought your team was busy.”
Ramona nodded, doe eyes contrite. “Shit, I know. They cornered me. I⁠—”
“You could have said anything to cover it up.”
“That’s the thing.” Ramona flung a hand into the air. She met Quinn’s eyes, and she swore they shimmered. “I can’t. I, like...I cannot deny you. You’re the best. What am I to do? Box my heart up and lock it in my desk?”
This took the wind out of Quinn’s sails. Not to be a broken record, but she hadn’t been in a relationship with such a feelings-driven woman. Quinn slumped in her chair, exhausted. “We have different minds about this.”
Ramona shrugged. “True. I can’t force loyalty to ScrollCycle or any of these fucking companies.”
“Loyalty doesn’t mean pricking our fingers and performing a blood oath.”
“It might as well.”
Though they hadn’t talked much yesterday, they exchanged texts about Devin from the Tech team and his offer. After Quinn suffered through the CEO’s gross behavior for Ramona to look good. If Ramona couldn’t value her position in life—great job, benefits, friends, above-market wages—did these standards seep into their love life? “Our media field is unpredictable; I’m not ignoring that. My thinking is...why upend your privileges because of things that haven’t happened? There’s such a thing as being focused on your tasks and leaving tomorrow’s worries for tomorrow.”
Ramona began pacing, her pointer finger jammed to her lip in concentration. “I can’t just shut up and design, Quinn. I’m loyal to people, not corporations.”
That felt accusatory. Quinn would get up, too, but that could make a scene. “You’re loyal to a guy you formally met two days ago? Startups are riskier than anything here.” And best believe she googled the hell out of Mr. Procházka. Great at what he did, not a mastermind. Not a shred of experience in owning and growing a business.
“Our generation job hops all the time. It’s key to succeeding nowadays.”
“That’s how we lost the last guy who had your job,” Quinn said, exasperated. What was with these data viz designers? “A stranger hands you a card for an unknown, nonexistent business and you’re ready to jump ship?”
Ramona cut her pacing short to slap her arms to her sides. “If it weren’t for him, I wouldn’t be here.”
“Yes, you would.”
“No, I wouldn’t. It’s—” She pressed a fist to her lips, breathing deeply. Once, twice, three times. At the third, Quinn breathed along with her.
When Ramona came to, she bent onto the desk. Facing her for a taste of the intimacy Quinn missed so much. “If not for him trusting me without knowing more than my name, I wouldn’t have met you. I’m here.” She widened her eyes, like ‘Get it?’ “To meet you. To be with you.”
They didn’t see eye-to-eye, but Quinn understood. “Ah.”
“I’ll hear him out. It’s the least I can do.” Ramona’s eyelashes hadn’t wavered. She lanced Quinn with a stare that demanded an acknowledgment of her convictions.
“Fine.” It put a period at the end of their disagreement for now.
Yet Ramona didn’t move.
Her eyes did, though. The defiance in them gave way to tracing Quinn’s lips. “Sorry for undermining you. And for my big mouth.”
God, it should’ve been a capital offense to temper what they’d shared from Thursday to Sunday. ScrollCycle’s angst shouldn’t mar something so new between them. So physical between them. Quinn checked her glass wall—normal as ever out there. “I like your big mouth. A lot.”
A smile Quinn had been missing softened Ramona. Back to their usual programming. “My mouth likes you, too.”
“Should you spend the night on Friday, after dinner?”
They deserved to reconnect, to enjoy each other’s bodies again. Ramona’s lips teased her. So close yet so far. “Let’s do it.”
Limber and fluid, Ramona flowed into her chair. She gestured vaguely at papers on the desk, pantomiming a workflow-based talk. “Can I stay all weekend?”
Quinn improvised her best, pointing at random lines on the sheet. Face as placid as can be. “Yes. How else can I get my fill of you?”
Ramona’s lips parted and the last of Quinn’s work woes fell by the wayside. “It feels wrong not to touch you right now. Like, this very moment.”
“Waiting this long is unbearable.”
“We’re adults. In a work setting. We’ll have patience.”
“Mm, yes, patience.”
Minutes later, they rammed into an empty stall in one of the top floor’s restrooms. At this hour, the café pop-up had been long cleared out. The safest bet for some privacy as Quinn and Ramona handled their iron-clad patience.
“You’re so hot when you’re in your snippy director mood,” Ramona said into the rough kiss that clattered their teeth together. She butt-bumped the burgundy stall door closed and secured the lock with her elbow.
Quinn stroked the back of Ramona’s neck, pulling her as closely as possible. As tightly as their mouths would fit. God, she could make banter about Ramona’s defiance. About her attitude. But why, when their tongues were doing what humankind evolved for them to do? Desperately, her hands traveled downward, memorizing the curvature of a body that spellbound her. It ended with her cupping Ramona’s ass and squeezing because she knew it drove her lady crazy.
Ramona whimpered and even trembled a little. Her lips lavished the slope of Quinn’s neck, touch feather-soft upon her silk blouse.
“Give me your leg.”
Quinn knew she’d be slick when Ramona growled that onto the shell of her ear. She slid her skirt in cautious inch-high increments, as its tailored fit wouldn’t allow much further without wrinkling like she’d been fucked before two in-person meetings. Ramona seemed content to lift what little leg she could and drift her fingers around the most sensitive part of Quinn’s thighs, panting about their softness.
Intent on having something, Quinn undid the buttons on her blouse, fingers clumsy from arousal. This was the middle of the day, and she had no idea what level of activity occurred on this floor, so they had to hustle. Parting her blouse to the cool air, she fished a hand from between her legs and guided it into her bra, beneath a satin cup.
They moaned in unison once Ramona’s fingers got to work, circling Quinn’s nipple in a maddening slowness. Quinn drew Ramona’s lips to hers to hiss, “I need you.”
Ramona trembled again, so responsive and on the edge herself. She slipped her tongue into a wet, freakishly sensual kiss that curled Quinn’s toes, nearly breaking free of her heels. Quinn chanced a soft moan, consumed by this sense of danger.
And then, Ramona circled the soaked fabric of Quinn’s underwear. Two fingertips prodded and pressed with the same slowness her nipple received. Quinn flattened a hand on a burgundy wall, so the pleasure wouldn’t sweep her away.
Quinn clenched for the single finger dipping near her entrance, willing for it to be crooked inside. She shuddered for more.
Though, this pleasure was short-lived. Because the bathroom door sounded and not one, but two women entered, chatting loudly enough to douse the flames.
Ramona lipped, “Shit!” and hopped up on the toilet. She crouched in her best rendition of Spiderman. Quinn covered her mouth, turning red with unbidden laughter.
With no time to try again, Quinn returned to her empty personal office, her high petering off. She opened an email, only semi-present, questioning how on earth she’d endure this whole love thing.
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Ramona propped her phone on the built-in soap holder jutting from her sister’s bathroom wall. On the screen, Quinn smiled at her, comfy at home. She’d finished her dinner as they chatted earlier, soon switching to video to assuage Ramona’s nerves.
Her father sent Ramona a text that morning. Nothing heartfelt—a picture of a beautiful beach without a description—but it counted as reaching out, right? Inspired by the correspondence, Ramona set up a video chat between her father, mother, and herself. A risky stunt to pull on Thursday evening, the day before the double date with Lydia and Vivian. If the talk went sour, which was well within the realm of possibility, it could settle a fog over a nice occasion.
Ramona shed her shirt, giggling at Quinn’s cheering.
“Dinner and a show. Lucky me,” Quinn said, bundled in a thin jumper, hair pulled back. She’d been racking up too many hours at work. Though, sleepiness took nothing away from her easy smile.
They’d squeezed in a single cuddle date that lasted a lousy three minutes. Quinn pried herself from Ramona’s arms, as the Marketing team lit up her Scrolly app like an asteroid hit. Ramona longed to grab Quinn by the hand and run away from these headaches. ScrollCycle wouldn’t matter when they were over a hundred years old and looking back at their lives.
Ramona blushed, her mind drifting to a future life together as she held her shirt above her head and swayed her hips. She even made sure her boobs bounced in the bra she’d hand-washed twice. “What do you think of my moves? Would you pay to see this?”
“Contemplating a career change?” Quinn rested her cheek on her forearm, the subtle hunger in her eye reminded Ramona of their incomplete hookup.
“Is that a yes?”
The camera shook as Quinn lifted her phone, adjusting it back into place a minute later. A notification blipped on Ramona’s screen for a twenty-dollar payment.
Ramona threw her head back in a laugh that echoed in the bathroom’s thin walls. This woman got her, like on an intrinsic level. “Eight seconds of half-assed dancing and you shell out twenty bucks? My rate goes crazy already. You could bankroll me as my sole client.”
“I’d go broke, but sure.” Quinn reached offscreen for something, smirking. “When’s the call?”
Ramona squinted for the time, tugging on a white blouse she’d pilfered from Lydia’s dresser. It could use an iron, but meh. Camera quality would mask imperfections her parents would search for. “In seventeen minutes. I could throw up.”
“So, you’re going to discuss the...” She rolled her lips, eyes roaming. “Almost wedding, I guess I’d call it?”
“I’m winging it. Not sure what we’ll discuss, but I know it needs to happen.”
“You’re brave. That’s too vague to show up unprepared.”
Ramona folded the tails of the blouse into her around-the-apartment shorts. The half-professional outfit would have to suffice. “Please distract me with another subject. I’ll take anything.”
“I think I may have something,” Quinn muttered above a stack of mail on the kitchen island. An orange, square envelope garnered her attention. Her brows creased at the address and the wax seal on the other side. “It’s a wedding invitation.”
Fluffing her hair in the bathroom’s plain, rectangular mirror, Ramona drawled out, “Okay.”
“From Celene’s sister.”
“Okay,” was all she had a second time. Any mention of Celene came with a truckload of mystery, as she couldn’t visualize who Quinn had committed to previously, regardless of the stories. The memories had a blandness, as if recited from a dull old book.
Quinn eyed an invitation in white and the same orange of the envelope, brows taut and creased. That expression prompted Ramona’s main observation. “You weren’t expecting to be invited.”
Breaking into a slight smile, Quinn shook her head. “Right. I’m...it’s not shady, right? This says to check if I want the chicken, lamb, or vegan chickpea option. Is this sarcasm?”
Now, this was uncharted territory. Making light of the situation could come off dismissive, while jumping to badmouth the ex didn’t feel warranted, either. Ramona tried her most neutral at, “Those are nice invitations. Would her sister go through the trouble of sending you one to make a point?”
“When Celene discussed a wedding before...” Quinn bobbed her head to the side, emphasis on ‘before.’ “She adamantly rejected anything ‘ostentatious,’ as she’d put it. Her sister on the other hand…” She read, “Join us for a two-day wedding celebration starring the illustrious Elise Vale, featuring Ajay ‘Big J’ Mehta. Bring your dancing shoes.”
That sounded fun as hell. Ramona held back her excitement, deciding to toe the line. “Featuring? Big J doesn’t get called illustrious, oh no.”
“Elise is a character.” Quinn grinned, sounding far away. “She’s always been welcoming to me. She’s closer to Tara, though. That’s probably where she got my address.”
“You’d see Celene.”
“I would.”
“I could run interference if it gets awkward.”
Quinn’s head whipped up. Eyes wide. Not angry, just wide. “This wouldn’t be triggering for you?”
Ramona could fall to her knees. Had her fucked up history slipped her mind? Was that growth? “As long as neither party changes their mind, I’m good.”
“I don’t think I’ve ever had a wedding guest of my own,” she said, eyes on Ramona. Searching for hurt, maybe. “It’s a public appearance.”
Shrugging through the implications, Ramona replied, “It’s up to you, babe. It could clear the air between you and Celene, who knows.”
Ramona checked the time. Quinn’s ploy to redirect her attention legitimately worked, as only four minutes stood between her and her parents. Quinn had gone silent, tapping the cardstock to the countertop in deep thought. “How do I look?”
Quinn’s lips curled in a study that made Ramona’s heart dance. “The prettiest. And like you’re going on a job interview.”
“That’s what I’m going for.”
“I hope it goes well. I hate seeing you so nervous.”
“They’re just my parents, right?” Ramona nibbled her bottom lip, not believing herself. She muttered it again, trying to sound persuasive. “My parents. They’re my parents. The people who didn’t wear protection one day and made me.”
Quinn laughed, which was what Ramona had been booking on. If anything could make things better, it’d be her cute laugh. Number 7.
“Any last words before I face them?” Ramona asked.
“Hmm,” Quinn’s searched the kitchen for something tangible, landing on the invitation. She grinned. “Lamb, chicken, or chickpea?”
That dancing heart went fish-ward, flopping about. “Lamb, no question.”
Quinn blew her a loud kiss. “Worse comes to worst, close out the app and blame it on shoddy internet.”
Curse or not, Ramona allowed herself to fall even deeper for Quinn. So far gone. “I like the way you think.”

NOT ONLY DID Ramona’s parents connect to the call on time, but they hadn’t boomered out with technical difficulties. Felisa sat on her plush living room couch, hills of colorful throw pillows flanking her. Armando kept her company, as seen by the tip of his knee in-frame. Ramona’s father, Samuel, squinted at her through his glasses, on a balcony overlooking a beach resort in early morn. He took full advantage of the semi-nomadic retired life.
“Where are you, Ramona?” her mother asked right out the gate. No ‘Hey, how are you’ or anything.
Ramona motioned around her, at the dining area of Lydia and Vivian’s nicely sized apartment. Beige wall, potted elephant ears behind her. A cushioned chair at their glass table. “Lydia and Viv’s.”
“So where is Lydia?”
Lydia reacted from the sidelines, lying face-down on the living room couch. She swung a frantic arm because she, direct quote, ‘would rather swallow a metal spork’ than subject herself to their parents at the same time. “Lydia’s busy, Ma.”
“Good, she prioritizes her career,” Samuel chimed in, adjusting his glasses by the bridge like an anime character. A familiar trait since Ramona was a little girl. “Why aren’t you working?”
They’d drilled respect into Ramona’s head, so her eyes couldn’t roll if she wanted them to. Her eyes twitched, though. “Busy doesn’t mean she’s working, Papa. It’s also 8 p.m.”
“I’m in Bangkok this week,” he went on in expert evasion. Contrasting his chiseled features, Samuel’s voice maintained an unambiguously nasal quality. “Do you see the paradise behind me?”
“I see it. I’m jealous.” Bragging with no apology? Incredible. Expecting any remorse from her parents was a fool’s concern. “New hairstyle, Ma? It’s cute.”
One parent couldn’t be complimented without the other getting praise. This balancing act had been a feature of her childhood even before the divorce.
Felisa gained some weight over years; it added a nice touch to her likeness. She patted her fresh layers in a way that echoed Lydia on Monday, imparting a conservative smile. “Armando thinks it’s too short.”
“What do you think about it?” Ramona stressed, annoyed about her whole defer-to-men schtick.
“I like it.”
Bored already, Samuel leaned into his big, wooden deck chair with a labored sigh. His transitional lenses darkened in the sunshine. “I hear you have a new job. How much are you making?”
She and Lydia failed to study coveted careers in engineering, law, and medicine as Samuel preferred. Despite years of their parents talking down on their respective fields, they eventually came around once the success and money kicked in. “I’m paid well. Hey, remember when you used to give me and Lydia money lessons?”
Samuel made it a point to lecture them on money management at a young age, all the way into their final year of college. His sharp tone and plain speak led to arguments, especially with Lydia, though Ramona admitted it helped her not be too lax with her funds. Felisa was looser on the purse strings, but she could find a deal if it were buried underground. With 50/50 custody, their respective teaching hadn’t ceased. Miraculously, Ramona and Lydia weren’t miserly.
“Oh, I remember those.” Samuel chuckled, bearing a wide, dimpled smile. “Lydia would fight me—” He imitated the yip yip yip of a small dog. “And Ramona, you cried every session. You never went broke, though, did you?”
“No, we didn’t.” Because they were firmly upper middle class.
Off in the distance, Lydia groaned. Ramona turned her laptop more to herself. “Hey, so, are you planning to visit this year?”
Her father’s thick, salt-and-pepper brows crested. “New York’s only worthwhile after the leaves turn. If I want to be hot, I’ll be hot here, where it’s beautiful. I can’t think of a reason to go to your city sooner.”
Hm.
Damn.
Ramona’s insides swished. She couldn’t cry—her parents would scold her about her “softness” and the weakness of their generation as if they had no hand in raising her. “I recall a reason. A big one.”
And, then she waited. Samuel lounged stock-still, impassive. Felisa did, too. One not fluent in the St. Germaines could interpret this as discomfort. Remorse, perhaps.
Nope. Ramona chose to jog their memories more. “A wedding, maybe?”
Her father dismissed her with a sharp wave. She’d love to delude herself into thinking a gnat buzzed near his face, but she knew the truth.
Felisa, in head-to-head competition for Parent of the Year, patted her new hairdo. “That was a huge waste.”
“How could you say that?”
Samuel leaned closer. About to drop some hard truths. He propped up an arm grown sinewy from too many workouts. “You are grown. These choices are your own. What does that have to do with me?”
“You’re my parents,” Ramona enunciated, lashes batting more. “Some support?”
“You attended an expensive art college. I provided for your school supplies, clothing, food…paid for shelter above your head. These are all needs of a child and you’re no longer that.” He pressed fingertips of his large hands together, steeple-like. “I’m afraid you suffer some sort of arrested development. This is not my fault.”
Felisa visibly bristled. The first time in this conversation that she reacted to him at all. Her scowl added a sunkenness to her face. “Ramona, you chose not to treat marriage as a holy covenant and that was the result. Why are we discussing this?”
They weren’t discussing shit. Only criticizing her.
The next fifteen minutes went into autopilot. Her parents took turns speaking about financial culpability, how Armando could afford the Astoria house, Millennials and their lack of stock knowledge, Felisa’s hair again, Bangkok’s flavorful food, and the “homosexual agenda.” Ramona checked out, doling out an occasional “uh huh” or “right” with eyes that looked lifeless from what she saw on her reflective on-screen window. Due to years of practice, her parents managed to not speak to one other. They instead spoke at Ramona.
Felisa’s voice had heightened by now, having worked herself up. “I pray that when you and your little sister find suitable partners, you’ll understand our sacrifices.”
Ramona swallowed fury. These people had nothing on the rocket scientist and oil painter who put her and Lydia up for imaginary adoption.
As expected, her parents had met Vivian with lukewarm sentiments. A shy, masculine lesbian? It was a wrap. It pissed Ramona right off, as Vivian was as inoffensive as a person could get.
“Viv,” she stressed, needing them to acknowledge her wholeness, “has been madly in love with Lydia for years. Eight years. I’m literally in their apartment.”
“Renters.” Samuel scoffed, as if renters didn’t provide him passive income.
Then, nothing else. Only a quip at a lack of affordable housing for them. He lifted a half-melted tropical drink to his lips. A victory sip.
Vivian must have overheard from the bedroom, as she sped past Ramona. Body language a little skittish, forever deer-like. She snatched up a tin from the kitchen counter before putting on the first pair of shoes she touched. “Gonna smoke,” she mumbled in her exit.
Lydia followed her but not before leaning in to mute Ramona’s mic. She didn’t try to conceal her hand; she was beyond caring. Her brown eyes showed weariness that didn’t seem fair to either sister.
“Mona.” Lydia rapped her nails at the mousepad. A call to pay close attention. “Our parents have been keeping us at arm’s length since we were potty trained. It’s time to give them what they want.”
Ramona nodded, watching her sister step into a pair of slides to join Vivian outside.
She’d hedged toward this conclusion when she’d checked out. Concerning Quinn. Ramona couldn’t in good conscience introduce her girlfriend to them. Not when she had her sister, Vivian, and friends. Family who loved the real her.
This olive branch attempt wouldn’t work. Especially a branch stretched up to the heavens. Ramona had been reaching for too long.
She interrupted her parents, who’d been chatting with her despite her distracted state. Were they NPCs? Who the fuck raised her?
Ramona’s shoulders slackened in the blouse she’d picked out for naught. She blew her lips in a soft raspberry. Boy, would Sheryl get a novel tonight.
Unmuting her mic, she asked, “Papa, Ma, do you think we’re cursed?”
They showed an overt ounce of humanity, both recoiling. However, Ramona phrased it as a question for a unique purpose. For her to cut the call short once their mouths opened to deny. End call.
She stared at the laptop screen, not seeing it. The closing call doubled as shutting a parental portal. Offended or not, they wouldn’t call back or text to smooth things over, to make sure she was okay.
Ramona would be revising her expectations for family, from here on out. Family and friends.
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The significance of Friday’s dinner was three-fold.
One, Ramona and Quinn would be meeting Lydia and Vivian in a matter of minutes. Ramona wiggled fingers woven into Quinn’s, respecting her need to sort through the proper stages of pre-meeting-the-family nerves. Rather, Ramona concentrated on the sound of their footsteps approaching the restaurant, staccato upon the sidewalk. She appreciated Quinn’s ability to switch into Archer Mode to get shit done. At least fifty ‘How to Meet Your Partner’s Family’ sites absolutely got hits from Quinn’s IP address this week.
Two, Lydia’s interview exceeded expectations. An inside source close to the boss confirmed she’d be a shoo-in for the senior position after the last round. Brilliant, as Lydia’s most optimistic self would be present for dinner.
Three, Ramona accepted her status as ‘Fully, Without a Doubt, Stupidly In Love.’ She’d woken up at 4 a.m. that morning, flush with emotions and squealing into her pillow as an outlet. Couldn’t wake Lydia and Vivian. Wired despite the darkness through the window, Ramona had steeped a cup of tea and scrolled through every text and Scrolly DM with Quinn, dismissing the lack of follow-up from her parents. She allowed herself to revel in the power of the swoon.
Ramona chanced a grin at Quinn once they halted at the restaurant’s storefront. The deep cobalt mini dress met their over-the-phone critique of sophisticated-but-not-try-hard and its gently belled three-quarter sleeves added an elegance that radiated off an otherwise panicky Quinn. She wore her hair down and the June wind played with it the way Ramona wished she could about now.
Shaking Quinn’s hand, Ramona said, “You’re dazzling tonight. I’m excited.”
Quinn hightailed it home once the clock struck five to shower, reapply her makeup, get dressed, and style her hair in a way that made it extra shiny. Ramona, thrilled for a date after the week they’d survived, managed to sneak home in the middle of the day to gather an overnight go-bag. A wave of foreignness hit Ramona while she ransacked her closet and dressers, selecting a knit top, a slim-fit skirt, and heels so their heights would match. She hazarded puncturing her eye doing her makeup in the subway. Anything to avoid a Holly ambush.
“You are, too.” Quinn thumbed the geo pattern at the shoulder of Ramona’s top. “You’re sure your sister likes me? I want to win her over.”
“She does and you will.” Ramona lost herself for a moment, entranced by Quinn’s hand. By her pale polish with a thin touch of metallic overcoat. She spoke something lingering without the right words until this second. “I love your little touches. It makes me lean in and decide on my comfort level.”
Wonder and something vulnerable warred in Quinn’s expression. “I...” Wetting her lips, she continued to graze a trail down the row of connected squares in a voice so hushed that Brooklyn at this hour nearly drowned her out. “I’ll see textures or fabrics so intriguing that I need to touch them. When I’m comfortable with somebody, I’m tactile. For Tara, some family. And you.”
Ramona recalled the first time Quinn reached for her. After she flagged her down with that chocolate bar. Their connection had been apparent, where coworkers commonly kept their hands to themselves. Chill bumps rose on her skin. This love enhanced everything. “I’m honored to reach their ranks.”
Quinn tilted her head in a soft smile, accepting what could be seen as sarcasm, but wasn’t.
Ramona treaded closer. “We beat them here. Lydia always texts me to gloat otherwise.”
A scattered line of patrons hungry for a good night congested the restaurant’s entrance. She and Quinn distanced themselves, not keen on a group’s weed smoke.
The sun shined at this hour, but the sky grew a deeper blue, more romantic. Ramona adjusted the canvas bag with her overnight essentials. Then, she fixed a hand on Quinn’s hip. Ramona dug fingers into its silkiness, eliciting a gentle shudder.
Quinn mirrored her, hooking two fingers into the material at Ramona’s waist. Strong, decidedly beguiled feelings reflected from her eyes; she searched Ramona’s face and hopefully found the same. “What are you thinking about?”
Ramona pressed her lips against Quinn’s, letting the kiss speak for itself. She wasn’t a fan of exposing her private life to the public, but how could she resist? Judging by how Quinn kept her tongue in check, she seemed to agree on maintaining some decorum. Still, it didn’t make the kiss any less fantastic. The honks, random banter, clomping of others’ footfalls, and hints of exhaust faded into ignorable, background accents to the magic of having Quinn. Of her hand cupping Ramona’s cheek.
For a moment Quinn pulled away, hooded eyes piercing Ramona’s with their intensity, before guiding their lips back together.
Just as Ramona’s mind wandered, Lydia’s voice cut through. “Oh, what do we have here?”
They parted ways as her sister and Vivian scuffed to a stop in front of them. Vivian kicked her black Jordans at the sidewalk, looking anywhere but at them. Lydia, on the contrary, wore an unnervingly self-satisfied grin, hands fastened on her hips. It reminded Ramona of childhood, when Lydia happened upon adult gossip.
Ramona bopped Lydia on the arm, exaggerating a groan. “Quinn, this is my twenty-percent evil sister, Lydia. Her partner avoiding eye contact—” She waved at Vivian who turned to them, all deer in the headlights. “is Vivian, a co-conspirator in getting me into ScrollCycle.”
“Hey, nice to meet you. Call me Viv.” Vivian jumped to shake Quinn’s hand, throwing on a smile just this side of nervous. Vivian’s barber-fresh braids and undercut showed that she went the extra mile to impress and for that, Ramona crushed her in a hard hug. Her parents were nuts; Vivian belonged in their family.
Soon after, they found their places around a table and ordered their drinks. They made easy conversation; Lydia prompted Vivian to discuss her latest endeavor: vintage lighters. From an antique shop, Vivian purchased two that needed TLC. Between bites of sourdough, Vivian listed the necessary tools for getting them as close to the original quality as possible, sounding like an expert.
As she handed off her menu to the waitstaff, Ramona viewed her sister and Vivian’s relationship with a grander level of respect. Like Ramona, Vivian had been bullied growing up. In their company, she could segue into an info dump while Lydia, a renowned lover of snark, spectated and engaged. Never catty nor derisive. From time to time, she would poke in harmless fun, but nodded at all the right times, even on nights she’d be dead tired from work.
Ramona’s heart swelled at Quinn thanking the server who placed her cocktail in front of her, then proceeded to prod Vivian with relevant questions. At this, Lydia’s brow ticked up.
Interesting how Ramona and Lydia chose their partners: Quinn with all her questions and Vivian with all her answers. Research partners. Under the table, Ramona gave Quinn’s arm an affectionate squeeze.
At the appropriate lull, Quinn tested out, “Um, so Lydia. As kids, how was Ramona as a big sister?”
“Shockingly, we were raised in the same households.” Lydia deadpanned, nibbling crostini. She winked at Ramona and her voice thawed. “Mona was amazingly permissive. We shared a bedroom in Papa’s condo, but at Ma’s, we had our own bedrooms, and she never kicked me out when I hung around in hers.”
Ramona spoke around her straw, “I should’ve. You read my diaries.”
“You should’ve hidden your keys in better spots,” she commented, then addressed Quinn. “Mona was unafraid of being outlandish if it meant protecting me.”
Quinn’s eyes brightened, eating this info up more than the appetizers. “Outlandish, how?”
Lydia tapped her chin. “Mona, remember Channing?”
“How could I forget?” The memories flooded Ramona’s head like they were yesterday, not two decades ago. “This Channing kid would stop by every day after school, when our mom was still at work, saying he would kiss Lydia. He was my age, thirteen, and Lydia only ten, so I was already put off by him bothering someone so young.” She poked salad onto her fork; speaking instead of eating it. “Consistently, we told him to fuck off. One day, he caught us playing outside. As usual, we said she’s too young and uninterested⁠—”
“I had eyes; he was so plain,” Lydia added, cheek showing her dimple.
“Instead of leaving, that bastard made a snide comment about how my facial tick is demon possession...” Always protective, Quinn’s eyes turned stormy. “So, I leaned into that and did my best Exorcist girl impression. He was petrified, but I didn’t stop there. I chased him.”
Lydia burst into laughter, accompanied by everyone else. “For five blocks!”
Ramona deadened her eyes like she had back then. “I snarled, I roared, just lost the plot and it didn’t matter because Channing was running, and I was hot on his heels. Everyone we passed left us alone, though if someone looked confused, I’d smile and wave like we were friends goofing around. When he reached his place, he smelled like urine.”
“You’re kidding!” Quinn gasped, hand over her mouth.
“No joke, he peed himself. By the time I returned home, Lydia was safely in our apartment, and we celebrated my victory over ice cream.”
“Rocky Road. I’ll never forget.” Lydia swiped her braids to the side to punctuate, “He never bothered us again.”
Quinn’s hand formed onto Ramona’s knee in a soft grip. “That is amazing. Extremely on-brand. I could imagine everything.”
After sharing a wide smile with her, Ramona noticed Lydia, who’d been surveying their interactions like a birdwatcher. What a fitting coincidence, as her gauzy chiffon top had a pattern of cockatiels on it. Ramona went on. “Lydia didn’t pay girls or boys attention until eleventh grade. Every year until then, she’d receive candy on Valentine’s Day and it was never reciprocated.”
“It happened to you, too,” Lydia said before thanking the server depositing her plate of eggplant parmesan to the table.
“Ugh, it did.” Ramona rubbed Quinn’s hand that moved to her thigh. She rolled her eyes, harkening back to awkwardly thanking the boys and running away. “At home, we’d throw the cards and letters away and combine our candy.”
“Anything interesting in the letters?” Quinn asked as she twirled her fork into her linguine.
“Mona had a knack for attracting dudes who wrote poetry.” Leaning closer, Lydia stage whispered across the table to Quinn. “We would take turns reading them to each other dramatically. We’d use Ramona’s desk as a stage. Sometimes, we’d invite neighborhood friends for our readings, too.”
“Damn, that’s cold,” Vivian murmured, joining in on their cackling.
Quinn fed her a genuine grimace. “A poet yourself, Viv?”
“I dabbled.” They laughed harder as Vivian shrugged.
“You’ll like this story.” Lydia lifted her water, meeting Quinn’s eyes. “About how Viv and I got together. Mona’s partially responsible.”
Ramona waved her off. “I play a small, small role.”
“Viv worked at the campus library. For a big grad school project, some of my classmates and I would hang around the library every evening or so. The girls with me thought she was hot or whatever.”
Vivian chewed steadily, betraying a small smirk. That was the smuggest that woman would get. “You did, too.”
Lydia’s hands whipped through the air as she spoke, newly manicured nails a swirly pastel. “Yeah, yeah. I steered clear of Viv for the first few visits. Tall, a sneakerhead, beautiful like—” she stroked Vivian’s soft jawline. “this. Who wouldn’t be careful? Viv would hold short, surface-level conversations when my classmates chatted her up, then would find me if I roamed off on my own to make recommendations or offer library services and I’d give her the brush-off like, stop academic-splaining to me, pretty eyes!”
“I was doing my job.”
Quinn seemed to delight in every morsel of these stories. “How did Ramona get involved?”
“Mona already graduated from art school, so I’d call her at night to complain.” In a gallant effort, she imitated her own voice all stony and drawn out, “‘This library assistant chick is always in my face, smiling and offering her extensive reference help. How conceited, right?’ Ramona replies to me like I was raised in a bunker, ‘Girl, she’s flirting. She’s finding excuses to spend time with you.’ As clueless as can be, I said, ‘That’s impossible ’cause my classmates hit on her all the time and she does nothing about it.’”
Ramona had to interject, nodding, “I had to speak slowly for it to dawn on her—‘Hello? Is anybody home? That’s because she likes you.’”
“Voice of reason,” Vivian pronounced louder than she’d been all evening. “Glad she called you.”
Lydia continued, the energy of the table spurring her on. “On the next visit to the library, I broke off from my group on purpose. She walks my way lugging a massive fucking book she thought would aid my research.”
“Lydia pushed the book aside asking, ‘Is that the original Bible? Do you want me to check that behemoth out or do you like me?’” Vivian’s shoulders hit her ears. Probably how she’d reacted all those years ago. “I had no plan on what to do after she heard my recommendations. I ended up asking her out.”
Ramona beamed. She met Vivian soon after that and bonded instantly. “Now they’re the upstanding couple you see before you.”
“Absolutely adorable,” Quinn breathed out, all smiles. She tangled her fingers into Ramona’s. Eating with her left hand was a little awkward for Ramona, but a small price to pay.
“We are, aren’t we?” Lydia swayed to catch a quick kiss from Vivian.
At this, Ramona hesitated—not because her sister and her partner weren’t the kissing types; they hadn’t ever shown outward affection around Ramona’s past girlfriends. Especially Holly. When Holly was present, Lydia remained on guard—something Holly harped on while she and Ramona would head home afterward. Enemies through and through.
This was a brilliant sign for Quinn.
Ramona asked, “Lydia, remember when we asked our parents why they fell in love?”
Lydia let out a Ramona-like wail. “God, kill me.”
“We wanted to hear about romance, damnit. Unsatisfying answers, bleh.”
Quinn brought her hand back to her lap. Ramona could sense her perking up all the same. “Aw, why’s that?”
“Let’s see. We asked them separately and the reasons overall were pragmatic. Boring.” Ramona named them along with a finger counting for each one. “Tax benefits. Wealth-building. To raise children in a two-parent household⁠—”
Lydia scoffed. “See how well that turned out.”
“Standard religious reasons, social security, health insurance. The only thing that carried any emotion was Papa saying when he met Ma, he appreciated her ‘optimal birthing hips…’” Ramona faked a gag. “I could lose my lunch. Gross.”
“Don’t remind me.” Lydia’s full body cringed, then arched her chin to Quinn. “How are your parents?”
Ramona tuned in closely. This interested her, too.
“My dad left us.” Quinn fiddled with the cloth napkin, which only Ramona could see. “I admired my parents when I was little. They were head-over-heels and unafraid to show it. Until they weren’t. Picture a star at its brightest until it fizzles out.”
Valuing this much vulnerability, Ramona scooted her chair closer to stroke the back of Quinn’s head. To take eyes off of her, she raised her brow at Vivian. “And you?”
The discomfort baton had been passed; Vivian slumped a little in her chair. “My parents are fine. Married for forty-three years. They got together intending to have a big family. My four older brothers have uh, bolder personalities than mine, so I was just there.”
Quinn and Vivian swapped nods. “Do they like Lydia?”
“They’re obsessed with me,” Lydia inserted at a hair trigger.
“She’s not lying.” Vivian peeked at her girlfriend of eight years to grin. A sad-happy grin. “When they finally got a daughter, they were excited to doll me up in a nursery full of typical girly clothes. By the time I was three, I would tantrum at the mere sight of a dress. Meaning, they’re loving the parade of daughters-in-law, girlfriends, and one son-in-law.”
“Her oldest brother’s gay,” Ramona explained with a sip from her glass. “Parents are human. Most are going to fuck up to varying degrees. I wish they’d acknowledge the messes they’ve made once we’re old enough to point them out.”
They enjoyed more of their food for the next few minutes. The other tables’ noise, laughter, clinks of icy drinks took over in a gentle swell.
Lydia broke their silence with, “What did Sheryl say about you and rebellion, Mona?”
Ramona appreciated that she could dive straight into discussing her therapist without having to explain her identity. Quinn already knew so much about her. “Our parents raised me and Lydia with an…authoritarian edge, you could say. Sheryl says as an adult, I enact my little bits of rebellion to people in charge. Pretty much doing what I couldn’t while growing up.” She bobbed her eyebrows since Sheryl didn’t miss. “That’s why I’ve preferred freelance until this position at ScrollCycle. Clients aren’t bosses.”
Quinn hesitated, straightening her throat. “How do you rebel against Blythe?”
“Uh, I sleep with you.” She rushed to clean that up, but Vivian and Lydia were already chuckling. “I’m playing, all jokes. Blythe is a perfect manager. No micromanaging and knows her way around the software. For her, I talk back and she doesn’t mind.”
Lydia tapped her fork onto her plate, on the same train. “I low-key bully my managers if I don’t think they’re competent. I can’t help it.”
Ramona threw up a flippant hand. “Fuck loyalty to these companies. It gets you nowhere.”
“Well…” Quinn gripped her fork like she was contemplating a rebuttal. “Loyalty has worked for me all these years.”
“You’re an anomaly, though. Jared cares about cronyism more than people like you, who know what they’re doing.”
“You’re not incorrect,” she conceded. Eyes on her pasta, as she clearly didn’t care to argue in front of Lydia, who was rapt with attention. “I choose not to dwell on those negatives. Maybe it’s because I grew up financially insecure, I don’t know.”
“I agree with Quinn,” Vivian chimed in, in solidarity for introverts. “Companies are flawed; that’s not new information. Making a fuss never improves my working conditions.”
Lydia, bless her, veered to another subject. “Do you keep up with Holly?”
Yikes, not that subject. Ramona shook her head in hopes this wouldn’t make their great night turn for the worst. “Nope, can’t say that I do.”
“She’s spending the weekend in Connecticut for her uncle’s birthday. Couldn’t you feel the city getting a little less insufferable in her absence?”
When Ramona peered for Quinn, Quinn’s gaze was already set on her. A helpful development. Despite their air of disagreement, they’d get past it. Because none of that shit—ScrollCycle, Jared, the C-suite—mattered. They could switch up the sleepover to Ramona’s.
Everyone’s uncomfortable expressions soon dissolved as their plates emptied and the space opened for more of Quinn’s questions (“What personality traits do you have in common with your parents?” “When have you been proudest of Ramona?” “Did you grow up with pets?” “Have you liked Ramona’s previous girlfriends?). Once Lydia finished up her amused reply to the last one, shades of ‘some yes, some could burn for eternity,’ Vivian sprang from her seat as if it had an eject button.
She patted around her skinny jeans pockets, then, in a performance not worth its salt in an elementary school play, Vivian said, “Hey, Mona. I brought my cool lighters. Wanna see them in action?”
Though Ramona did want to see them, she couldn’t help but laugh. “This requires only us to leave the table? That’s convenient.”
Lydia couldn’t sound more rehearsed. “I think that’s a stupendous idea.”
“Stupendous? Really?”
“Yes, really. Go out of earshot. Out of the restaurant would be better. Quinn and I can have some time together.”
“Lydia,” Ramona started, figuring out the best strategy here. She hadn’t anticipated leaving Quinn alone with Lydia. A nightmare, depending on the person. “Are you going to ask her intentions? Haven’t we as a society moved past that cliché?”
Quinn grasped Ramona’s wrist, voice resolute. “No, it’s okay. I don’t mind.”
Ramona shared an extended stare with her for confirmation before rising from her seat and tossing her napkin onto the table. “Alright, Viv. Let’s go play with fire.”
She couldn’t remember this happening in all her years of dating. Lydia normally asked for the check first. Accepting this change of tides, she called out a final, “Be nice to her, sis!” as she and Vivian wove around the maze of tables to the exit.

QUINN QUIETLY THANKED the waitstaff for picking up their dishes, bracing herself for who knows what. Her experiences meeting family of girlfriends were few and far between. Those occasions hadn’t involved the same stakes.
Lydia stabbed at the remains of her side salad. The only sound at that table was the scrape of her fork prongs on ceramic. This could be a tactic, as Lydia had an air of cunning to her. As befitting a senior PR person.
The St. Germaine sisters aligned in many physical attributes, as genetics existed. That’s where the similarities ended. While Ramona’s voice exuded warmth, brightness, and a teasing lilt, Lydia spoke in a flat affect, the voice of someone who already knew it all and was bored by the fact. Unlike Ramona, Lydia rationed her smiles, which Quinn could relate to. Not unfriendly, but people obviously had to jump through hoops to break through those walls.
Lydia pushed the plate away, gulped the remainder of her drink, brought out her phone to examine her teeth for lettuce, and the silence went on. Quinn could hang with the best of them for a stoic response, so she sat waiting. Inside, her mind screamed every possible catastrophic scenario, while on the outside, Quinn swirled the ice in her water, her expression hopefully inscrutable.
Following a touch-up on her lipstick, Lydia put her phone down and openly scrutinized Quinn long enough to make anyone squirm—anyone but Quinn.
Lydia set the tone with, “You’re in love with Mona.”
That wasn’t a question nor an accusation. An observation.
Quinn’s temperature shot up, no control whatsoever over that. Getting past the initial stun, she skipped evasion. “I am.”
“How do you know?”
Not keen on putting on a cool front, Quinn let honesty lead her again. She laid hands along the smoothness of her dress as she recalled what fluttered in her heart every night. “The moment I first saw her, I thought I was coming down with something, I was that taken. Ramona brings out feelings I thought were impossible for me. We don’t have to deceive each other. I don’t people please for her. She sees the real me and even to this day, it’s a little unnerving.” Quinn played off a single shoulder shrug as if she weren’t on fire. “She’s the one.”
Some of Lydia’s coolness faltered; she stroked the length of her hair. “Mona’s sensitive. I can name you over a dozen times we’d finish a movie with friends or one of our parents and we’d go, ‘Okay, that was pretty good,’ and notice Ramona watching the credits roll by, actively sobbing.”
Believable. Quinn’s heart ached for her and those wholehearted emotions. “I think it’s cute.”
“She feels often and she feels strongly. I trust you can handle that.”
“I can.” Quinn gestured over the table. “Sorry if this is out of line, but you and I have a lot in common. I’ve been trained to stifle my emotions my whole life, so there may be times I could use some advice. From you.”
Amazement touched Lydia’s lips. “I’m not too scary?”
“You haven’t met my best friend, Tara. You’re kind of scary but manageable.” They both giggled gently. It was nice. “We should keep in touch. You always have her best interests at heart.”
That wasn’t flattery. Quinn meant every single word. As a novice at love after years of a different worldview, she’d appreciate sisterly assistance.
Lydia nodded at that. Then, her voice grew emphatic, though on a more lighthearted note. She leaned her elbows onto the edge of the table, hands flapping rapidly. “Listen, my sister and I are not like our parents. And my sister isn’t like me and our parents, if that order of operations makes sense. She expresses herself to a fault. Must be a recessive gene. Or a mutation.”
“Maybe, who knows?” Quinn’s smile reached its maximum wideness. Oh, the relief of acceptance. She found the confidence to ask, “How could you tell I’m in love?”
“From how you looked when you kissed her earlier. My sister’s not a PDA type at all and there she was in broad daylight, smooching when she knew I could pop up any moment and make fun of her.” Lydia spiked Quinn with an astute stare. She exemplified the older-coded younger sister. “I’ve seen her with ex-girlfriends. Some of them kissed or threw an arm around Ramona in a possessive way that turned my stomach. The rest acted blasé, like they couldn’t be bothered. Holly fell into the latter category.”
“I heard about your Never Holly Club. If you’re ever seeking new members, I’m here.”
Lydia laughed loudly and Quinn’s heart soared. “Sure. Our membership is small and mighty.” She smiled down at the table, then up to Quinn. “You held onto Ramona’s face and looked at her like she was, I don’t know, a prize. It gave me goosebumps. That’s why Viv got so awkward so quickly. We felt like we were intruding.”
Quinn knew a blush crept upon her skin like a bandit. God, she couldn’t hide this much longer. “I’ve never been that way with anyone until her.”
“Let’s keep it that way.” Lydia unlocked her phone and her thumbs danced around. “I’m gonna tell our partners to return. They could be burning the building down for all we know.”
Quinn’s laughter made her chest tighten, filled to the brim with a swarm of feathers that couldn’t even flutter; they were crammed so tightly. Yes, this weekend was destined to be something special.
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By the time the couples hugged and split off on their separate ways, Quinn and Ramona made a pit stop at the closest pharmacy for overnight essentials. While days and nights spent at The Archer hit all the right marks, they couldn’t squander the opportunity to invade Ramona’s space in Park Slope.
After shopping, they slowed their pace to stroll the Brooklyn Promenade. Quinn aimed a sidelong glance at Ramona emptying the paper bag of items into her tote, then stuffing the bag in there, too. Now that the treacherous weight of leaving a good impression on Lydia was a thing of the past, Quinn could breathe. She could gaze at New York’s prominent, gorgeous nighttime skyline and smile at children passed out in strollers or bootied dogs leading their humans to interesting smells. Quinn could appreciate the strategically curated plant life, verdant and rustling.
“Wish we could see stars,” Ramona intoned, her head craned back, hair catching the humid breeze in a subtly ravishing way. “Isn’t it strange, knowing the cosmos is out there and we can’t see it? Damn you, light pollution.”
Quinn laughed easily, as she’d already been smiling, ready for her to say something random. “In Cali, I’d gone stargazing. It’s unbelievable, how much beauty we’re missing out on.”
“Mm, I bet.” She held a hand out for Quinn to clutch. “We should do that together someday. Stargazing.”
“Of course. We have our entire lives ahead of us.”
Then, Quinn’s face grew warm. She needed more practice speaking this openly. Noticing Ramona grow uncharacteristically silent herself, Quinn’s mind wandered. Before, feelings weren’t spoken because she and her exes weren’t on the same page. For Ramona, they remained unspoken because it seemed superfluous.
Could she survive Ramona’s doe eyes sparkling, preceding those three little words? Quinn pressed her free hand over her hammering chest. God, her heart told all her secrets.
Ramona pointed their joined hands to a banner hanging off the side of a large building. A pale pink sign bordered by progress flags, advertising a Pride event from three days past. “Daphne and I used to go to events like that to see how many women’s numbers we could get.” Her cheek dimpled, eyes imploring Quinn to be cool about it. “We were arrogant, I know.”
“The Daphne you dated for a week?” Quinn swung their hands to show it didn’t bother her. Ancient history, practically.
“Daphne’s me if I’d been raised across the pond by cardiologists.” She shook her head of an errant memory, grinning. “Our personalities clashed too much. Once we established a good friendship, we shined.”
“So, who would get more numbers?”
“I’d say she edged me out more times. Ladies love that freaking British accent.”
“And did you call any of these ladies?” Quinn dragged out the last word to see Ramona’s dimple appear again.
“Of course. I’m not a cad.” Ramona huffed, batting those curly lashes. “Daphne and I grew up a lot since then.”
“I haven’t been the most receptive partner in the past. I can’t judge.”
After pecking Quinn’s temple, Ramona’s eyes sparkled. “That reminds me. My team got an exclusive look at the Pride ERG’s flag this year. Which baffled us because, what the hell, our team makes the Pride graphics. They could have approached us and yet...” She retrieved a colorful 4x6 inch cloth flag from her tote, held on a lavender glitter stick. “A gift for you, babe. Add it to your flowerpot.”
At Quinn’s gasp, Ramona nearly collapsed in a hard chortle that shook her whole body. Quinn turned the flag in an examination where the details got worse. The flag merged the ScrollCycle logo with what looked like every identity flag they could find online, superimposed on a tiled pattern of rainbow and progress flags. Reminiscent of Magic Eye books, except the end result brought on a headache instead of a hidden image.
“Observing your collection, that resource group’s yearly flags range from passable to an atrocity that borders on hate crime,” Ramona said while she recovered in deep breaths. “My team made a mad dash for a private room on another floor so we could die laughing. The roast session was,” she kissed the tips of her fingers, “exemplary.”
“It’s...an effort?” Quinn couldn’t believe that herself. “And now I own this?”
“They dropped off a box of them. Final design, no input from the designers.” She placed a hand over Quinn’s to whip the flag back and forth. In a stereotypically über gay voice, she drawled, “Happy Puh-riiide.”
This present was hideous, but Quinn treasured it. She stuck it into her handbag, loving this feeling of pure, silly happiness. Quinn had been so damn serious at work as of late. Offhandedly, she said, “They’re organizing a Pride party at the end of the month.”
Ramona wagged her pretty head, grinning. “Ah, yes. The final day until we all turn back into pumpkins.”
They dropped into one of the few empty benches. Quinn finger combed hair from her face, then did the same for Ramona. “Are you going?”
“Hell yeah. In a design pitch meeting, I proposed we invent an event called Scroll-dyke-cle and got mixed reactions. Hiro laughed a little too hard and I was like, ‘Okay, buddy, calm down.’” Ramona snorted. “Can I pick you up from your office? I can bring you a corsage like prom.”
Quinn’s smile fell, caressing Ramona’s soft hair. “Tempting, but we should be discreet.”
“I know, I know.”
She was still perturbed about Ramona confirming their relationship to her team and she couldn’t just chalk it up to her overwhelmed state lately.
“Ramona.” Quinn attempted to keep this light, though it’d been troubling her. “Tara’s been my safe space for years, even when I was with Celene.”
Ramona hooked a leg over a knee to shift closer, locked into this already. Something Quinn noticed whenever she brought up her ex-fiancée. “Okay.”
“Does that...make sense to you?” She needed this to not rain on their blissful outing. “I ran to my best friend instead of the person I’d given an engagement ring.”
“Mm.” Ramona’s bottom lip contorted. “Yes and no.”
“When life gets tough, you run to Lydia.”
“Is that bad?”
“No.” Quinn struggled to get the statement out. But how not to offend?
“Lydia’s the one who’s been there from the beginning,” Ramona went on, on the precipice of defensive. “She knows my traumas and home life firsthand. I’m there for her, too.”
“I’m not asking you to justify yourself. I...” Fuck, this was another new avenue—sounding needy. “I, um, I want to be that for you. Someday, I’d like to be your safe space.” Barreling past the loaded theme there, Quinn said, “My apartment is available. You wouldn’t be disrupting anything.”
Historically, the concept of a girlfriend’s apartment came with strings, with a purpose: Entertainment? Sex? Dinner? An argument within private walls? She couldn’t call any of her exes’ homes a haven.
After what felt like an eternity, Ramona met her eyes. Lashes flickering shallowly, threatening to bring Quinn’s dinner to her throat. “Lydia’s my safe place because she’s family. She’s stuck with me.” Her smile exuded melancholy. “I don’t want to fall into bad habits and lean on you too much, you know? It could get unhealthy. I shouldn’t use you.”
That fucking ‘love leech’ accusation would take a lot of work to undo its damage. “That’s why I mentioned Tara. I run to her; you run to Lydia. Maybe, one of these days, we can run to each other?”
Ramona massaged her eyes. “Damn. Sisters can be codependent, too.”
“I don’t think that’s what’s happening.” Quinn eased Ramona’s hands away, and sure enough, those eyelashes were a blur. With a thumb, she traced Ramona’s brow as lovingly as she could, heartbroken to cause this. “My door is always open.”
“Noted.” Slowly, the flutters ceased. Ramona asked, “What did you and my sister discuss?”
Quinn remained vague. Holding onto this love a little tighter. She didn’t want to declare love with nighttime joggers or tourists trotting by in trainers, licking ice cream cones. “Lydia knows how I feel about you. It’s hard for me to hide.”
She swore Ramona’s breath went shallow. They sat in a shy, pregnant silence until they agreed to catch the train to Park Slope.

QUINN’S INTRODUCTION to Ramona’s apartment could have started by dragging her and that sexy skirt into a room and kissing her silly, but curiosity won out. She lined her heels next to Ramona’s by the front door. On the cool hardwood, relief coursed through her feet as she did a sweep of her girlfriend’s home. So much to investigate.
The Park Slope rental was more spacious than hers, making good use of every inch with unexpected wall fixtures, abstract shelving, framed art, and an array of eccentrically patterned rugs and furniture. A persistent, internal needling reminded her that Ramona and Holly made these design decisions together. She padded to the eat-in kitchen to wash her hands, soon after fiddling with ceramic cat salt and pepper shakers on the table. Quinn lifted the shiny spotted pepper kitty. “These are cute.”
Ramona had been tidying the counter, lining up partially full dish soap bottles. “Presents from Flo. She and Dom are all about the trinket and doodad life.”
Quinn hummed her approval, arranging her bags on one of four unmatching dining chairs around a table lined with mosaic tiles, not unlike the ones seen in a subway station. Noticing that Ramona granted her free rein, she wandered further. The living room aligned with her vision for Ramona’s home: a couch, a recliner, two fat bean bags, the wall-mounted flatscreen over a media stand holding a bunch of gaming consoles. She tipped down the dark hall, past the renovated bathroom. Beside it, a bedroom’s door had been left ajar.
“That one’s mine,” Ramona said from behind her, nearly frightening Quinn into an early grave. She pushed the door and held an arm out. “Creep to your heart’s content.”
Ramona surely downplayed her sleeping quarters. Besides the stacks of clothes scattered about—Ramona scooped one within her arms to sort back into the closet—Quinn would describe it as moderately neat. She drank in the brightly-hued graphic prints, bringing life to the boring beige walls Ramona chose not to paint. A ceiling-to-floor bookcase held what looked to be collectibles and binders, mixed with sections of design books held in place by bookends. She rubbed her toes through the downy soft rug of an isometric pattern in black and white. The impressive two-monitor workstation suited the designer, as well as the massive turquoise ergonomic chair.
Quinn spun on Ramona, who’d been watching her between folding shirts. “Your room’s my favorite,” she crooned, enraptured. “It’s so cool.”
“Again with the cool word,” Ramona teased, sealing their lips in a soft kiss.
Famished for deeper, Quinn plucked the shirt from Ramona’s hand. Privacy. Finally.
Ramona toyed with the curled ends of Quinn’s hair, the other hand fixed at the slope of her neck. Thrilled to be on the same wavelength, Quinn slanted her head, and god, once their tongues touched, Ramona’s skin awakened in chill bumps. They paced themselves, with not a care in the world. No ScrollCycle, no CEO, no coworkers, no pings on Scrolly.
“My door’s always open, too,” Ramona said against Quinn’s lips in a sweet breath. “I love this.”
A frisson of something strong and electric broke Quinn out into a flush. She staggered backward, gasping. For a second, she heard ‘I love you’ and then and there, she realized she needed to hear the real thing.
She eyed Ramona. Ramona pulled at knit collar, partially confused, partially aroused, judging by the raised brow and the heaviness in her eyes. By how she dragged a tongue along her bottom lip.
Should Quinn…outright say it? She needed a google search to figure this out. All her exes declared love first. Mostly unrequitedly. Was this how they all felt?
Ramona shook her head at who-knows-what. “It’s been a long day. You take a shower while I fold the rest of this. Then, I’ll shower while you snoop some more and after that, the night is ours. You in?”
Quinn wanted to adore every single second of this uninterrupted time. She waved for Ramona to come closer. When she stepped up, all smiley and sultry, Quinn snatched Ramona by the jaw and initiated another heavy kiss. She even latched on a short bite, her secret method of wiping all thoughts from Ramona’s head.
They had all night. Maybe all weekend. “I’m in.”

THE SHOWER VALVE shut off the water in a nasty whine. Another detail showcasing her apartment’s imperfections. Ramona had run her achy back under the shower stream, self-care for having her home—however imperfect—left to her and Quinn.
Showering together would have been more enjoyable, but Ramona took pride in keeping her room from looking like she’d tossed her clothes around like autumn leaves. As she spritzed her damp hair, she frowned at the remnants of Holly’s presence scattered throughout the bathroom: short silver hairs in the corners of the tub and sink, a towel bearing her initials, and scattered piercing balls that could easily roll down the drain. Ramona moved the last of those within the loop of a hair tie.
Ramona dried off, applied lotion, and secured a towel onto herself. She found it cute, how Quinn went full building inspector, poking around. Ramona had a laissez-faire approach, telling her to root through her dressers and closet for whatever she wanted to wear. Not The Archer treatment; the results would yield the same, though.
In her room, Quinn sat cross-legged on the freshly changed bed, flipping through one of Ramona’s many trading card binders, delicately handling the shiny plastic pages. She addressed Ramona without looking up, her mostly dry hair pulled into a low ponytail. “Are these from your childhood?”
“About three-quarters of them, yes.” Ramona settled next to her, imagining cutting her chest open and offering her heart to Quinn for caring. “Papa let me collect because he assumed they’d be worth a lot in the future. And they can—if they’re in good shape. I played the fuck out of a lot of these cards. So, rich in memories, worthless to sell.”
Quinn’s dark eyes danced, bouncing around Ramona’s face. “I bet you were the cutest kid.”
“You can see for yourself.” Ramona walked to the bookshelf to fish out an album of her and Lydia in their tender years. Her parents weren’t big on taking photos, but she compiled enough. In Ramona’s tie-dye tank top and shorts, Quinn carefully set the collector’s stuff aside and did gimme hands for the family photos.
For the next hour or so, Quinn did the appropriate ooo-ing and aww-ing as Ramona recalled story after story, generous in anecdotes. She showed this specific selection of carefree photos because they sparked joy.
It also shifted her mind to Virginia, where Quinn’s mother probably housed albums of Quinn throughout the years. She’d buy a plane ticket for that.
“My dad loved to spoil me. He’d take me out for ice cream whenever I wanted. And he loved puns, making up funny names for each flavor I pointed at.” Quinn whispered this, but Ramona would gather anything in this rare moment. “I’ve blocked out most memories of him. Once he started mistreating my mom, I hated him too much to ask for anything.”
Ramona ran a hand along Quinn’s back. “I’m so sorry.”
“Don’t be. He’s not missed.”
“Okay,” she said, respecting Quinn’s wishes.
Every page or so, Quinn aimed her phone above to capture a picture, notably of Ramona mid-hijinks or wearing pigtails.
Ramona bumped Quinn with her shoulder, skin-to-skin. “Should I send this home with you to get high-quality copies made?”
“Oh my god, would you?” Quinn laughed at Ramona grimacing in faux outrage. “Okay, okay. Maybe not. I want to borrow that instead.”
Ramona looked up to where Quinn pointed. Quinn had poked through her closet and hooked the infamous wolf shirt on its own, forward-facing on a hanger. The three silkscreen wolves passionately held their heads back, the gaudily-rendered moon sparkling. “Ha! My souvenir shirt from Colorado? You’re the only person besides me who likes that tacky thing.”
Quinn kissed Ramona’s shoulder, murmuring into her skin, “It’s not tacky on you.”
“Yeah?”
“Mm, yes. Everything’s sexy on you. And off you.”
Dimly, Ramona remembered she was practically nude. They picked up where they left off, swapping swipes of tongues and gentle gasps. Ramona forgot to move the albums and binders, but they were all safely on the floor as Quinn crawled over her.
Quinn guided Ramona’s jaw so they could match eyes. The weight of the week didn’t burden her easy, sexy smile. “I think we’ll need that towel,” she whispered, sneaking in a kiss or four. “Don’t you think?”
Lives flew out of Ramona like a cartoon cat. “Yeah, I think so.”
Ramona unraveled the loose knot of her towel and let herself be taken.
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In unsurprising news, Quinn woke up before Ramona. It allowed her ample time to pine and think. Blackout curtains caught most of the morning rays, though it was light enough to admire the freckles decorating the bridge of Ramona’s nose, to her divinely heart-shaped face.
After hours of gasping and rocking last night, they curled in Ramona’s sheets, recapping their week in darkness. The conversation had been mundane, though Ramona’s concern for her well-being left Quinn with goosebumps.
She could only imagine newlyweds this intimate. It scared Quinn to want marriage for real this time. Her hand twitched in its intent to unplug her charging phone and FaceTime Tara for help.
“Do you game?” Ramona murmured so suddenly that Quinn yelped.
“Like, video games?” Quinn pulled Ramona beneath her chin, stroking her back. “I can’t tell you the last time I played anything like that. Maybe in middle school?”
Ramona’s head swiveled up, offended on behalf of all gamers. “You can’t be serious.”
She laughed because what else could she do? “My friends weren’t into them. After my dad left, I wouldn’t have dared ask for anything like that. You know, money reasons.”
Ramona nodded understanding, even if Quinn knew she’d never undergone financial hardship. “That’s what we’re doing today, then. Games and sex and food and cuddling and sex.”
“You said sex twice.”
“It’s the most important.”
“Really?” Quinn cupped Ramona’s cheeks and gave them a squish. “More than food?”
Ramona raised a lip as if that question had been unreasonable. “Hell yeah. Oh, and I want to cook for you. I’m not the best at it, but the desire to do so is calling me.”
“I can help.”
“No, you’ll be too busy playing. I want you to find out what games you’re into. It’s my sole purpose in life now.”
“No pressure.”
Indeed, Ramona didn’t lie. While she carefully folded some fluffy scrambled eggs and sliced bagels to make open-face sandwiches, Quinn had been instructed to sit her ass on the couch and mash buttons.
She began on a game with...zombies or something, and it was a disturbing start. Quinn swung her weapons in the wrong direction and struggled to heal herself. She died a lot—with unnecessarily graphic violence.
“Use the chainsaw,” Ramona suggested in the most natural voice, setting a plate next to Quinn on the arm of the couch. She tapped a few buttons on the purple controller and, horrifyingly, she was right. Quinn could kill (re-kill?) a horde of zombies at top speed.
They spent their morning and afternoon like that. They cycled through many categories—puzzles, action-adventure, racing, game show, dancing, simulation, etc. Quinn sucked at most of them, yet she admitted to having a ridiculous amount of fun. Celene had been nice, but she couldn’t think of times when they were fun. Not like this.
She and Ramona took their fair share of intermissions to kiss. Or sneak in a cuddle when the game mandated only one player. Calmer subject matter appealed to Quinn, Ramona observed as she lay across her lap, toying with the crop top Quinn borrowed. She wanted to take the wolf shirt for a spin; instead, she held off for the right time.
“Does Holly play with you?” Quinn couldn’t help herself; traces of Holly littered the apartment. Her hats, certain art pieces, shoes she’d never seen Ramona wear.
Ramona took her time considering her question. “Now and then, if she feels like it. Not after the non-wedding.”
Quinn couldn’t believe she almost lost Ramona to Holly. They were going to sign certificates and be official. She paused her fighting match to bend down and brush their lips together. Staking her claim. Quinn wasn’t ashamed to recognize this.
Raising herself on her elbows, Ramona returned the kiss. “Holly’s no threat to you, okay? I’m not going anywhere.”
“I don’t want to share you with her.” Quinn skimmed her knuckles along Ramona’s jaw, her eyebrows. “Imagining you, ugh, being married…it’s hard to get past.”
Ramona rose closely enough to flutter her eyelashes on purpose, delivering butterfly kisses she knew would make Quinn smile. “None of that happened.”
“But what if it did?” she asked, too immature for someone pushing forty. “I’m not proud to say it, but I’d try to lure you out of your marriage. Into an affair, I don’t know.”
“Quinn, I’m scandalized!” A smirk curved Ramona’s lips.
“There’s no way I’d let you get away. I’d be fucking a married woman, so be it.”
Ramona drew a slow perusal over Quinn’s face. “That’s something I hadn’t considered. Me being the one to destroy the marriage with Holly.”
Quinn reeled her increasingly gray comments in, even if they were her truth. She didn’t want to trigger Ramona into curse-based stress. Anything but that. “I’m...I’m so curious how someone like you came to be.” She waved to the game controller on the short metal living room table. “You and I are so different sometimes. In all the possible circumstances of us meeting, would you be attracted to me?”
Ramona pushed herself up to sit with her legs crossed before her, nudging Quinn to prop her legs out and do the same.
“Quinn, babe.” She took her hands, and Quinn broke out into a sweat. “There’s no way I wouldn’t be recklessly into you. Behind your shell, you’re extremely kind without coming off fake. You’re driven and intelligent and open-minded. Funny as hell. Nerdy, like super nerdy. And get this…” Ramona’s voice dropped to a near-whisper. “I’m attracted to your shell, too. It’s a part of you.”
This was the moment, right? Quinn wet her lips, the words on the tip of her tongue, when the unthinkable occurred. Her phone vibrated with the telltale sound of Tara calling and for once, it pissed her off.
The dimples Quinn adored deepened in a knowing smile Ramona cast her way as she got up from the couch, padding to the kitchen. “I’ll start dinner. We snacked through lunch, and we could use something substantial.”
Quinn hadn’t moved from her spot yet. “Ramona...”
Ramona placed a finger to her lip in a ‘silence’ fashion. “We have all night. Answer that call.”

SOMEBODY NOMINATED Tara as head of the PTA and she was freaking out. She’d do an amazing job, for sure, which was why she’d shirked responsibility until now. Quinn straightened notebooks on Ramona’s desk with fidgety hands, allowing her a three-minute rant. She remembered Tara’s mother led the PTA back in the day, too, but it’d be a death wish to mention.
On any other day, this would call for speculation and jokes. Rather, Quinn let Tara know she and Ramona were so close to saying ‘I love you.’ Tara cussed her out, telling her not to answer the damn phone next time and to get that out of her system.
Ramona was rummaging through the groceries she’d ordered, as her kitchen had been sparse from neglect. She peeked up from the refrigerator at Quinn’s speedy return.
“I’m going to help you this time,” Quinn spoke with an unflinching firmness. No more games.
With a soft smile, Ramona conceded, “Yes, ma’am.”
Quinn played sous chef to Ramona, who religiously consulted social media to guide their dishes for the night: chicken and diri kolé. They made steady progress, constantly starting and stopping a video of a young chef who’d edited dance breaks in between steps on blending a thick, fragrant jar of epis. Once the rice appeared like the images online and Ramona’s nose approved of the scent, she presented a pack of chicken thighs to Quinn. “Cook this however you want.” Anything more complicated than breakfast drained Ramona, so Quinn grabbed several seasonings from the cabinet, scoops of epis, and did as she was told.
They partook in a flavorful dinner, chatting over two episodes of PayDate. For dessert, they spooned from three separate cups of Italian ice. Coconut was the clear star.
Ramona dragged Quinn from the full sink, promising she’d do the dishes herself. “You don’t work here, lady!”
To drive her point home, Ramona uncorked a Pinot noir she’d hidden in the freezer to get cold faster. Quinn scrolled through her work emails as Ramona packed up leftovers. She could learn a thing or two about relaxation, something not as second nature outside of her stays with Tara.
After hitting their glasses for a toast, Quinn savored the wine’s complex, succulent flavor, thinking of nothing better to encapsulate life with Ramona St. Germaine.
“Before, you alluded to being curious,” Ramona said, clad in brightly pinstriped shorts and a racerback tank, leg swaying hypnotically. “To why I’m the way I am.”
On the couch, Quinn sailed fingertips over Ramona’s knee. With the television muted, every word, every action was magnified. “Do you have an answer to that?”
“Mm. Nothing short of a strong imagination, an amazing sister, economic stability, and a dash of parental trauma.” She pursed her lips at the last point. “How about you?”
Quinn thought and sipped, piecing together what made her tick. “I don’t know, maybe my dad leaving and my mom’s demands. Being hit on, or I guess, fetishized, makes me not trust as quickly. I’m called mysterious because nobody thinks to ask me anything of substance.” She sweated, not one to drone about herself. “I’ve seen the good in Tara, my successes work-wise, in making enough to support my mom. I’m proud of those aspects and I’m proud of myself.”
“You should be. I’m proud of you, too.”
“Thank you.” Quinn met her halfway for a quick peck. The kiss of a couple who needed a second to show they were present and listening.
Ramona hadn’t poured them much wine; Quinn followed her lead for a single glass. “Would you have actually pursued me if I’d gotten married?”
“Yes, probably.” Quinn would go to great lengths to keep this relationship on the right track. Why wouldn’t she be shady to make it happen as well? “Does that bother you?”
“I’m not sure.” She took a deep pull of wine before curling her fingers together. “Have you ever cheated on anyone?”
Quinn could have broken her glass, placing the wine aside so fast. “God, no. I haven’t. I’m sorry if I gave you that impression.”
The relief in Ramona’s nod was clear. “Same. I’ve been cheated on twice. You?”
“No, not to my knowledge.” She wobbled her head to find anything relatable up there. “Cheating on you is reprehensible. It’s hideous. They’re hideous.”
“It’s behind me, for the most part.” Despite the twisted fingers, her eyelids hadn’t bobbed. “Tell me. How would my goody-two-shoes have seduced me? Say I’d married Holly, didn’t know you, and got a gig at ScrollCycle. Then, what?”
Now this was intriguing. “I’d make a fool out of myself at first; that’s inevitable.” Quinn bit her lip, detesting the image of Ramona and Holly together. “My flirting would start subtly, to figure out how receptive you’d be. You respond strongest to a nice silhouette, so I’d wear my tightest pencil skirts around you and buy more as a backup.”
Ramona swallowed once, smile growing a little strained. “Mmm. A little executive temptation.”
“For our meetings, I’d undo an extra button of my blouse. I’d make lots of eye contact, trying to read you. Then, linger on your lips to see if you’d mind.”
“Are you sure you haven’t done this before?”
With years exposed to Tara under her belt, she’d been bound to pick up some things. Quinn shook her head, her voice growing rougher. “You’re so…” She let out a long breath, enamored by the journey leading them to this. “Full of brilliant energy. If I got a chance to make you want me back, I’m taking it.”
Ramona adhered a solitary kiss to Quinn’s cheek, scenting their space in bergamot. “What else would you do?”
“Um, I’d find reasons to touch you. See if you’d let me fiddle with your collar or grasp your arm when I greet you. Your body is a gift from above; it’d be so hard not to brush my hand along your shoulder or your back. I could come up with reasons to hug you.” Her own skin tingled at the inclination; she grazed the tips of their noses. “I’d wear strong perfume that’d stick to your clothes. So when you’d get home every evening, Holly would ask, ‘Who’s that I smell on you?’”
Ramona’s full lips parted gently. “No fair. You’d get me in trouble.”
“Sorry. I need to claim you, to let her know.”
“You’re so devious. It’s sexy.”
“Question is, how would you respond to me?” Quinn lowered her head to nibble at her neck, quietly moaning at the taste of her skin. “Say you pick up on my advances. One evening, I offer to continue working on an assignment at my place, where we can order dinner. To make my objective clear, I skate my leg along the side of yours underneath my desk.”
Ramona’s breathing had picked up. After a short intake, she hissed. “You ask that with your fangs on my neck? You’re good.”
“Well?”
“I’d be conflicted, that’s for sure.” An ounce of clarity sharpened her words until they melted away. Until Ramona’s long fingers coasted up Quinn’s legs, one thigh at a time, stopping at her hips. “Fuck, I’d cave only for you. Not anyone else in a billion years.”
“I’m glad. Because you belong in bed with me.” Quinn spread her knees for greater access, drugged by these scenarios and the satisfaction of knowing Ramona couldn’t resist her in any lifetime. “We’d Uber home and despite the anticipation, I’d keep my wits about me.”
Ramona squeezed Quinn’s thighs, over her ass. “Unless I made a move. Without pulling my gaze from the window, I’d collect your hand into mine. Your fingers are always so smooth and warm.”
The image of that surged wetness from Quinn. God, that would break her, for sure. “Do you think we’d jump right to it once we got to my apartment or pretend a little longer?”
“You know me,” she said through a little laugh. “I’d take out my laptop and act like I’m getting to work, just to mess with you.”
“Ugh, you would, wouldn’t you?”
Ramona licked her lips, yanking Quinn in so they were flush, confessing, “I’m only human, however. Once you slip off that blazer in one of those thin blouses, I’d be a goner.” And demonstrating, she rolled on top of Quinn. Pressing her hard into the couch she and Holly probably chose together. “Does this feel good?”
The check-in hadn’t completely left her mouth when Quinn grappled between them to snatch off her top. Next were her shorts and panties, which Ramona made room to shove down Quinn’s legs. When Ramona’s pressure returned, Quinn allowed herself to bask in the moment. Sex was a nuisance, one relationship ago. Now it fueled her.
Divesting of her bra, Quinn was pleased the throw blanket managed to stay underneath them. “Would you kiss me first or get right to business?”
Exhibiting in real time, Ramona’s lips enveloped Quinn’s in a slow, erotically long kiss. “It’d be stupid to pass up a chance to do this. I’d kiss you again and again, reprimanding you for distracting me at work, every fucking day by looking so fucking enticing. Before I’d push you on the couch, I’d yank off my stupid wedding ring and throw it somewhere. Who the fuck knows.”
Jealousy streamed through Quinn as strongly as the lust. “I hope you never find it again.”
“I won’t.”
“Fuck me on the couch.”
Two fingers met her entrance like long-lost lovers and Quinn gripped Ramona by her softly angled jaw, holding their eye contact yet again. Watching Ramona battle to maintain it added its own layer of sexiness. Quinn jerked her hips in time, as well as she could while trapped like this, under a fully clothed woman. The brush of fabric on her skin was unbelievable. She let go, giving voice to her pleasure in breathy, jagged moans. Ramona’s lashes wavered like someone on the verge of coming herself.
Quinn once thought of sex noises as cringey, as a step too vulnerable to share. They’d become not only automatic but a show of appreciation, a tool to drive her woman mad with want. “Love,” Quinn gasped, “give me more.”
Ramona obeyed with a hurried nod, adding another finger and pushing her hips into the mix. They both cried out at the upped ante, moving together in desperate need to pleasure themselves and each other.
Quinn sighed in relief to know that fantasy stayed just that—a fantasy. She tightened her arms around Ramona’s neck and smiled before slipping her tongue in for a deep kiss to accompany an orgasm hard enough for her thighs to ache hours later.

“DO YOU LIKE HONEY?” Ramona called out, submerging the ginger tea packet in the nicest teacup she owned. Gifted by Cassandra of all people. Its decorative floral details and dainty frame terrified Ramona at first. Cassandra threatened, though, that if Ramona kept it in its box collecting dust, she’d bop her in the mouth.
Heeding the affirmative from a distance, Ramona carefully walked the cup back into her bedroom. Quinn sat upright in her bed, shrouded by pillows and blankets. She looked like the centerpiece of a comfort ritual. Ramona placed the teacup on the side table. “It’s super hot. Sip at your own risk.”
Last night went by in a blur of sex, an intermission to watch a movie, shower sex, and they passed out in each other’s arms in bed. Around 6 a.m., Quinn woke her with the timidity of a guest who feared their inconvenience.
“My period started,” Quinn whispered, to which Ramona got up to squint in the bathroom light, uncovering her boxes of all things menstrual under the sink. She’d distantly wondered if they’d eventually sync up.
With Quinn’s hair piled high and the oversized wolf shirt engulfing her like it did Ramona, she looked irresistible. They’d made a wise decision to pick up a cheap pair of reading glasses at the pharmacy, and it truly paid off. That wasn’t all Ramona swooned at.
Ramona lay on her side, absolutely besotted by her partner in the tacky wolf souvenir shirt, surrounded by the pillow shrine…playing Ramona’s Nintendo Switch. It made its way into her lap two hours ago and Quinn had been giving the half-listening, half-annoyed replies of a person obsessed with a game. It turned out cozy games were the big winner. With its chill pace and duties maintaining a tropical island, Quinn’s current game had her in a chokehold.
“All your neighbor creatures are passive-aggressive,” Quinn murmured, nibbling at a sea salt chocolate bar Ramona ran to a bougie bodega to purchase.
“That’s part of their charm.” Ramona hadn’t played it in a year, so Quinn had a lot of cleanup to get back into the islanders’ graces. “To be fair, I’ve neglected that house for a long time. I bet I’m driving down the property value.”
“I don’t blame them. You should be ashamed of yourself.”
Ramona’s jaw dropped. Quinn said that with the straightest face, in all seriousness. When Ramona fell onto her back to crack up, Quinn finally peered up.
“What?” she asked, using a pinky to push up her glasses.
Knowing exactly what, Ramona crawled closer, wearing a grin she couldn’t wipe off. She lightly head-bumped Quinn, reaching to place the chocolate next to the teacup. “Yesterday, you whined that games are—” she mired her voice to something pitchy and not-human, “too haaaaard.”
“Most of your games are too hard!”
“You’ve painted my house, rearranged all my furniture, and from the looks of it, you’ve started…” She eyed the screen as her grin grew. “Landscaping my island. Was that too ugly for you, too?”
The corner of Quinn’s lip quirked upwards. “Navigating your terrain was inefficient.”
Months ago, in the most humiliating days of Ramona’s life, she’d resorted to cyberstalking Quinn Archer, the mystery woman. Without seeing the light of a positive relationship, would she have fallen back on codependency? Would she have grown bitter and given up on love entirely?
The reality sat in front of her, puzzled and peeved that Ramona interrupted her time replanting animated fruit trees in deliberate precision. This was the woman of her fucking dreams.
“What’s this smile?” Quinn asked softly, hesitantly.
“Quinn, I love you.”
Quinn’s eyes stretched to their full size. A minute ticked by for a staring contest. An opportunity to backtrack never came because pillows, the Switch, handfuls of blanket got shoved away for Ramona to receive a surprisingly fierce kiss.
“You said it!” Quinn kissed across her cheek, into her hair. Kissing, kissing more. “God, I’m so happy you did.”
“Well, yeah...”
Ramona loved kissing more than the average bear, but she was waiting. Quinn radiated love like a fragrance. The time was now to speak up. Instead, Quinn made her journey back to Ramona’s lips and lingered.
“And. Uh, and you?” Ramona squeaked out.
“Me?!” Quinn’s tone had gone to a screech. Borderline demented, she snatched off her glasses. “Me? Ramona, really? Me?”
“I don’t see anyone else here.”
“Ramona, our date at my apartment confirmed it. Then, I thought about that for weeks until I made myself sick. I’ve accepted it.” Tears formed in Quinn’s eyes, but Ramona was still too frazzled to absorb all that. Quinn tugged at one of Ramona’s errant curls, exactly as she did the first time they flirted face-to-face. “I’ve loved you since the day I met you. You...you hadn’t picked up on that?”
“I...uh…” Her neck heated up. She couldn’t find her way around any sentence that would do romance justice, so she told the truth. “Nobody’s ever given me that before, no.”
“Now you have it. From me.”
Quinn held Ramona for a long time after that. Hugs as tender, as all-encompassing as they could be from a human. It felt ethereal, like the universe made a mistake and dropped a few dots of perfection on an earth full of doubts and ill-fitting exes.
Ramona realized, conscious of not putting pressure on Quinn’s abdomen, that the hug in the phone room planted the love seed for her. That was when she began to fall. It’d been so gradual—laughs here, googled questions there, a divine first kiss.
Then, the tears fell. Ramona had done it. She opened herself for more memories, for vulnerability, for hurt...
Ramona allowed herself a moment to ruminate on the hurt, as it led her here, too. She and Lydia had agreed to ignore the inevitable mandatory dinner invitations from their mother and Armando. It was just one step among many in their journey to sever ties with Samuel and Felisa. Anything else could follow.
Wistfully, she reminded Quinn to drink her tea. Quinn resumed the game instead.
Yep, absolutely the woman of her dreams.
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Despite the joy of speaking love’s name aloud and agreeing on it, Quinn’s fatigue was no laughing matter. Ramona convinced her to head home to nap the rest of the day. She offered to call her a ride, but Quinn insisted she could make it to the train herself.
A heaviness accompanied them as Quinn packed her bag. Truly, Ramona could latch onto Quinn and never let her go. Not to mention that Quinn took it upon herself to babysit her wolf shirt and the Switch for an undetermined number of days. Quinn snapped a selfie in the shirt and sent the photo to Tara, whose disgusted reply put them in stitches.
Damn, the populous had some crappy opinions of her fucking shirt. It’d become Ramona and Quinn vs. the world.
Ramona closed the door on Quinn not even five minutes ago and contemplated curling in a ball and letting time take her. Choosing to be an adult, she started on the half sink of dishes waiting for her. She’d been dragging it out—a dish or so here and there—all morning. The moment she rinsed out the teacup, her mind took a pit stop at their sexy cheating roleplay.
She’d endured enough therapy to know she sort of martyred herself as the one who wouldn’t ever, ever sever a good relationship, romantic or platonic. Though, the chill from a draft that didn’t exist made her shudder at what could have been. The scenario had Holly bitten the bullet and went through with becoming Ramona’s wife. Cheating hadn’t ever been an option in Ramona’s history, but, shit, what if she’d met hot-ass Quinn in that alternate universe?
Quinn was adamant about an affair if it came to that, exhibiting that toxicity they mutually acknowledged. Would Ramona have stooped so low as to sneak around? Or asked Holly permission to have sex with Quinn? Ramona knew that wouldn’t be enough; she’d want Quinn all the time as a long-term partner, not a side piece. Ramona hypothetically would’ve gotten the cursed ball rolling herself.
Ramona shook a handful of cutlery in soapy water, berating herself.
Oh no, oh god. Holly was right. Jilting or not, she’d made the correct call. She saved them all a massive amount of heartbreak.
Before she could fully spiral, her door buzzer went off. She dried her hands on a discarded paper towel, speaking into the intercom. It was Flo, her voice lacking its usual exuberance. Ramona’s arms prickled.
Her longtime friend looked too cute. She’d re-bleached her eyebrows and close-cropped hair, which suited her complexion. But that admiration took a backseat to Flo dithering at the door. Flo didn’t dither; she smiled or hugged or barged in with earned entitlement. This Flo peeked backward like the feds were after her, plucking at nothing on her denim shirtdress.
“Hello, pretty lady,” Ramona greeted. It came out like a question.
“Aww, thanks. I browsed an outdoor art gallery and did some window shopping.” Flo came to her senses and swept Ramona into a hard hug. “You look fresh and youthful. Let me in.”
The second Ramona bumped the door shut with her hip, Flo got down to what was eating her. “Mona, I need you to be upfront with me.”
Brain making assumptions at the speed of light, she wove her fingers together. “Okay.”
Flo deposited her hippie-crocheted handbag on the kitchen table. Settling into her preferred dining chair of the four—the wooden one with the high back—Flo clasped her hands together. “I’ve been visiting Martín’s library lately. He needs someone to restore an old mural in the courtyard. So, I measure it out and give him a quote, and you know, we catch up.”
Ramona remembered her manners, heading to the refrigerator to pour some cold water for her. She tried something safe with, “Sounds like a worthwhile project. How’s he doing?”
“Good!” Flo answered a little too high-pitched. She sipped from her glass and gave the OK hand sign as if plain water needed a review. “Martín’s better than good. He can’t stop talking about his new boyfriend.”
“New boyfriend?” God, Ramona had dropped the ball keeping up with their crew. “That’s what I love to hear. He’s been dating-adverse for more than a year.”
She kind of smiled. “He sure has. Um, I met the boyfriend. We call him X...”
Flo would know to check Ramona’s eyelashes. “X, huh? X as in⁠—”
“Xavier Collins, yeah. My story goes like this: we were chatting about friends and your name came up and X was like, ‘I know Ramona St. Germaine. She’s on my team at ScrollCycle.’ And Martín asks what you’re like in the corporate world. Xavier had a lot of positive things to say.”
This was okay, right? Her eyelids certainly didn’t agree, flickering a single time. “X is an outstanding animator. Glad to hear I don’t suck.”
Flo held up a pointer finger. “Yeah, he had a lot of compliments. He adds something quite interesting, along the lines of you entertaining the marketing director. You know how nosy Martín gets, so he inquires further, asking if that’s who you’ve been flirting with.” A high-contrast eyebrow arched. Ramona knew where this would lead. “X says, ‘It’s more than flirting.’ That happened yesterday. And today, Martín talked to Cassie. He told her you’ve been hooking up with a woman named Quinn Archer.”
Yappy Ass Cassandra. Ramona let go of her façade, groaning openly. “Shit.”
Flo fetched her phone from her bag, showing off a long, exclamation point-laden conversation with Cassandra. “Cassie’s losing her shit. That name caught her attention, and she went digging and found her socials. Most of them are private, but one thing is clear: you’re the only mutual friend.” Flo sighed heavily; drama drained her. “She made the connection. The Quinn Holly got cold feet about is the same Quinn you’ve been dating.”
“That’s like—” Ramona pulled at the hem of her shorts; she cleared her throat of nothing. “Not a big deal. It’s...it’s not, right? Everything can be explained, though I know it looks suspicious.”
Flo held out a hand. Ramona must have looked ready to flee, all wincey and fidgety. Ramona grabbed hold fast. “Cassie told Holly and Cassie let me know this and I’m breaking some friend confidentiality here. I saw these texts and flew here like a bat out of hell, and as I approach your apartment, I see a woman fitting Quinn’s description leaving. In your wolf shirt. Mona.”
Ramona squeezed Flo’s hand, imploring with her twitchy eyes. “On a scale of not much to big fucking deal, how angry is Holly?”
“The messages from her are more...resigned and evasive.” That was even worse. Flo exhaled.
Holly and Ramona hadn’t interacted since the blowup. Ramona ambled from one corner of her living room to the other while Flo watched, recalling how Holly would eventually move out. Taking in the untouched appearance of the room, Holly hadn’t struck gold yet. If she was even looking for a new home.
Ramona’s skin prickled something horrible. Not only did she lose her and Quinn’s cute comfort bubble, but she’d deal with inaccurate speculation on the why. Why would Ramona ‘conveniently’ work with Quinn? Why, of all women in the city, would Ramona move in on someone Holly pursued? Would Ramona’s word be enough? She looked over to Flo, who smiled back gently.
Holly may have gone on a toxic tare in their post-engagement world, but her regular updates and active proximity to their friends put Ramona at a disadvantage. It made Ramona look like a weirdo lone wolf, the whole ‘if you can’t have her, I can’ stuff of psychological thrillers.
But could her friends not play the childish game of telephone? Though it’d be a hard sell for Cassandra to hit Ramona up first, after she’d been reprimanded in the kitchen. “Flo, I love Quinn. We told each other today.”
“That’s beautiful, Mona. You deserve it.” Flo pushed off the chair, squishing them into a hug. “You gotta be more open with us, so we can cheer for new things in your life. You’ve been leaving us in the dark.”
That was the thing. As Ramona continued to grow and embrace her secure role in a romantic relationship, the distance between her and her friends seemed to widen. While pissing Holly off unnerved her as an impulse, the true fear she’d face would be her friends thinking badly of her. They were family. The tears seeping from Ramona’s eyes stung.
Flo stepped back to gulp down the rest of her glass. She peered at her phone. “Just got a text confirming Holly’s back in Brooklyn, staying at Cassie’s. Dom drove over to intercept her coming here and saying something she’ll regret.”
Ramona pulled her friend into another hug. “Thank you. I didn’t feel like leaving today.”
Normally, she’d retreat to Lydia’s, but that carried its own guilt. Her sister deserved at least one weekend without being disrupted by her mess of a sister. And then there was the safe space conversation with Quinn...
Flo hugged her again. Before taking it upon herself to leave, she paused. “She’s stunning, Mona. Like, how?”
Ramona betrayed a wry grin to cover the stress. “Women like me, bro.”
“They do.” Flo pointed again, all strict. Hippie handbag tucked in the crevice of her underarm like an auntie. “No more hiding.”
Then the door closed. Ramona floated to her room, to become one with her bed until the evening. At least the universe had been semi-merciful.
And that sentiment held her down, along with Quinn’s lack of texts because she chose to sleep.
It held Ramona down too well. So much that she overslept.
Groggily, she blinked at a morning Scrolly DM from Blythe, sent an hour prior.
9:32 AM
 
Blythe B: Come to the office asap. Layoffs are happening. 

LEAVE it to Ramona to show up late to her own layoff. Or possible layoff, she corrected to herself as she ascended to the ScrollCycle floor.
Alone in the elevator, wearing the short-sleeved hoody she threw on after a two-minute shower, she allowed herself to mourn. This could be her last trip into this building. She pulled the hoody material from her skin, regretting it in New York’s unforgivable sun. Besides an early morning text from Quinn with sweet words, she hadn’t received any other messages from her. Understandable, since the Corporate division wouldn’t be spared. Ramona sent off heart emojis and a hope you’re okay.
The design team, in contrast, inundated her phone with group chat messages, asking for Ramona’s ETA and analyzing every facet of CEO Jared’s six-minute virtual all-hands. Ramona missed the meeting in her slumber but caught up with her team’s real-time reactions on her commute. They included screenshots of Jared sitting in his high-rise condo overlooking Central Park, defaced by their digital drawings and comments. She scanned the ID through her backpack, expecting anything.
For the three hours since Jared’s announcement, HR would send emails to the laid-off individuals, confirming their termination. Ramona refreshed her company email inbox and found nothing but mass-sent, wordy goodbye letters from various coworkers. She sighed whenever she recognized somebody she’d grown used to seeing around the office.
The mourning extended to the expansive Creative floor. Gone were the easy laughs and pockets of coffee drinkers chatting about their weekends. Most of the glass meeting rooms were empty, unheard of on a Monday.
ScrollCycle’s journalism section contained the hilarious yet biggest offenders of office disruption and antics. Turned out they got the first round of chopping. From the looks of it, barely any of them survived the cut. Ramona frowned at a large, circular table stacked with flat boxes. They were expected to assemble their layoff boxes themselves? These corporations were cruel as fuck.
The more she trudged around the open floor plan, the more she heard people blowing their noses and the faint sounds of sobbing. Many desks once replete with personality were buffed and spotless.
Ramona didn’t get a chance to put her backpack down before Shay and Freja wrapped her into a big hug. Their team hadn’t been reached by the dreaded emails yet, they informed her in voices bleeding with trepidation.
“I wish they’d rip the bandage off,” Freja whimpered as they rolled their desk chairs into a circle next to the vision board.
Shay agreed, her thumb refreshing her screen every couple of minutes. “For real. This is like a dry, painful reality show.”
Ramona rubbed her eyes. One twitched already. A large hand found her back and no lie, she stiffened a bit since she knew it was Xavier. Then, she relaxed. It was only kind, bookwormish Xavier.
In a disturbing twist of fates, no laptop was strapped anywhere on Blythe, which threatened to make Ramona cry. Blythe straightened her throat to speak, ears clear of AirPods. “No matter what, you guys were a damn good team. I value each of you a lot. Like, a fucking lot.”
Everyone in the circle smiled—some forced, some small.
Hiro leaned far back in his chair, hands tucked under his crossed arms. “Shit. I have so many expenses coming my way.”
“Same.” Shay wiggled her ring finger. The engagement ring’s diamond sparkled like any other day. “Should have followed my gut and eloped.”
“M-maybe none of us will be cut?” Freja aimed desperate eyes at all of them, not sounding convincing. “We have twenty minutes til the emails stop.”
“God, I hate my life,” a woman’s deep voice rang from the social media team. They turned in time to see a team member Ramona couldn’t name fling her headphones to the floor. “This is my fourth layoff. I’m sick of this.”
“Here, here,” Hiro muttered under his breath, as resigned and justified in that resignation as one could be. He stretched his legs out and closed his eyes.
Next to the person freaking out, Grace crumpled at her desk, mussing her straight bangs. That social media manager never so much as half-grinned and still, her weeping broke Ramona’s heart. Ramona’s thumb swept at her inbox again.
“Silent Mona is scaring me.” Shay captured Ramona’s free hand. “Are you okay?”
Eyes slowly leaving the spectacle surrounding Grace, a worry about Quinn had grown, eclipsing any concerns on Ramona’s behalf. “I don’t know.”
“Is, um…” Xavier rolled to her side in his camo pants. “Is Archer okay?”
Ramona picked up on Blythe watching her and got flustered. Did discretion matter at this point?
Heeding Quinn’s wishes, she shrugged. The intensity of their setting rooted Ramona’s butt to her seat. Needing another distraction, she kept her tone low. “Martín’s a great guy. You make a cute couple.”
She hadn’t thought Xavier to be the flustered type. He cupped a hand over a toothy grin. “Save this for later. I must pick your brain about him and his quirks.”
“He has many, but they’re harmless. Charming, even.”
Again, a team had been affected, as seen by shifting in chairs from Video Production. Many hugged, murmuring well wishes. Several left immediately with their boxes, having made peace before the true confirmation. Ramona’s heart pelted her in a way she could hear. Their departments were closely linked, meaning⁠—
“Ah, shit.” Xavier raised his phone for the rest of them to see. “I am officially unemployed. Happy Pride Month, everybody.”
Their team reacted more noisily than Video, flying from their seats to not only hug Xavier but examine the email themselves. Ramona and Shay held his phone between their hands, reading the pithy yet sympathetic paragraph from an HR representative giving directives to pack his things and leave his laptop. An exit interview for feedback and severance discussion would be held tomorrow.
Hiro got to his feet and shook Xavier’s hand. Then, pulled him closer to stage whisper for the rest of the team to hear. “Leave the laptop, but you have free rein to keep the other tech. Drawing tablets, external hard drives, mouses, cords. All yours.”
“I second that,” Blythe assured everyone. “That acquisition was one hundred percent real. All they care about are our work laptops and desktops. Everything else is up for grabs.”
“I’ll be keeping this tablet, I guess.” Freja wiped beneath her eyes with the back of her wrist, white-blonde brows knit. “I’m fired, too.”
They surrounded her in a big hug, and the embrace lingered as Shay and, surprisingly, Blythe received their termination emails. Their cute little team was left in shambles. Ramona took it upon herself to leave them some dignity, assembling their boxes as they cleaned out their desks and mini file cabinets.
Web Dev appeared while Ramona constructed the little cardboard notches into a box top. He toted the nearly empty box of someone ready for this day, raising his eyebrows like, ‘See what I told you?’
“Don’t forget to call me,” Devin reminded her. He strolled away without another word.
As the minutes until the end of their company purge dwindled, they made plans to meet up at a restaurant down the street. Other departments were already there. Hiro and Ramona, who hadn’t gotten canned, were welcomed to come along.
Once the countdown came to a close, Ramona finally received correspondence from Quinn.
QUINN – 11:48 AM
 
Hi, my love. My team got slashed. I had to sit through meeting after meeting w/ the C-suite and I sneaked out. Are you okay? No email, right? 
Neither of them hadn’t been laid off. Good.
Maybe good. Ramona’s thumbs hovered for an uncomfortably long minute.
“Thanks for the fast graphics,” Blythe said, tentatively wrapping an arm around Ramona’s shoulders. On reflex, Ramona hid her phone, though Blythe wasn’t paying attention. “I’m bummed we didn’t get to work together longer.”
A part of Ramona contemplated if this freedom from the redesign gave Blythe peace. She side-hugged her. “You’re the coolest manager I’ve ever had. They suck for using you like that.”
“It does and I’ll be okay. But you made it, so congrats!” After patting Ramona’s shoulder as firmly as their very first handshake, Blythe slid her box off her desk and headed to Shay, Xavier, and Freja waiting.
Ramona brought her phone out again. She couldn’t come up with a response for Quinn. How eerie.
“From the ashes, we prevail.” Hiro lowered himself onto a desk edge with a sigh. “My uh, my daughter’s getting braces. Headgear, too. Orthodontists are crooks, you know? So expensive...” He busied on his phone, his relief clear. “Before we go drink with them, there’s a post-layoff huddle in a few minutes.”
The concept of such a thing left a bad taste in Ramona’s mouth. She’d been avoiding these types of jobs for this reason among many. Ramona mumbled something that satisfied Hiro enough to trail back to his desk.
ScrollCycle expected Ramona to get back to normal? Get back to exporting graphics for them like any other day? To shoulder everyone’s dangling projects because some guy in a high-rise miscalculated funds and chose to fire real people?
What mattered were her new friends who worked their asses off. What mattered was Quinn, who loved her.
Instead of a text to Quinn, Ramona’s thumbs took a life of their own.
Hitting the send button, she rushed to throw her few items into her backpack, as she hadn’t dressed up her desk in the first place. As a designer avid in backing up her content, nothing stopped her from leaving her laptop and ID there to be picked up, too.
This alarmed Hiro. “Did you get laid off late? What happened?”
Her principles probably made little sense to Hiro, as they didn’t to most. Ramona buddy-slapped Hiro onto his shoulder. “I can’t sit back and pick up the pieces here. I quit.”
Ramona zipped up her backpack and ran to the elevators to catch up with her friends.
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For the first time, a milestone in Quinn’s lovely relationship left her dispirited. This milestone was anger. She found herself comforting her remaining three team members while figuring out how to distribute an intimidating number of assignments. Intersperse this with unnecessary meetings with the executive-level managers. They were of little help, as these meetings turned out to be outlets for them to wring their hands and nudge department heads to find solutions themselves. Overall meaningless wastes of Quinn’s time. Jared failed to show up to any of those talks, the bastard.
She lost Veronica. Dynamic, patient Veronica who made pierogis and adopted tabbies. Noah survived the overhaul, though the panic was clear in his eyes.
The only thing that kept her spirits from falling below the depths was knowing Ramona would be spared. She’d campaigned for this in little ways—like mentioning the clickthrough rate on articles with graphs to higher-ups—ever since Jared’s suspicious visit to her office.
Only for Ramona to text her that she quit.
She just left. Ditching a job with no defined backup? Quinn couldn’t comprehend.
Quinn rode the subway from work directly to Park Slope. Ramona spent most of her day hanging out with her teammates. Including Blythe, whose dismissal confounded Quinn—Quinn spoke up about such a disservice to the C-suite and they were too clueless to connect the dots. They kept reiterating they’d commission an outside company for the redesign, as if that were the point of her anger. Cody watched her outrage with a ghost of a smile, and it took every cell in her being not to call him out of his name.
Quinn’s eyes misted when Ramona buzzed her entry into her brownstone. She’d have to go along with her workdays without Blythe. Now, she wouldn’t have Ramona, either.
Ramona wore a relaxed smile when she answered. It swiftly fell from her face when Quinn went extra stern, needing to project her frustration.
“Yikes. Well, come in.” She gestured Quinn inside.
Holly must’ve been spending the night at their friends’ apartment since Ramona requested she stop by. Stepping out of her heels, Quinn checked out her girlfriend. God, Ramona’s casual tee and shorts were prime cuddle wear. Too bad the mood would shift soon.
Ramona went in for a hug. Quinn melted momentarily, for Ramona smelled sweet and homey. Though the restaurant’s bar probably hit a yearly high from all the Ex-ScrollCycle workers buying drinks, Ramona kept her alcohol consumption to a minimum. While Quinn fielded clients’ questions about their upcoming deadlines, Ramona escorted wasted Shay and Freja to their respective subways. Blythe texted Quinn that information.
Ugh, it sucked to be angry at such a babe.
“How are you holding up?” Ramona asked as she let her go, offering a beverage.
Quinn mustered up the nerve to speak her mind. No water, please. She wanted answers. “You quit. Why?”
Ramona leaned her head in thought, then lifted a shoulder. “ScrollCycle can fuck itself. I’ve had enough.”
This attitude again. “Enough? You’d been there for like, two months. Is that all you had in you?”
Ramona’s demeanor slackened. “Yep.”
“Commendable.”
That was sarcasm. Sarcasm that Ramona squinted at. “Quinn, you seem tense. Should we sit down?”
“I’m fine where I am.” Quinn made a show of crossing her arms, tapping her fingers in agitation. “Ramona, I went out of my way to vouch for you. Can you picture my disbelief when you texted me? I’d been ready to rush down and comfort you and you quit.” She threw a hand in the air. “Out of nowhere. On a whim.”
“I’m an artist. We follow our whims.” Ramona couldn’t look more nonchalant. It made Quinn feel so small, so petty. “Are you here to lecture me?”
Her face heated. “A heads up would’ve sufficed. I...I don’t understand.”
“It’s a job at a mismanaged company.”
“It’s not about the company,” Quinn snapped, jarred that she did such a thing. Pleased to have gotten a reaction out of Ramona, she went on. “You don’t care. I don’t get how you don’t care that I defended you and your team to Jared every chance I got.”
“Why should I appreciate anything catering to that guy?”
“Because it’s coming from me.”
“Okay, sorry.” Ramona huffed loudly as she stepped backward until she scooched onto a dining room chair. “There will be other positions, other prospects. None of that worries me.”
Quinn pivoted on her foot to face her better. “How are you so flippant about this? Makes me wish I’d chosen someone else for Jared to spare.”
“You should have, yeah.”
From life with Celene, Quinn carried a lot of experience in arguing. Celene got incisive, cutting at pain points until she could prove herself in spades. She let Celene do most of the talking because there was no getting through to her.
Ramona didn’t come off like someone with an arsenal of hurtful comments stored for a rainy day. Her posture remained casual, her voice level. Best described as a person who couldn’t give two damns. Her closest resemblance to Lydia’s personality.
“This—” Quinn stretched out her fingers in a winding position towards Ramona in her found object chair. “Reflects someone who’s not used to being in survival mode. It’s a slap in the face of Veronica who I had to console because she can only afford her medication with our benefits.”
She chose not to explain further, into Veronica revealing a host of physical and mental ailments, sobbing into her hands.
“I quit for people like Veronica. Our benefits to live shouldn’t be tied to our employment status.”
Quinn searched the ceiling in an eye roll. “That’s far removed from the world we inhabit, Ramona. Your quitting isn’t some crusader act. It’s the action of someone who’s never had to stress about money.”
That stirred something in Ramona. Her gaze sharpened. “I did what I thought was right.”
“I’m asking for acknowledgment for trying to save a job you threw away. You sound ungrateful.”
Ramona’s face soon turned to frustration. Her lashes wavered. “I’d express gratitude, but not if it brings out this side of you.”
Unable to slow the train, Quinn touched a pointer to her other hand to name off, “You have a fulfilling life. You have an abundance of friends. Your sister would do anything for you. You have two parents who may be cold, but they provided for you and they’re present.”
“Leave my parents out of this.” Tears had formed in Ramona’s eyes, slipping free. “Emotionally unavailable parents harmed me. Sheryl is on speed dial for people like me with my abandonment issues.”
“Unlike you, I was actually abandoned,” Quinn flung back with just as much emotion. “His whole side of the family acts like we don’t exist.”
“Why are we comparing our trauma?” Ramona ran her fingers through her curly hair, catching a snag that she cursed at. “Your dad is a deadbeat. I’d fight him myself for leaving you. This has nothing to do with the fact that my parents don’t even like me. They tolerate me. I’m their trophy to parade around at their convenience. That’s, that’s—” She sniffed loud and hard. “That’s why this curse fucks with me. If I even consider having kids, I want to pass down stability.”
Biting her lip, Quinn stared at anything around Ramona. Her cheeks were wet, too. How could she stand in these power clothes with no nerve?
“You do have people who care about you. Quantity doesn’t matter.” Ramona’s voice softened. Her fists clenched in time with her lashes. “I understand you’re affected by being sought after your whole life. Quinn, not everyone on the planet wants something from you. Some people want to be your friend, like Blythe. You’re...you’re beautiful and magnetic. There’s more to you than that if you’d let others in.”
In any other instance, Quinn would chew on this information. For the present circumstances, those were fighting words. A trigger, as she’d heard this before. Countless times, by a different term. “Are you implying I’m stuck up?”
“What I’m saying is,” Ramona strung out without disputing the implication, “most of my team members are introverts and they built an easy rapport. They made me feel welcome. If you’d spare a simple, non-work related ‘hi’ now and then, they wouldn’t cower from you.”
“Enough.” She stepped backward until she could fumble back into her heels to torture her toes again. “You’ve made your point.”
The chair scraped the hardwood floor when Ramona hopped from it. “Hold on.”
“I’ve received your feedback and will take the necessary steps to rectify my shortcomings,” Quinn recited in her corporate diction. Except it wobbled, it fluctuated. “I have a lot of improvements to make.”
“We all do.” Ramona leaned one way or another to meet Quinn’s eyes. Quinn evaded.
It took considerable effort for Ramona to stop trying to catch Quinn’s gaze. Quinn could only retreat from what felt like the most exhausting workday of her adult life. The emptiness she felt was overwhelming, and not allowing herself to lean on Ramona to fill that void caused more tears to surge back with a vengeance. She managed to hold them in until she raced down the outside cement steps. A Sunday of sensitivity and mutual admiration turned into a Monday of uncertainty. Despite their love, what she and Ramona shared wasn’t impervious to cracks, to blows. The possibility of their bond being as vulnerable as her parents’ wracked Quinn in a fit of dry heaves. Right there on a Brooklyn sidewalk, at night, alone. Dry solely because she hadn’t eaten all day. Coughing and jerking as she was, she surely looked inebriated or out of her mind.
While going home made sense, she simply couldn’t.
Quinn could, nonetheless, wander back to the subway. She could route herself to Grand Central Station and roam until she decided on a Metro-North ticket.
She could ring the doorbell of a cute two-story Cape Cod-style house. To where she could breathe. Where she’d be accepted as herself.
“Quinn, hey.” Graham had unbolted and cracked the door wide, rubbing his eye of sleep. “Come on in. I’ll tell Tara you’re here.”
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Unlike her husband, Tara Jang-Hayashi didn’t have a toddler’s bedtime. Which was a win for Quinn in one way and a disadvantage in another. The win manifested itself in Tara feeding Quinn immediately.
“You want japchae?” Tara sloshed her hands in the sudsy sink, scrubbing sippy cups.
Sustenance would clear this headache; Quinn knew it. “Oh? Are you cooking more lately?”
“Do I look like my mother? You know what, don’t answer that.” She fake-glared over her shoulder as the water ran. “It’s in the freezer, straight from the grocery. Have at it.”
The simplicity of obedience in their household comforted Quinn. Minutes later, she drifted to the dining area as the microwave nuked her dinner with a low hum. Remnants from dinnertime littered the white wooden table in streaks and specks. Making herself useful, she found an all-purpose cleaner and wipes for that. She moved onto Mischa’s highchair that—Quinn cringed—doubled as a crumb magnet in every crease and crack. Their domesticity persisted until Quinn claimed a chair, adding sauces from three bottles to her bowl.
“Yeah, this brand’s convenient and vegetable-rich. Pretty bland, unfortunately,” Tara commented of the noodles when she sat next to her, watching.
And then the disadvantage. Tara eyed her like a hawk, made even more potent in motherhood. As Quinn blew at her first bite, she detected those penetrating eyes taking inventory of her haphazard ponytail, her sunken eyes. Her lack of a travel bag.
“To what do I owe the surprise drop-in?” Tara asked. The clarity of the question hinted at her assumptions forming drastically. “Seeing you is always a bonus, although...”
Quinn’s hands shook as she reached for her lemonade. Tara made a pitcher of that herself. “About that. Um.”
Tara didn’t move a muscle; she watched some more.
“Ramona and I had an argument,” she murmured, too tired to sugarcoat it. The train trip sapped what little energy she’d possessed after fleeing Park Slope.
“When?”
Quinn blinked at the soft, rhythmic tics of a wall clock she’d never noticed. Their home had such constant noise that it’d been drowned out all along. “This evening. After work.”
Tara was revving up for a lecture. Shoulders flexing, flattish eyebrows creased. “Quinn. Hon, you⁠—”
“Can we not? Please?” she whined, and she could hear it. Quinn dabbed the corner of her mouth with a napkin. “May I spend the night? I promise we’ll discuss this in the morning.”
God. No extra clothes. No phone charger. No game plan for attending meetings tomorrow. Her bottom lip trembled.
“Shh, sweetheart,” Tara eased out, similarly to how she spoke to Callum when he scraped his knee. “Of course. I’ll grab you some PJs and fix up the guest room. You can shower in the kids’ bathroom.”
Quinn sat in a full-size bed an hour later, eyeing the walls in semi-darkness. She rubbed her hair aggressively with a thick towel. On any given night, she took care to gently blow-dry it, but she didn’t want to disrupt the tranquility upstairs. A scallop shell nightlight glowed at the door, matching the nautical theme. Blue frames, painted seascapes, a turtle print lamp, dried sand dollar décor. Quinn chuckled softly; Tara’s mother adored a nautical motif, too. Tara must’ve designed this room with her in mind.
She’d begun charging her dead phone using a cord Tara snatched from the back of their desktop computer. Traveling with a low battery—who even was Quinn anymore? However, desperation for stability bullied through any of those typical concerns, asserting itself in the forefront. She couldn’t think of anywhere more stable than the Jang-Hayashi home.
As Quinn hugged a starfish-shaped pillow in her lap, her phone shined back to life. She rubbed at a scratchy eye. God, if only she had the forethought to bring that new pair of reading glasses. Instead, she’d left them at Ramona’s because she swore she’d be back soon, and love made people forget.
While she waited for text messages to show, a call lit up her whole screen. Heart racing, Quinn answered.
“Ramona?” Quinn ignored her breathlessness. Riding there without a backup pair of flat shoes or earbuds humbled her.
“Hey, babe.” The edge from earlier was no longer present in Ramona’s voice, either. “I feel like shit. And, um, you’re not replying to your texts.”
Quinn hurried to clarify, “My phone died. Sorry.”
“I’m sorry, too. So, not to be a romcom lead, but can you let me in?”
Quinn’s stomach tensed, jaw falling with a click. “You’re at my apartment.”
“I’m outside your building, yeah.” A shyness textured her laugh. “I brought you more dark chocolate.”
A second. Quinn earned herself a second to silently swoon at the thoughtfulness until she revealed what she’d done. How she fled. “I’m not there.”
Muffled sounds of passing traffic took over, as Ramona fell silent.
Quinn nibbled at her bottom lip. Ugh.
“Will...you be back tonight?” Ramona asked. The flatness of the question showed she knew the answer already.
“I’ll return to the city tomorrow. I’m at Tara’s house.”
“Huh.” Conclusions were forming in Ramona’s head; Quinn could tell. “I don’t recall you planning a visit.”
Quinn squeezed the pillow so tightly, it could burst at a seam. “I didn’t.”
“I thought...”
Ramona thought Quinn would be her safe space. Quinn made such a huge fucking production out of that. But as hypocritical as could be, she’d done the deserting herself.
God, no. Quinn wouldn’t leave her hanging like Ramona’s parents, like Holly. Hell, like Quinn’s dad to her; and Quinn passing the torch, leaving Celene behind.
Argument or not, Quinn promised herself not to repeat her conflicts with Celene. “Just a second.” She scrolled through her phone contacts, landing on her ghost-like building super. That guy never slept. After shooting him a message, she spoke, “Go inside, to the first floor. Room 1C. The super lives there and he has a copy of my keys you could borrow—just tell him to check his texts. I’ll catch a morning train to get back to you. Please don’t leave.”
“Really?” Ramona couldn’t hide the sliver of hope in her voice. “Don’t you work tomorrow?”
Fuck, she did. “If I don’t go, my team doesn’t go. I’ll send out emails now for them to take the day off. I…” She knew that would get her some flack, but she couldn’t imagine accomplishing anything in this headspace. “I told you my door is always open.”
“In that case, can we stay on the phone?” From Ramona’s side, Quinn could hear a door open, presumably to her building. “Flo stopped by after you left. Holly knows about us.”
“Oh, god.” Quinn shuffled under an anchor-trimmed blanket, her muscles relaxing with a soft ache. “Tell me all about it.”

QUINN FELT LIKE A CHILD AGAIN. Not in a carefree, nostalgic way.
As gray clouds formed outside the drawn curtains, she shared the dining table with Mischa and Callum. The pinnacle of ‘kiddie table,’ she surmised, as Mischa pitched cereal over her shoulder with a metal mini spoon.
Tara and Graham zipped and parried around their kitchen in an impressively parental choreography. Taking turns sipping from the same large thermos of black coffee, dipping to assist Mischa or sweep up her cereal and fruit, intermittently wiping Callum’s perpetually runny nose, shoveling portions of their breakfast into their own mouths, stopping mid-step to discuss rather complicated daily schedules. Quinn sipped medium roast from a Bluey mug, engrossed in her phone like a teenager.
Albeit the ScrollCycle calamity yesterday, she’d establish a new routine and her team would find their rhythm. After she reassigned tasks and extended some deadlines, she glanced at her friends. They were visibly stressed from juggling responsibilities, but an air of trust kept them steady. Probably the fact that they could lean on one another.
This activated an envy not hinging on their marriage; it manifested in Callum and Mischa hitting the jackpot. Neither Graham nor Tara would dare leave them in the dust.
Quinn watched Callum complain about his tablet’s video crashing while Tara chewed on her toast, bending down to help. She swiped at the screen, explaining her methods until the app ran smoothly again. In return, Callum muttered a half-assed “Oh, thanks” to his bowl of soggy cereal. Tara’s eyes sparkled as she kissed the crown of his black, straight hair.
This hit Quinn hard. When she was a child, her mother wouldn’t allow that low-effort gratitude on any given day. She’d correct Quinn’s posture, make her speak at an appropriate volume, and take the technology away from the table in the first place. For that lackadaisical attitude, her mom would call her ungrateful.
Ungrateful.
“Uh ohhh, uh oh, Mommy,” Mischa alerted. An informant in a highchair.
Callum shoved off an ear of his headphones, outright disturbed about Quinn slumping in her chair, weeping. He sounded the alarm, too. “Mommy, shit! She’s crying!” Callum paused his show with a poke at his screen as if he and his sister didn’t have meltdowns daily. “Auntie Quinn, why are you crying?”
Her tears didn’t cease. It took two nudges for Tara to convince Quinn to head upstairs, back to the guest room. Graham would soon transport Callum to daycare before the commute to Brooklyn, where he’d drop Quinn off in Williamsburg. He called out that he’d hold it down and Quinn cried harder. How come some people got attentive, compassionate parents and others didn’t?
Maybe she needed a Sheryl of her own.
Tara held Quinn tight until the tears reduced to little whimpers. True to form, she rifled into her pajama top pockets to pull out a partial packet of Callum’s tissues. “Here.”
Quinn pinched a white square of tissue out and sat up to dry her face. Tara stared heavily, unnervingly present.
“You’re family, Quinn,” Tara started. Quinn knew where this would lead. “We wouldn’t ever turn you away, but sweetie, you showed up last night in your work clothes, without so much as a toothbrush or a spare pair of shoes. What the hell happened? Do I need to kick Ramona’s ass?”
The last question stirred out a laugh Quinn needed like air. She blew her nose, straightened her throat, and detailed her disagreement with Ramona. From the layoffs to Ramona quitting to the call last night and the new knowledge about Holly. Tara nodded slowly throughout.
At the tail end of the story, Graham pushed Mischa toddling into the room. Quinn stepped around the kid digging through her handbag. “Tara, am I stuck up?”
Tara coughed. She chewed the inside of her cheek.
Quinn stumbled.
What could fly under the radar blared louder than any siren in the city. “Tara, what the hell?!”
Her best friend was the mama bear of all things Quinn Archer. Her number one cheerleader, her over-the-top defender. So, this silence was so fucking loud. Quinn detoured to pluck hand sanitizer out of Mischa’s cute, destructive hands before plopping on the bed next to Tara. She tried again. “Tara?”
“Okay, so.” Tara gripped her bare knees like she’d be breaking bad news. “Stuck up is harsh, yes. Sorry to say, but⁠—”
Quinn gasped so hard that Mischa paused her examination of a makeup compact to gawp at them. “Tara. I can’t believe this.”
“I love you, Quinn. You’re my favorite person. Ramona has developed some lofty standards for a partner and that’s a lot to tackle. But you have, too.” She waved to let her finish. “I admit you attract superficial people, like real assholes. Celene wasn’t one of them. Is she a little snobby? Yes. She’d rather read a book than watch our shows, but she devoted herself to you. She didn’t deserve to be left behind like that. If you didn’t love her, you should’ve spoken up.”
Heat flared all through Quinn. Red, hot embarrassment. Tara was a plain speaker and currently, she could have done without that quality. “That makes me stuck up?”
Tara fussed at Mischa to leave the handbag alone. Mischa ignored her. “I understand you’re choosy about friends. I had to court you for weeks until you gave me a chance.” Tara bounced a shoulder in sympathy. “While I love fulfilling your primary friendly duties and I’ll continue to until the day I die, I’m not opposed to you letting others in.” She added a swift addendum, “Not people like pixie cut Holly. You’re not that desperate.”
At least they agreed on the last sentiment. Otherwise, Quinn could crawl under the seaside comforter and live there forever. “Why haven’t you told me this before?”
“I have, bitch!”
Quinn held out her hand for a second tissue to wipe her face again. She’d look a haunt for Ramona if she kept this going.
“When we sold our app,” Tara went on in a stream of consciousness, finally sitting Mischa on the bed to play with pillows instead. She collected the strewn items and placed them back in Quinn’s bag. “My closest colleagues had ideas for the next big thing, wanting to ride on our momentum. They got so snide when I told them I was taking my earnings and buying a house with Graham. I was pregnant with Callum and knew I wanted to commit my time to him. It’s not the most revolutionary story, though I understand where Ramona’s coming from, work-wise.”
Too overwhelmed to hear any more, Quinn reached to tickle Mischa’s stomach so she could giggle and wiggle away. “You’re such a Ramona fan.”
“I’m invested. None of your exes made you care like this.” Tara lifted a little wooden tugboat from the corner table and imitated a cute, ‘toot toot!’ “Full steam ahead, Quinnie.”
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An ex-girlfriend once called Ramona attention-seeking.
In the middle of a tiff over who’d pay for dinner or the pilot episode of a series or something else insignificant, the ex tossed out, “I won’t stoop to your attention-seeking ways.”
That comment buried itself and germinated for days. Ramona had been in her twenties, seeking her post-university love. Her parents starved her of genuine connection, so maybe the woman had a point. It stung, but it made sense.
Holly set things straight. Knee-deep in her second degree, she’d spent her spring break in the Crown Heights apartment Ramona shared with Flo and Dominic. Ramona couldn’t remember her exact words, but she’d mentioned her attention-seeking in passing and Holly’s head shot up from her textbook.
“Mona, you have to break up with her,” Holly said, her sandy blonde top knot a focal point. “If anything, you hate undue attention. What she’s threatened by are your strong emotions and you should never be ashamed of those. You’re sensitive. That’s all.”
Ramona ended that relationship. It scared her, really, how quickly she believed anything a girlfriend said about her. Years later, she’d also reflect on how she followed Holly’s directions so readily, even if it was the right choice.
At thirty-four, Ramona brought both experience and therapy. She had come to terms with the fact that some people would appreciate her deep emotions while others fled. So when Quinn offered her home after their desperate moment, Ramona couldn’t refuse.
After Quinn came home that morning and took a shower, they sat opposite each other on the couch. Ramona breathed in Quinn’s freshness, the crisp scent of her apartment, and the rain outside, inexplicably nostalgic. Ramona threaded her fingers into Quinn’s.
“I’m sorry about your dad.” Ramona lost so much sleep remembering the anguish on Quinn’s face. “I don’t mean to use abandonment frivolously.”
Quinn nodded and went into the faraway look she got whenever he was mentioned. “Your childhood sounds so rich and full of life, but that’s despite your parents, not because of them. It’s actually good you didn’t struggle with money. I guess I’m a little jealous.”
“You jealous? You can talk to your mother without needing ibuprofen afterward. I accidentally called Sheryl ‘mommy’ once.”
Laughter rumbled between them. “Ramona, you’ve been candid about your parents. I shouldn’t have minimized what you went through, especially when your relationship is so fractured.”
Swallowing a lump, Ramona accepted this. “You’re not stuck up. I should have corrected that.”
“I don’t try to know people enough. Between my broken engagement and Cali, I’d been all over the place.”
“Could...” This might go awkwardly, but Ramona had to know. “Could you tell me about Celene? What did you like about her? What worked?”
“Are you serious?”
“Yeah. She’s an enigma.”
Quinn rotated their hands in casual play. It gave Ramona chills. “Celene’s driven. Career-oriented in a way that we understood each other and didn’t make the other feel bad for working long nights⁠—”
“Oh. Sorry,” Ramona interjected, double blinking.
“Don’t be. If not for you, I’d let life pass me by behind gray walls.” She brought their hands to her lips, brushing across Ramona’s fingers. “Celene wasn’t impulsive at all, but I think that’s what I needed at the time. Her love and steadiness.” Quinn laughed, shaking her head. “She’s one of those people who keeps a level head. She’s calculated but doesn’t use it for evil. Like, I knew whatever went down, she’d find a way to safety. It was really special.”
Now these were the missing pieces—Celene’s humanity. “A stable, career-motivated superhero. Damn. Are you sure you didn’t love her? I wouldn’t blame you.”
“I loved her on a basic level and thought that was enough.” Quinn’s dark eyes grew stormy, brows knit. “You, Ramona, make my heart beat. I’m alive with you.”
Ramona let her tears fall because it was safe to cry with Quinn. “I do appreciate you going out of your way to protect my job. You’re thinking in the long term, and I love you for that. Sorry for being an ungrateful, impulsive brat. ”
“Stop that.” Quinn’s eyes shimmered, too, enhanced by her grin. “I love you, too.”
“There’s a cord that binds me to Holly.” Ramona let that hang in space until she could explain more. “Our history. I’m big on history. But you’re my present and future, babe. I owe you the reassurance that she won’t come between us.”
“Let’s just...trust each other. No more apologies today.” Quinn wiped beneath her eyes. And then, she cleared her throat, to relay, “It’s cuddle weather and we’re here crying.” Playful indignation scrunched up Quinn’s features. “We haven’t even made out. What’s wrong with us?”
She searched Quinn’s eyes, her half-smirk. Their time together was meant for reconnection, for savoring the beauty of their romantic relationship.
Smirking, Ramona leaned forward to correct their wrongs.

THE REST of Quinn’s work week went by in a flurry of meetings and demands from the CEO. However, this time, she went home to Ramona every evening. Home, where Ramona would kiss her and pour them drinks. She’d recount her days of optimizing her portfolio site, corresponding with old clients, and playing on what Ramona named their Joint Custody Switch, as Quinn hadn’t returned it yet. Ramona never touched the island game—that belonged to Quinn now.
It took all of Quinn’s self-discipline to stay the full workday. Her flat white from the top floor didn’t taste the same without her.
She’d expected Tara’s home to remedy her stress the way it always did. While the Jang-Hayashi noise, antics, and warmth hadn’t changed, their household didn’t bring her back to herself. No, it was opening the door to Ramona on her laptop, wearing Quinn’s bamboo pajamas.
By late Friday morning, Quinn’s list of to-dos couldn’t hold her attention. A lingering unhappiness took center stage at ScrollCycle. And she could identify it: emptiness. In a trance, she minimized all the windows on her screen.
She peered through her clear wall. All three of her marketing members were bent toward their computers. Quiet again. The vacant desks between them hadn’t been cleared, leaving everyone separated.
Habit told Quinn to leave them be; the last thing they needed was their manager lurking. Then, she remembered Ramona and Tara’s discomfort when she mentioned being stuck up. This distance wasn’t doing her any favors.
“Hey,” she greeted Noah, who peeled headphones off his sandy brown crew cut. “Um, how’s it going?”
Noah glimpsed around himself. “I’m okay. Are we in trouble?”
“No, oh god.” This bearer-of-bad-news albatross wouldn’t go away. “Only checking in. It’s been a long week.”
“Yeah, it has.” He clasped his mouse as if he wanted nothing in the world more than to get back to his work. His plate had been stacked high; Quinn felt responsible.
“I’ve been kind of down so...” Quinn tapped her knuckles on the table. “I was curious if anyone was in the same boat.”
That got a genuine reaction. Noah spun his chair away from his screen. “For sure. It’s a ghost town here. I hate it.”
They chatted for a few more minutes and at that final minute, she dismissed him for the day. Ramona would appreciate that, she thought as she visited the other members and did the same—a nice little conversation, then early dismissal. Anything unfinished on Friday could wait until Monday.
Energized, she wandered more of the corporate floor. She’d pause and make conversation with familiar faces and unfamiliar ones, too. They’d smile or go into an anecdote about their workload or have a frank discussion on their thoughts on ScrollCycle’s future. Then, they’d roll their seats back into place and resume their day. They expected nothing more from her. It took her aback, honestly.
Her roaming brought her downstairs to the Creative floor. The soundless Creative floor. Heaviness sunk to the pit of her stomach. Many who hadn’t been laid off worked from home that day. Anyone left resembled the corporate league: drawn into their computers, forced to keep the company’s lights on.
Quinn took her time wandering around the design section. The inspiration board had been stripped. If one looked hard enough, ghosts of erased goodbye messages and pictures they drew were still visible on the whiteboard. The room got a little colder when she recognized Ramona’s handwriting.
Hiro now sat with Video Production, chatting to whom she assumed to be a contractor to take up the design slack with him. They gestured through an intense-looking discussion, so Quinn detoured to Nia Wilkes, who was taking inventory of a hefty pile of external hard drives. She waved Quinn over when she caught her staring.
“A little Friday jaunt through our deserted land?” Nia asked before grabbing the last lollipop from a bowl on the table. “Take this. It’s mango.”
Did Quinn appear as aimless as she felt? She pocketed the candy, smiling. “Yeah, um. Thanks.”
Nia patted at breezy blouse similar to Quinn’s. “I miss them, too.”
“Hm?”
“The designers.” She nodded to where Quinn moped through. “They were the best. Especially Blythe.”
Quinn’s voice withered to whisper, “I know. It doesn’t seem right.”
“Because it’s not right,” Nia replied matter-of-factly. She peeked around them, continuing, “I heard Jared was vetting someone to do Blythe’s job cheaper. That person backed out of the agreement at the last minute.”
Quinn covered her dropped jaw with her fingers, intrigued and offended all over again. “How do you know this?”
“My wife and I go sailing often.” Nia pulled a goofy face like, ‘Yeah, yeah, it’s bougie.’ “Jared and I don’t interact, but I cross paths with his family. When they drink, his dirty laundry’s their go-to topic.”
Quinn’s temperature flared. Ramona’s righteous indignation seemed even more reasonable.
Nia took her silence in stride, going on, “I’ve survived every purge for seven years. This one was especially brutal. My skeleton crew can handle only a fraction of our video goals and on top of that, we didn’t get that redesign Jared promised.”
Quinn survived many purges, too. Survivor’s guilt. “He promises a lot, doesn’t he?”
“Too much. We were excited about it, after you and Ramona’s presentation.”
“Ramona stole the show that day,” she said that wistfully enough for Nia’s smirk to lift a little higher. “I’m at a loss. I don’t know.”
Quinn stared at her shoes. Nia counted cables.
“I pay for my grandfather’s caretaker,” Nia blurted, turning the tides of their discussion. “Nurse aides and a sailing hobby don’t pay for themselves. So, I’m here until this ScrollCycle ship sinks.”
Lots of nautical references lately. “I can relate. You do what you got to do.”
“Uh huh. My name’s the same across all socials,” she replied, fingers twisting at a dread. The hard drives interested her again. “Stay in touch, okay?”
Quinn’s brows shot upward. Wait a minute. “What...what makes you think I won’t be here?”
Nia met her eyes and shrugged like someone who survived seven years of layoffs. “A hunch. You miss your friends.”
Back in her office, Quinn couldn’t shake the disillusionment after speaking to Nia. Quinn wasn’t a quitter. Never. She couldn’t afford to be.
Or could she?
Quinn shook her mouse and attempted to work again. Only she couldn’t. She stared at her little flowerpot of flags. The monstrosity Ramona gifted her stood in there, loud and garish and proud.
As she’d made her way back to her private office, Cody had intercepted her with a barrage of questions, as if they didn’t sit through the same meetings. He was still struggling to resolve his shortage of ad designers. With knowledge of him icing Quinn out, the snideness towards Blythe, and general sleaziness, she sidestepped him. No acknowledgment. That was the closest to ‘fuck you’ she could give, as a professional.
Seeing how his team was left untouched, the guy really did find a way into Jared’s graces. He’d probably get a promotion, regardless of his issues.
Cody faced no consequences. Like, nothing at ScrollCycle mattered.
Quinn eyed the coral chair she affectionately thought of as Blythe’s. She didn’t have to succumb to the emptiness. Genuine people wanted in; she only needed to open up more.
After adding Nia on some socials, Quinn spent the rest of her workday updating her résumé. She rang up her mother while she did that, hearing about her neighborhood walking club and the latest gossip within her sewing circle. The love triangle in a K-drama had her more than worked up. Quinn let her rant, unwrapping the lollipop. Her father hadn’t robbed them of fulfilling lives. They survived.
Before choosing to dine outside for lunch, she saved Ramona’s baby goat selfie as her phone background.
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The weekend brought on a storm. Nothing too dramatic, but Quinn could relax, knowing she’d avoid train delays and all the other headaches in a commute.
Lounging in bed, Quinn uttered a sentence that didn’t even sound right in her voice. “I’m so sick of work.”
Nothing close to shock sparked in Ramona’s eyes. She watched Quinn for a long time, a half-grin present. Then, moved her closed laptop to the bedside table. “Sorry to hear that.”
“Oh, is that all?” Quinn knew her love by now. She pulled Ramona down so their lips barely touched. Flirting to bring out what really ran through her head.
Ramona grinned slyly after their long, therapeutic kiss. “Just saying. When you showed up to my apartment to yell at me—” She remained lighthearted; no barbs there. “It was hard to concentrate at first. You were disheveled and your eyes were blazing. You got huffy and corporate on me.”
Wishing to erase that memory, Quinn groaned into her palms. “I remember you looking adorable. It was distracting.”
“Only adorable?” Her head slanted downward. Soft, full lips trailed along Quinn’s collarbone. “I was so ready for you to whisk me to bed. Then uh, all the other stuff happened.”
“A regret I’ll never get over.”
Ramona laughed, but not for long. She bathed the skin at the base of Quinn’s neck, up to her jaw, then littered kisses to her cheek. Closer, closer, slowly to a hungry mouth, ajar in hard breaths. Deep in sensual suspense, Quinn couldn’t believe she’d run away from Ramona for even a night. Sex wasn’t the only need; Ramona’s companionship made her so whole. Wholly open to experiencing love and change.
Responsive to her teasing, Quinn whined out, “Kiss me, please.”
“As long as you said please.”
The emotional equivalent of fireworks burst and crackled through Quinn, centering on her heart. Their lips slipped and faltered out of sync like virgins; the raw need to inhabit each other’s mouths did that. Ramona always tasted decadent to Quinn. She licked deeply, insistently, melting at Ramona’s mewls. Quinn pulled strands of either of their hair from her tongue, as they’d flipped each other a dozen times. Dominating each other’s mouths, taking turns grinding onto a thigh or a lap. God, Quinn wanted so much.
“Take this off,” Ramona gasped when it was her turn to roll onto her back. “I miss your body every day.”
Quinn couldn’t speak. She spent a desperate few minutes holding onto Ramona’s shoulders, riding her through their shorts. The softness, the subtlety of the hips meeting her, deserved the extra attention. Her breasts went sensitive, like they wanted out of her bra and into Ramona’s hands.
She then found her voice, “I love sex now, my god.”
They moaned, mixing into the backdrop of the rain, distant thunder, and the sliding sheets. Ramona sat up, sealing their lips together. She delivered a wet, “Welcome to the club, my Quinn.”
Expertly, Ramona flayed off Quinn’s top and bra herself. The air conditioner’s breeze hit Quinn’s skin, though nothing about her cooled off. She went molten when Ramona’s mouth fastened onto a breast. The sounds she hummed, like coming home, tempted an early finish. Not that Quinn couldn’t go for more after that; Ramona brought nymphlike stamina out of her.
Quinn met the softness of the bed. Ramona left no ambiguity. Once her lips, tongue, and teeth adored Quinn’s abs, Ramona stripped Quinn of everything waist down. In a fit of mild torture, Ramona paused to stare. “You’re so beautiful.”
Beautiful? Don’t get Quinn started on describing Ramona. Only, all adjectives flew from her head once Ramona kissed her between her legs. Four fervent, appreciative kisses until Quinn lost her control.
Quinn couldn’t hold back her moans while Ramona worked her magic. She reached above, slapped pillows out of the way, and grasped onto the headboard. She wanted to watch Ramona go down on her, but the laving around her clit locked her eyes shut. Feeling this good should come with a warning.
“How are you real?” Quinn gasped as tremors wracked her, starting from between her thighs and fanning out. “Ramona, you’re going to ruin me.” One of her arms flew down to tangle into thick hair as a wave of oh, gods shot her voice to breathless heights. She clenched maddeningly, pulsing onto the tongue sweeping into her.
Once Quinn’s trembling ebbed, Ramona scrambled into a sitting position. She clawed at her clothing until she was gloriously bare, too. “You’re killing me, fuck. I need you.”
Quinn lived to serve, barely over her pulsating as she gestured for Ramona to lie where she’d been. A fantasy she’d been flirting with came to mind like a burning bulb.
“Does that offer still stand?” Quinn asked, marveling at Ramona’s flawless, glowing skin. Because she could, she lowered herself to suck delicately at her nipple.
“Um, what?” Ramona bucked her hips like she’d hit her limit already.
“About me tying you up,” she said, softly so Ramona would concentrate. “May I bind you up and fuck you?”
Ramona’s eyes shuttered. Upon opening, they flashed pure want. “What’s higher than enthusiastic consent? It’s whatever I’m giving you.”
“And...” Quinn added, smiling at Ramona groaning. “Are you opposed to toys?”
Full circle. Only in this instance, she caught Ramona off guard and incredibly wet. Just as she’d been when Ramona first asked her. Ramona held out an impatient hand. “Show it to me.”
Keeping her giddiness at bay, Quinn crawled over to sift through the table on her preferred side of the bed. She’d researched and prepared.
“My naughty lady,” Ramona teased, pushing upward to kiss Quinn’s ribs. “Makes me want you in my mouth again.”
Quinn’s movements slowed because that sounded fucking amazing. Nevertheless, she completed her search. Out of the drawer, she claimed her clitoral vibrator, a satin stash, and of course, a towel. They would need that, a hundred percent.
As Quinn unfolded the towel on her bedspread, Ramona examined the slender, elegant stimulator. In rose gold, because pretty.
“Stylish, sleek, and sexy,” Ramona intoned. Then, she stole Quinn’s eye and held it there as she brought the toy to her face and drew up a tantalizing lick. “Like you.”
Ramona had to know this tested Quinn’s resolve. It made her throb. Quinn slithered up for a short, deep kiss as thanks.
Soon, Quinn carefully tied Ramona’s wrists together with the sash. Accidentally harming her would break her heart, so she laced them enough for the desired effect, but slack enough to slip out if Ramona changed her mind.
The arousal at this point ratcheted Ramona into a desperate level of desire. Her dark eyes simmered as she husked, “My safe word is Chocolate. Now, please do me.” Driving home the point, she lifted her attached wrists and clutched the headboard.
Quinn could touch herself at this vision. Ramona sprawled out, utterly wrecked and needy for her and only her. She pressed on a single, calming kiss. “Yes, love.”
They situated themselves for Quinn to lie on her stomach off the edge of the mattress as she stroked Ramona’s labia. A perfect position to grind herself onto the bed if need be. With her dominant pointer finger, Quinn glided through the astonishing wetness. Ramona deserved to be released from this vice.
Enveloped in slick softness, Quinn pumped her finger. Whimpers stirred from both of them, this was so fucking beyond. “You’re starved for me, Ramona,” she heard herself groan.
“I am, oh, I need more of you.”
Two fingers. They moaned louder. Quinn had to collect herself before she grasped for the vibrator. With a thumb, she tapped for the gentlest setting. Anything more and Ramona would spiral to outer space. She flicked a gaze up and nearly choked at how Ramona watched her, those curled eyelashes low and affected.
For the benefit of her audience, Quinn imitated Ramona in a provocative twirl of her tongue around the tip of the skinny device. Pleased at Ramona’s head falling back and her breaths speeding up, she pressed the length of it up and down, solely meeting her clit.
“Quinn, oh, fuck me,” Ramona screamed. Like, possibly scared the neighbors screamed. Quinn’s lower half convulsed.
Ramona panted obscenities, awestruck gasps in Quinn’s favor as her hips canted, trembling through at least three orgasms. It was a bounty for the senses—the light creaks of the headboard being gripped, the tenseness in Ramona’s gentle arm muscles, the tempting strain of her neck. Falling for the temptation, Quinn held the slippery vibrator in place so she could crawl, surging up to sink her teeth into the base of Ramona’s neck. She dragged her ‘fangs,’ sucking on tender skin. Out came the most strangled, sensual cry she’d ever heard. Perfect, perfect, mind-blowingly perfect. And mind-blowingly moist for the final climax, ensuring the towel as an essential bedroom commodity.
Quinn let it wash over her hand, bringing it up to lap for both their benefit. Unbelievable, the variations of their lovemaking. They were meant to be.
A wildly turned-on Quinn watched Ramona regain her breath. She drew a fingertip along the juncture of the satin restraint and Ramona’s wrists. Lovingly, she detached it.
Ramona stretched her arms out, flexing her hands and fingers. Quinn opened her mouth to ask how she was doing, but no time. Ramona sprawled on top of her, kissing her into delirium.
Fucking over fighting, Quinn promised herself as their tongues dueled. With Ramona as her safe space, she could only grow. One facet of her life definitely could improve, get closure. She didn’t know how yet, though.
But then, Ramona draped Quinn’s leg over her shoulder and had Quinn incoherently rocking on fingers fitting in an impeccable angle. Quinn bounced onto her, shocked by her own wanton flexibility, working off the bed’s surface as the rain ceased and their lovemaking continued.
Maybe Tara’s million orgasm concept was achievable.

ON MONDAY, Ramona visited her apartment after Quinn left for work.
Ramona lingered on the concept of visiting her own home. She’d rip through the pile of mail, empty anything gross from the refrigerator, and head back to Quinn’s that night. Lydia mentioned a day off, so Ramona texted her to hang out.
Cassandra and Flo had been tag team housing Holly, who apparently hadn’t darkened their Park Slope doorway yet. A little birdie (Dominic) told Ramona that Holly was actively apartment hunting.
Ramona lodged herself in her exquisite, lately underutilized computer chair, sorting and closing her desktop’s browser tabs.
“I’m here to save you from yourself,” Lydia chirped in faux cheer after Ramona buzzed her up, leading them back to her bedroom. She covered Ramona’s desk with armfuls of shopping bags and boxes and who knew what else. Ramona offered Lydia a can of blackberry seltzer, anticipating her sister’s needs.
Lydia took a grateful sip. Then, with all the audacity in the world, she toppled into the computer chair and commenced to click around Ramona’s double screens.
For a split second, she pictured Lydia at five years old, rooting around Ramona’s box of dolls and stuffed animals. What could be labeled as annoying, Ramona shrugged off. That was, until Lydia said, “Aw, who are all these Blasian babies?”
Ramona’s face hit the top heat index. “Those are toddler photos of potential sperm donors. I had to search through a gazillion online banks to find the right fits. For fun.” She peeped through the mass Lydia dumped on the desk. “They would uh, would be relevant if...”
Lydia stared, raising a single brow. “Shacking up with Quinn is going well, I see.”
Ramona would have a sassy reply if she hadn’t noticed copper eyes staring at her from Lydia’s largest parcel. A pet carrier.
“Uh, Lydia. There’s a cat.” Ramona pointed at a mostly black cat, huddled in the carrier’s corner. “Did you know there’s a cat in there?”
“That’s Pebbles,” Lydia introduced, freely reading through the donors’ profiles. “She’s your new niece, so be cool.”
“Is...is she okay?”
“Pebbles St. Germaine is a shy shelter kitty digesting a lot of food. Viv’s setting up the multi-level cat tower right now. We had to rearrange our living room for it.”
Ramona blinked. Her arms fell flat to her sides. “How long have you been discussing this?”
“Hm. Three or four weeks. I took off so we could bring her home, get her acclimated.”
Wow. This reminded Ramona that her little sister had a life separate from her own. And she’d been encroaching on it, no matter how much Lydia would swear the opposite. She smiled at Pebbles from a hopefully unscary distance. “Hello, cute fluff ball. You’re going to love your weird mommies.”
“Yeah, the fuck she will,” Lydia agreed, tapping a screen with a perennially long nail. “Nix the donor who majored in business admin. His questionnaire answers have no sense of humor.”
“Noted.” Ramona flopped onto her bed, swinging her legs. “What’s this about you saving me from myself?”
Lydia bent around the monitors to baby talk Pebbles before she fell to Ramona’s side with a huff. “Yes. Right.” She took another pull from her can, hissing. “Mona, I look up to you. You’re not aloof or detached like our parents. That’s half the battle. You are so many things I struggle to be—sociable, open-minded. I wouldn’t have approached Viv or progressed as much in my career or taken many risks without you.”
Ramona nodded through this, knowing a big fat but would break through all these compliments. “Mmhmm.”
“But all this to say.” Lydia collected Ramona’s hands in her own, thumb strumming. “This curse mentality. I couldn’t ever get behind it. You’re better than that.”
And there it was. Ramona nodded for a whole other reason now. It’d gone somber. “I did not know that.”
“Viv and I made the conscious decision not to get married simply because it doesn’t mean anything to us. Not because of a curse our great-aunt told you when you were ten.”
“Generational curses are real; why can’t this be one of them?”
“People break up. All the time.” Lydia enunciated at a maddening slowness. “Don’t take on our family’s issues as your own. You and Quinn are a real match, but I know you haven’t had the greatest run when it comes to love.”
Ramona hadn’t been prepared to confront this part of her childhood hangups. Not at two in the afternoon with sperm guys on her computer and a random cat on her desk. Not with Lydia downing her seltzer like she’d been stranded in the Sahara. “Am I saved yet?”
“I’ve been stealing your diary since I could read. I shrugged off the curse as BS. Same shit as Santa Claus and the Easter Bunny.”
“Gee, thanks.”
“You brought up this bullshit curse when you first told me about Quinn’s past. I understood that worry, hearing how she did her ex.” Lydia’s smooth hands held on tighter. “I thought this curse thing would be a passive inconvenience, but the not-wedding triggered a trauma response, and I won’t sit back and let you sabotage yourself. I’m telling you while things are going well so you can remember when life is less-than-perfect again.”
“So you’re telling me,” Ramona went on, trying to sound diplomatic, “our family’s history doesn’t affect how you view marriage? That’s not how things work.”
Lydia mimicked the diplomatic tone. “I’m telling you it doesn’t make a difference. None of it. Stop projecting.”
Ramona hoped the money she paid Sheryl would buy her something nice because she’d get more long messages. “Easier said than done. I’ll try.”
“Where’s my present?” Lydia searched the walls with swift eyes. “From your 14-year-old oracle self?”
Stuffed in the back of her closet with the wedding suit she couldn’t face. “Why?”
“I need you to read that shit daily. If you must hang onto anything from the past, hang onto the hope you had for yourself.”
Ramona swallowed at the profound tidbit. While they joked about her being the ‘little sister-coded big sister,’ a lot of her childhood involved protecting Lydia from their parents’ dysfunction. From covering for Lydia’s less-than-amazing test scores to her sneaking out for concerts, Ramona detracted attention with a dramatic outburst. Her parents took the bait every time, as the soft sister was easy to pile onto. “I’ll take the steps.”
“The only answer I’d accept.” She pulled Ramona up with her so they could hug. Belaboring her strength advantage, she lifted Ramona off the floor for good measure. “Your love instincts are just fine. Quinn would go to the ends of the earth for you.”
“Yeah.” Ramona smiled to herself. “She would.”
“About our great-aunt—the one obsessed with curses.” Lydia’s eyes sparkled in mischief. “Wasn’t she an unreliable source? She thought aliens lived in her walls.”
They shared a grin. Ramona shrugged, adding humor to her, “Well, there could’ve been.”
After making kissy faces at Pebbles who hadn’t edged out of her corner situation, Lydia left.
Ramona followed her instructions, making her way to the back of her closet. Ignoring the dread, she unzipped the luggage and yanked it open. She tore through the trash bag, revealing her framed diary entry. Her thumb glided over the glass, tracing the curves of her sloped handwriting. Curses were meant to be broken.
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RAMONA – 6:08 PM
 
I’m around the corner 
 
Can’t wait to see your stroke action ;) 
QUINN – 6:09 PM

 

Lol, you’ll be disappointed. 

RAMONA – 6:09 PM
 
Never 
Friday evening, Quinn found herself outside a pre-war apartment building, ivy covering the edges of its ruddy façade like leafy sideburns. Flo and Dominic’s gorgeous residence lay on a quiet street in Bed Stuy, nestled between two very modern buildings Ramona unaffectionately categorized as ‘gentrifier-core.’ Quinn had to agree, eyeing how the newer constructions’ straight lines and boxy heights interrupted the flow of the structures with more curvature and character.
In a pair of jeans and a blouse she didn’t mind staining, Quinn psyched herself up for a Sip and Paint. With Ramona’s friends. Quinn hadn’t gotten the pleasure of seeing Flo’s mural work in person, but the professional shots of them on her website more than impressed her. Without an artistic bone in her body, it would be a challenge to keep up with this creative bunch.
“Yoohoo, I’m here,” Ramona called out, a bag from a nearby deli swinging from her arm. She’d grabbed some chopped cheeses on heroes for the occasion. “Dom would turn me away without the food I promised.”
Without a second thought, Quinn pulled her girlfriend in for a much-needed kiss. As much for her comfort as Ramona’s. After the intensity of Lydia, the friends weren’t the steepest mountain to climb.
Ramona’s subtle scent tickled Quinn’s nose, as did her tiny peck to it as they parted. “You’ll do great. Dom’s a top-notch photographer, but his drawing and painting skills are rough. Last time we played Pictionary, we unanimously screamed ‘hippo’ at his sketch with all the confidence in the world.” She shook her head, grinning. “It was supposed to be a yacht.”
“How?” Quinn giggled as she took the bag from Ramona. Sure, it wasn’t heavy, but she couldn’t help alleviating her burdens, if only a little bit. Love did that. “Who’s going to be there again?”
Tuesday turned out to be a more unfortunate date in the availability department. She already learned Martín and Xavier wouldn’t make it. A shame to have one fewer familiar face.
Ramona led Quinn up the concrete steps, thumbing out a text for Flo to buzz them up. “Our hosts Flo and Dom will be there, of course. Daphne and her girlfriend Whitney can’t make it. Soren’s back in Philly, so Cassie’s coming along with⁠—”
“Holly,” Quinn finished for her. They hadn’t seen each other since she’d fled that really awkward meetup at the bar.
“Is that okay? Should I fake a virus so we can eat the sandwiches on our own?”
They had a sleepover at Ramona’s tonight. A getaway plan sounded heavenly. “As much as that appeals to me, let’s go. I want to meet Flo and Dom and see you paint.”
Ramona nodded, listening for the entryway to buzz before she pulled the metal gated door open to head upstairs. The spacious apartment’s door had been left wide open, a testament to the free-for-all nature she’d heard of Flo. They removed their shoes, finding places for them on the crammed rack outside the walkway.
“We’re in here,” a woman’s deep, resonant voice called out from the kitchen.
The distinct spiciness of cinnamon incense wafted through the room. Floorboards not muted by the tan-and-green patterned rug creaked just a little beneath their feet, a common feature for homes from this era. However, that took a backseat to the maximalist tapestry of paintings, wall-to-wall bookshelves, handcrafted trinkets, and potted plant life. More pothos vines curled around the shelves and painting corners than the ivy outside.
“Beautiful, right?” Ramona untucked a bottle of red from her backpack. “Flo has a great eye. She hates Sundays, though. That’s when they have to dust.”
Jazz played at a low volume, setting the tone for a night of artistry. Intermingling with the music and chatter, two peach-faced lovebirds—Nicki and Cardi—chirped from a cage taking up half the hallway. Ramona and Quinn took a pitstop to fawn over them before building up the nerve to get this thing started.
“Food’s here,” was Dominic’s greeting as Quinn and Ramona washed their hands in the kitchen sink. “I’m Dom.”
“Hi, I’m Quinn,” she replied in her sweetest voice, trying not to seem aware of Holly staring their way, leaning onto the refrigerator studded with MoMA magnets. “I love your home.”
“It’s all Flo’s interior skills. Well—” He scratched at his unflattering mustache before pointing to the top levels of the bookcases. “The vintage cameras are mine. The Brownies still work.”
Summoned by name, Flo poked in from behind Dominic in a yellow sundress. She squeezed Quinn like an old friend. “Ladies, welcome! Are you ready to tipsy paint?”
“We’re not tipsy yet,” Ramona reminded her, receiving a similarly enthusiastic hug.
“What’ll it be? Some of the wine you brought or whatever we have out?”
Quinn and Ramona turned to each other for a check-in and laughed at the in-sync move. So couple-y. Flo noticed, too, bumping Ramona’s hip.
“What drink would get your artistic juices flowing?” Ramona asked, taking Quinn by the hand to the counter lined with liquor bottles and various mixers. “They have a Cabernet open here.”
“I’ll have that.” Quinn couldn’t shake the eyes on them. The quicker Ramona poured their wine, the quicker they could return to the living room.
Beside Dominic cutting and arranging the beefy sandwiches onto a platter, Ramona portioned the rest of the Cab bottle into artisanal blown glasses. Her lashes flickered; the proximity with her ex-roommate must’ve unsettled her, too.
So, Quinn took it upon herself to swing about-face to Holly and Cassandra, propping on a smile unlike the one for Flo and Dominic, but cordial enough.
“Hello again, Holly.” Quinn then tilted her head to the woman who put ‘love leech’ into Ramona’s vocabulary. “Cassandra, hi. I’ve heard so much about you.”
Crossing tattooed arms, Cassandra gave her a once-over, openly taking the temperature of the greeting before imparting a smirk. “Same.” Brightening noticeably, she pulled Ramona into a side hug. “I feel like I don’t see you anymore!”
“I’m here now,” Ramona whimpered, careful not to drop the glasses.
Holly threw a tight-lipped look Quinn’s way before hooking an arm around Ramona on her other side. They escorted Ramona out of the kitchen, to their main event. Quinn rolled her eyes to the parquet floors as the lovebirds chirped away, attempting to get a handle on her frustration and sensing it wiggling out of reach.

BELLY FULL AND happy to create, Ramona tapped a few dabs of Titanium white as a highlight to her still life painting, sipping from her glass of red. Quality decadence.
Flo arranged fruit for the evening, beginning with a single banana and gradually escalating to a vibrant display—a wooden bowl brimming with golden yellow grapes and shiny, reflective apples. Ramona leaned back for a better view of the canvas sheet secured to the drawing board Flo provided. Not bad.
“God,” Quinn huffed at her side, as they shared the violet couch that’d been covered with sheets for the occasion. Ramona smiled at Quinn’s almost offensively underutilized palette tray. The woman chose to use the acrylic paints straight from the tube, giving up on color mixing. Her streaky paint strokes weren’t the worst, though. Flatly applied, but expected.
“Looking good,” Ramona hissed in her direction, sighing pleasantly at the breeze coming through the open windows for ventilation. “I want to frame that.”
Quinn blinked at Ramona’s progress and groaned. “Absolutely not. If anything, yours deserves a frame.”
“Nope, it’s all about you. Remember to sign it for me.”
Everyone sat in a semi-circle around the fruit arrangement on the table. With the music down, they picked up on each other’s conversations easily.
Flo painted an acrylic rendering of fruit one would want to reach out and eat, taking a swallow of her whiskey. “Not into art, Quinn?”
Quinn spun the red end of her paintbrush into the water cup on a low table at her side. “I’m into it as a spectator.”
“I commend you for going outside your comfort zone. Thanks for doing this.”
“Are we ready to flip?” Holly asked the room, wiping fingers on her old button-down. Her eagerness hinted at a good round.
Ramona pinched Quinn’s spotless blouse. “You don’t have to if you don’t want.”
“What?” Cassandra popped her head up, cheek smeared with yellow. “Everybody shows their work. Dom sucks and we don’t change the rules for him.”
Snorting, Dominic held up his rudimentary picture for laughs, resigned to his lack of skills. Ramona didn’t know where he’d seen any of the colors he used. She kind of dug the approach.
“Tell your girl we’re not sensitive around here.” Holly tacked on, licking the fibers of her paintbrush to make its tip pointier. “We’re direct people.”
Ramona scoffed. “Since when have we not been sensitive?”
“It’s just a painting. Not an ad for ScrollCycle.”
At that, Quinn flipped her canvas for the room to see. “For your information, I never said I wouldn’t show my work. You’re making assumptions.”
“Mona’s right, though.” Cassandra had finally stopped cackling at Dominic’s attempt. “This is a sensitive bunch. Mona is the sensitive bunch.”
Dominic and Holly chuckled lightly, agreeing.
“What’s wrong with that?”
Ramona’s ears perked. That’d been Quinn. In Archer Mode.
Nicki and Cardi tweeted in unison.
“Uh, okay.” Cassandra leaned her board against the side of her chair. “You’ve come in hot from the start. Do you have a problem?”
Quinn did the same for her board. Uh oh. “Yeah, I do.”
“Everyone, let’s not.” Flo got to her feet, replacing the bowl with a pile of blueberries and oranges. “New fruit. Back to art.”
“That’s convenient because I have a few problems of my own,” Cassandra replied, ignoring Flo. “Isn’t it fucking weird that Quinn’s here?” She pointed around the room. “Should I jog everybody’s memory? Mona sought after someone Holly was into, got a job at her place of employment, had sex with her, and now we’re fucking painting apples. Incestuous and codependent much?”
Holly pointed to the sky, nodding hard. “If it sounds spiteful and underhanded, it probably is.”
“Your best friend’s love interests are off-limits.” Cassandra whacked her own temple to drive home the ‘duh’ factor. “You did that shit to hurt her.”
“I did not.” Ramona’s neck burned. Time to toggle her defenses. “Okay. Did Lydia and I seek Quinn out? Yes. Did I infiltrate ScrollCycle to meet her? Yes. Did we have sex? Yes, lots of it. Do I, uh...” She blinked at the surrounding faces. “I lost my train of thought because I’m being stared at like I stabbed somebody.”
Ramona just wanted one goddamned night to decompress and acquaint her friends with Quinn. She should’ve declined when Daphne couldn’t go; fewer people on her side. Then, Quinn’s hand formed on her shoulder.
Quinn addressed Cassandra, cautious not to hit her palette. “You don’t have to speak about me like I’m not present. I thought you were direct.”
Cassandra scooted her chair towards them. “Mona’s allergic to being alone. How’s that for direct?”
“She jumped from me to you. It’s gross.” Holly’s eye contact was withering. Quinn didn’t flinch, though. “She inserted herself into my private life. Uninvited.”
“What private life? With me? I didn’t even remember you.” Quinn added stress to those last three words. Flo and Dominic let out low “oooooo”s from the sidelines. A layer of permafrost covered her saying, “It’s like you have a rejection kink.”
“Are you going to let her speak to me like this?” Holly yelled at Ramona, and then the rest of the room. “Really?!”
Cassandra swallowed from her vodka soda. “Mona can martyr herself about Holly’s mistake for only so long before it gets tired.”
Mistake? A mistake? Ramona threw her head back. “Oh, shut the fuck up, Cassie. For real this time.”
“Make me.” Cassandra tossed her wavy hair to a shoulder. “It’s not our fault you weren’t open about dating Quinn. You became secretive while Holly spoke to us regularly. What do you expect?”
“Do you even fucking like Ramona?” Quinn asked, incredulous and looking ready to launch from the couch. “She expected you to give her time to get her life together. As a mutual friend, you shouldn’t take sides.” Refusing to allow either of them a word edgewise, she rose slowly, her canines prominent as she went on. “You’ve crossed too many boundaries, Holly. Own up to it. You’ve spread who knows what misinformation, meanwhile you cornered Ramona, and tried to manipulate her by showing off your wedding ring.”
“You threw that in my face, Holly,” Ramona said, tag-teaming. “You told me Quinn will never be you.”
Quinn sneered. “And you were right—I’m better.”
A hush swept over the room.
Dominic’s sad little ’stache twitched with his upper lip. “What the hell? Holly threw the ring at you, Mona?”
“Figuratively, baby,” Flo assured him, tapping her toe at a blueberry that rolled onto the floor. What a party. “Holly threw the concept of marriage in her face.”
Ramona, for once, maintained dry eyes for this burst of emotion. “That was low. Your hug felt wrong. I was barely hugging you back.”
Quinn didn’t crack—Ramona’s anti-bully bodyguard. “With the ended engagement, you forfeited your best friend status. And that’s a big deal because Ramona loves all of you. So much.”
Cassandra rid herself of the conversation in hand flaps. “I think both sides need major help. Can we paint again?”
Ramona picked this time to interject. “You’ve been harsh in one of my darkest moments. I can’t believe nobody in this room hadn’t—maybe, possibly—fact-checked Holly’s claims about me to me.” She stood, wiping white from her thumb onto her shirt. “Holly, you talk about being punished, but it’s just you facing the consequences of your actions. I don’t owe you forgiveness. I don’t owe you anything. We’re barely roommates and our friendship is tenuous at best. Lydia called us codependent and she was right; it’s time to snip the cord.”
The Holly she remembered—the one who’d go to bat for her—sighed heavily, her green eyes reflecting more sadness than anything. “I guess I took our friendship for granted. I don’t know.”
“You think I’m using Quinn as a rebound, or a bandage. But we’re in love and sadly, sometimes it takes someone who truly loves you to point out you’ve been mistreated.” Ramona clutched Quinn’s hand, turning to Flo. “Thanks for hosting this. Sorry we can’t stay.”
She wouldn’t apologize for Quinn, though. In all her years, she’d grown used to the snark, the little jabs. They were part of her friend group’s culture. But tonight, it’d been nice to have someone adamantly defend her.
Flo offered them totes to safely carry their drying canvases, bleached eyebrows straying downward. As she bid them farewell at the door—her lovebirds flapping towards the cage’s side to chirp at her—she lowered her voice. “Next time, we’ll do something with just the four of us.”
A double date. That vision hadn’t died, only evolved into something better.
“No need to rush it.” Ramona squeezed Flo’s hand. “Quinn’s not going anywhere.”

HOURS later and Quinn’s heart still hammered from confronting Ramona’s friends. A shaky first impression, as a guest in Flo and Dominic’s home. Though, as love had activated her dumbass traits, her willingness to chew someone out came with it.
Quinn trembled at the tail end of a long moan, nuzzling her face beneath Ramona’s jaw. She licked long and languidly from there, down to her shoulder and up the same route, delighted in the taste of her sweat. It hinted sharp notes of bergamot—a delicacy on such smooth skin. Ramona shivered, reverberating the movement between Quinn’s legs, where her curled fingers gently brought Quinn back down.
“What are you thinking about?” Quinn asked, halfway flopped onto Ramona in the best kind of tiredness.
“You. Always,” Ramona whimpered, as Quinn’s fingers were still embedded in her, hesitant to retreat. “And Flo’s event.”
A vulnerability Quinn couldn’t place guided every lazy tweak, every twist in Ramona’s thick sheets, every string of swears in their slow pace. She dragged her lips to Ramona’s, showing her appreciation in a deep, slippery kiss. “Did I embarrass you?”
For that, Ramona nudged for their eyes to match. “Don’t even go there. You’ve opened my eyes to a spot that’s been obscured for who knows how long.”
Judging this a serious moment, Quinn kissed her again and carefully extracted her hand. Ramona mirrored her. They spent a minute or so with their heads on the same silk pillow, breathing heavily and waiting for the other to speak.
Ramona used her dryer fingers to push Quinn’s hair from her eyes, smiling so warmly, it made Quinn want to cry. “Quinn, you’re a gift to me. You’re like if I opened my door to a huge package and I’m confused as hell because it’s not my birthday and Christmas isn’t close.”
Quinn kissed Ramona’s wrist, her palm. “No, that’s how I see you. I’m if you went looking for poison and you found a present waiting for you.”
They grinned, all cheeky and in love.
Then, Ramona’s smile dipped. Her upper lip lifted to overcorrect, leaving her looking pained. “I am a little allergic to being alone. Call it a mild intolerance.”
“Don’t believe a word out of Cassandra’s mouth,” Quinn said, rolling her eyes. “You needed someone in your corner. I adore Flo and Dominic’s funny, but they’re conflict-averse, a little too passive—I was that way with Celene. Your feelings mean more to me than keeping the peace.”
“Months ago, I would’ve fought on my friend’s behalf.” Ramona shook her head, curls touching her frown. “My mind’s all jumbled up. I thought I could depend on them forever. Now, I...”
Quinn shuffled to sit upright. Social skills may not have been her strongest suit, but she’d become fluent in Ramona. Something wasn’t right. “Talk to me.”
Ramona sighed, palming onto the bedside table for a shirt. Clothes. Quinn fitted the sheets around herself, suddenly chilly.
“I don’t know how to say this.” Ramona tugged the shirt to fit as far as her thighs, where she crossed her legs. “My parents are withholding. I was codependent upon Holly. Some of my oldest friends don’t treat me well. Then, I have you, Quinn. You defend me and I love you even more for that⁠—”
“But?”
“No buts. I love you more for this. It’s about my hangups.” Her doe eyes batted softly, pulling Quinn straight to her. To kiss Ramona’s cheek.
“What do you need from me?” Quinn asked, kind of afraid of the answer.
Ramona sighed, then her words splashed out like a flood. “You’re so incredible, Quinn, and this makes me want to be the best for you. Questioning my friends’ motives and thinking back on our dynamics is hitting me harder than I realize, so I’m requesting a sabbatical. Is that the right word? I need space to sort things out.”
Quinn gulped. “This...you’re not breaking up with me, right?”
“Fuck no.” Instantly, Ramona’s fingers slipped between Quinn’s like silky vines. Her eyes couldn’t have gone wider. “Don’t even suggest that. I’m asking you for some time because I know you’d catch me no matter how far I fall. I think I need this.”
Quinn stared for a long time. Waiting. Waiting for her heart to break.
But it didn’t. As tears dripped from her chin, nothing about Ramona’s shimmering, steady gaze hinted at dishonesty. She wouldn’t dare run away. Like Quinn had done to Celene.
Quinn trusted Ramona.
Loving someone was one thing. But totally and wholeheartedly trusting somebody staggered Quinn’s breath. Being a safe space meant allowing space. She licked her lips. “For how long?”
“I don’t know.” Ramona shrugged her softly angular shoulders, searching the framed graphics on her wall before giving eye contact. “A couple of weeks?”
A couple of weeks. Something measurable. Schedule-able.
Like work.
Quinn pulled her phone from Ramona’s wall charger, bringing up her calendar app. “Two weeks, you say? We can do that.”
Without directly looking at Ramona, she knew a wry smile would break through. “Archer mode? At 11:50 p.m. on my bed?”
“Your two-week sabbatical from hot sex and our intimate Q&As will start tomorrow, Saturday, and end on a Saturday. We’ll limit our communication, but you’ll stay my girlfriend. Yes?”
“Is that a document?”
Heeding her business side with busy thumbs, Quinn shot her a sharp look. “It is. I’m not Holly. My rules will not be a wishy-washy verbal agreement. If we’re going to establish boundaries, we’re going to do it efficiently.”
“Ah,” Ramona gasped, placing a hand over her heart in dramatized rapture. “My love. I miss you already.”
Quinn crumbled in a way she could only do for Ramona. “Being alone with you is incredible. You should get reacquainted with yourself, too.”
“Will I have to sign this digitally?”
“Um, hell yes.”
Ramona laughed, snuggling onto Quinn’s side as they planned how they’d navigate their time apart.
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Forced social interactions drained Quinn Archer.
She’d had parents who urged her to say hi and hug every adult they encountered, paying no mind to her pout. They knew she’d obey.
Pushing herself out of her social comfort zone—like Quinn’s person-to-person talkathon at work or confronting Holly and Cassandra yesterday—induced Quinn into a nap both times.
Yet, Saturday’s plans involved lunch with Blythe and visiting Lydia afterward. Quinn anticipated seeing them. They wouldn’t suck her dry. If Ramona’s sabbatical would enhance her sense of self, Quinn could give it a try, too.
Conveniently, Blythe and Lydia both lived in Bushwick. Three blocks away from each other. After catching up about the layoff and the latest season of PayDate over arepas, Quinn and Blythe took a walk, escorted by Blythe’s dog, Buster.
The graying pug mix wheezed in sharp little breaths—Blythe affectionately described it as his ‘laughter.’ As they strolled, Buster sniffed and peed at every opportunity: a stop sign, a bike locked to a metal fence, a recycling can.
Blythe broached the elephant in the office: Quinn and Ramona’s relationship. As Buster lifted his leg over a patch of grass growing through cracked concrete, Quinn asked, “What tipped you off about us?”
Beneath her bucket hat, Blythe flushed pink. “I’m shocked I noticed anything at all. I’ve worked with married couples without making a connection; I’m that in my head.” She tugged at the leash, whistling for Buster to ignore a basenji trotting on the opposite side of the street. “The day of my panic attack, when Ramona and I were in the bathroom, she was like, ‘I’m gonna text Quinn’ and in an offhand comment, I told her she’d sooner get ahold of the fucking president. Ramona looked at me like I spoke gibberish. Proving me wrong, I heard you hauling ass, clicky-clicky-clicky, into the bathroom like we were suspended over shark-infested waters.”
Quinn held her side in a laugh. Nothing could’ve stopped her from coming to their rescue. Nothing.
“Then, when I was texting Anders before stepping out of the stall, I heard you two speaking in hushed tones. It sounded intimate. I shrugged it off until I met with the designer team the next day.”
“Ah,” was all Quinn gave. “Your team was onto us from the beginning. What did they say?”
“It’s more what they refused to say.” Blythe unveiled a bone-shaped biscuit from her cargo shorts pocket. Buster danced in circles for it. “I treated them to hot pot for a job well done. I remember mentioning I wished you and Ramona could’ve made it, but both of you took the day off. Hiro went, heh heh.” Her imitation of Hiro’s throaty chuckle was spot-on. “I asked him what that meant and my designers suddenly shut up. No offense, Quinn, but they only go silent like that when Corporate is brought up. They were smiling mad hard.”
And so was Quinn.
God, who was she becoming? Quinn didn’t peak in anger like before, knowing it could’ve endangered her job at a tenuous company. Instead, she asked for a biscuit to give Buster.
Quinn halted outside the fenced-in garbage containers at Lydia and Viv’s address, confirming it on her phone’s map. “This is it.”
“Sweet.” Blythe kicked the ground with her Doc Martens, her shyness in full force. Relatable. “I’m glad you called. I wanted to reach out, but couldn’t find the words to⁠—”
“I understand. Let’s do it again.”
“Anders is planning a restoration trip for us. We’re thinking Amsterdam. You should take a vacation, too. Even a short one.” She secured her hat as the breeze picked up. “I don’t want to hear the words Scroll or Cycle or redesign for at least a year.”
Quinn hadn’t established the next chapter of her career journey. Though, she knew the apt response for Blythe. To quote the former senior data viz designer: “Yeah. Fuck’em.”

“YOU’RE ON TIME. I like that. Please use indoor voices around the cat. She’s a runner.”
Quinn heeded Lydia’s command as she stepped out of her shoes. Near a small, heart-shaped bowl of kibble crouched a chubby adult cat. All black except for white speckles over her face and part of her shoulder. Fondly, Quinn’s mind routed to Ramona and her freckles. She backed away, needing not to project her lovesickness onto an animal.
“She’s precious,” Quinn whispered, turning down an offer for refreshments.
“We call her Pebbles,” Lydia introduced her like a roommate. She headed to the living room and Quinn trailed closely behind, ducking around a massive cat tower. “The shelter says she’s slow to warm to people, but once she does, it’s Cuddle City. Viv is waiting with bated breath.”
“Where’s Viv?” Quinn settled on the opposite end of the couch, missing her fellow introvert and her factoids.
Lydia ran a lint roller over the cushion to her immediate left, catching black kitty hairs. “I don’t bite. Sit closer!” She stared intently as Quinn shuffled to her side, elaborating, “Viv’s grocery shopping. I hate doing it and somehow, she likens it to meditation. I’m sure she learned that in a podcast.”
“Tell her I said hey.” Quinn clasped her hands expectantly. Lydia extended the invitation that morning with a text message disclaimer:
LYDIA – 9:58 AM
 
It’s nothing bad. Please breathe. 
“Okay, I will.” A minute or so passed. Mostly of Lydia thumbing at her phone before she dropped that and acknowledged her guest. “How’s the break from my sister?”
Quinn rubbed at her forehead. The term ‘break’ wasn’t her favorite, as that was what she’d used with Celene. “Day One of the sabbatical is okay. I’m keeping myself preoccupied.”
“Gimme your hand.”
Too curious to refuse, she proffered it with a raised brow.
“What polish is this? You’re the neutral color queen.” Lydia twisted Quinn’s hand in uncomfortable angles to view the subtleties of her fingernails.
“Thank you. It’s gray violet,” she responded, massaging her wrist.
“I heard you got mouthy at Holly and her lap dog Cassandra.” Challenge molded Lydia’s expression into near amusement. “I can’t imagine that.”
Quinn was no stranger to disliking Holly. “I surprised myself, but it’s true. My club affiliation with you won’t be revoked.”
Lydia threw her head back to laugh. Like her sister. Quinn gripped the edge of the couch cushion, swallowing a lump. “You’re now my VP. Effective immediately.”
“Thank you. I take those duties seriously.”
“I can tell.” Her brows—much thinner than Ramona’s—rose drastically. “Over the years, I lost count of why Holly was a bad match. I wasted no time flinging Mona’s ugly engagement ring into the Hudson River.” She plucked fur from her shirt, smile too sly. “I’m relieved she has you.”
Quinn sighed into a big smile, washed with equal relief. “I’m glad.”
“Mona and I grew up with enough sardonic attitudes, you know? Our parents aren’t warm.” She waved at herself, her charm-dotted nails twinkling. “Hell, I’m not the warmest. Mona, though, is warm. She’s a furnace.”
“Furnaces are hot. But I guess that works, too.”
Lydia air-punched at her, snickering. “Has she shown you my wedding present? It was to her and not Holly because I’m petty.”
Quinn frowned, not computing any mention of such a thing. She nudged a toy squirrel with her foot. “No, she hasn’t.”
“She will. The jilting thing’s a touchy subject. Their wedding décor is still in my and Viv’s storage facility.”
Lydia reached down to the side of the couch, retrieving the last item Quinn would expect: a small, fuzzy yellow book with two printout sheets sticking out.
“This was Mona’s diary,” Lydia disclosed, flicking at the damaged locking mechanism. She probably smashed it with a hammer. “The extra sheets in here are photocopies of the pages I used for her gift. These are the only copies because I believe in you, Quinn.”
Quinn licked her lips, on the verge of getting choked up. The sincerity coming from Lydia could knock her over. She placed the diary and its contents on her lap, which Lydia swiftly propped a hand onto, keeping it closed.
“Don’t inspect it here. It’s full of thoughts so cringe, it’s haunting my home. I swear my dreams have been too embarrassing to be a coincidence. Read the photocopies first.”
“Aren’t these her private thoughts?”
“Private thoughts from years fourteen to seventeen. Mona’s not a linear person. She owned four concurrent diaries and wrote in them with no system. This may drive you mad, marketing lady. Be forewarned.”
On the subway ride home, Quinn gave into her curiosity about the photocopies. Perusing the rest of the diary put her in a moral quandary, so she pressed the temptation to the bottom of her bag.
In grayscale was the slanted half-print, half-cursive writing style some kids adopted, a blast from the past. Then Quinn started to read.
And she’d been reduced to being the woman sobbing on the train.
New Yorkers excelled at the don’t-give-a-damn lack of reactions. So, she must have been in a state when an elderly lady creased her face in pity at her. She didn’t care.
Perfect Wife Must-Haves
1. Her love has to be real.
2. Not a liar. Liars are the worst (example: Charlene).
3. We’ll call each other hot when we’re super old and wrinkly.
4. Can’t take herself too seriously.
5. I expect to make a lot of money in the future, so I need her to have her own things going on.
6. Has to be sexy.
7. Cute laugh.
8. Similar sense of humor as mine. Doesn’t think it’s weird.
9. Spontaneous dates are a must. They don’t even have to cost a lot. I’d like if some did, though.
10. Tells me when I’m wrong even if it pisses us both off.
11. I can be a pushover so I can’t marry a bully.
12. Doesn’t judge my interests.
13. We can talk forever and still not know enough.
14. Won’t abandon me.
The enormity of this discovery winded Quinn. Not knowing what she’d do with this information, Quinn chose to keep it to herself until the right time.
The right time. She had no idea what that even entailed.

THAT SAME SATURDAY, Ramona moped.
Two weeks.
Two weeks without Quinn in person. No kisses, no cuddles. None of her subtle touches to Ramona’s collar. None of her perfume. No litany of thoughtful questions.
Ramona’s Saturday involved lots of moping and berating herself like what the fuck? Why would she pump the brakes on this healthy relationship? Who the hell did she think she was?
As she wiped her cheeks dry, realizing she hadn’t fed herself by 2 p.m., Ramona slid from her bed in waterfall formation. Her cheek got chummy with her rug. Lower than low.
After jumping at her fourth text message of the day—this one from Lydia—Ramona decided to take a long, meaningful look in the mirror. Literally. She stared at herself.
She looked normal. Normal and hungry, not single.
Ramona showered for lunch. And while she toweled off, wondering if the milk in the fridge expired, her cleaner self gained clarity. This sabbatical should push her to let some of her hangups go. She’d self-reflect and light Sheryl’s tech up with essays about it.
Hands coated in deep conditioner froze within her hair, suspended in the air. Fuck, she’d have to move past the jilting. That would take more than two weeks, but it could happen. For Quinn, she’d work at it.
She allowed herself to mope for the rest of Saturday, getting all the weepies out. Sure, Ramona would cry again, but it seemed like a step in the right direction. So did the list of mindfulness techniques Sheryl linked her at 9 p.m. A message accompanied it, telling Ramona she was proud of her and really, why hadn’t she and Lydia been born into Sheryl’s family? They could’ve inherited her gravitas and poise.
At 11:50 p.m. on the dot, a stipulation of her and Quinn’s boundary document came into play. A one-sentence text from Quinn.
QUINN – 11:50 PM
 
Finally met Blythe’s super cute dog. 
In response, Ramona had ten minutes to respond before midnight, a new day to be on her own. They’d alternate each day, where Ramona would send the first text on Sunday. She sighed as if she’d inhaled the most riveting piece of literature, strangely comforted.
RAMONA – 11:52 PM

 

I had cereal for dinner and I’m still not sure if the milk was okay 

Then, that was it. A simple check-in without the “Love yous” and “I miss yous” that could unintentionally stoke guilt. Reminders of being alive, of being there even when they weren’t physically together.
The first week could be summed up by their scheduled texts, the pinnacle of each day regardless of Ramona’s self-help activities.
Sunday
RAMONA – 11:50 PM

 

Mindfulness coloring books are relaxing as hell 

QUINN – 11:51 PM
 
I hung your still life on my wall. 
Monday
QUINN – 11:50 PM
 
Job search apps are so spammy. 
RAMONA – 11:53 PM

 

Bought a passionfruit creme bar to bake into cookies 

Tuesday
RAMONA – 11:50 PM

 

Deep cleaned Holly’s room and the furniture removal guy called me babygirl :( 

QUINN – 11:54 PM
 
I should find him and set him straight. 
Wednesday
QUINN – 11:50 PM
 
Mischa calls me ‘Queenie’ now. 
RAMONA – 11:52 PM

 

Smiling hard, remembering how your initials are essentially Q&A 

Thursday
RAMONA – 11:50 PM

 

Perfected my epis recipe 

QUINN – 11:51 PM
 
I paid too much for sub-par delivery tonight. 
Friday
QUINN – 11:50 PM
 
Took a two-hour long walk this evening. 
RAMONA – 11:52 PM

 

Placed second in drunk mini golf with the design crew 

This Saturday—which left a final week of the sabbatical—PayDate streamed on the television while Ramona lay on her couch, panning through her family’s online ancestry tree. It’d been kept current. More than likely by the older types who committed relentless attention to birth announcements. And ended marriages.
Although, in this chapter of Ramona’s life, the divorces didn’t jump out at her in a foreboding, mocking way. They were just divorces.
Her ancestors weren’t losers. Some made hasty decisions, some fell out of love, some fucked up. All parts of being human. Many of them remarried and those who didn’t thrived as well. She smirked at how her addition of Vivian as Lydia’s partner had never been removed. Probably because her parents weren’t the site admins.
Dutifully, she fished her phone from the couch cushion and entered her message for its 11:50 p.m. delivery.
RAMONA – 11:50 PM

 

The dysfunctional hosts from PayDate are expecting a baby! 

Ugh, this topic would’ve branched her and Quinn’s conversation in several directions. While her week as Only Ramona turned out more introspective and entertaining than she expected, there was a special quality to discussions with her girlfriend. As #13 on her decades-old list summarized,
We can talk forever and still not know enough.
Ramona’s leg bobbed in impatience for Quinn’s response. As quickly as a brief from ScrollCycle, Quinn’s message blipped on-screen.
QUINN – 11:52 PM
 
Finished landscaping your island so now I’m demolishing and rebuilding your house. 
If Quinn renamed her island The Archer, Ramona wouldn’t be surprised. Laughing, Ramona hugged her phone to her chest because she lived alone, damnit. A judgment-free zone. She sighed so deeply, it almost hurt.
“I love you, too, Quinn. Goodnight.”
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Tara vaulted over her dramatically oversized luggage to check into their hotel room. Quinn fished her credit card from her handbag, out of sorts. She’d taken a half day that Monday to direct her team for their weekly tasks.
Quinn shouldn’t have been this guilt-ridden about using her PTO. While the New York location was newish to her, she’d stockpiled a hefty amount of accrued time at ScrollCycle. Quinn imagined Jared somewhere blowing his stack to find out his assistant approved her week off after the mess he’d created. Oh, well. Her team wasn’t in jeopardy. Jared could fuck himself.
“Look at this,” Tara squealed as she brandished a thick book with a male’s torso on the cover. “I bought a raunchy summer read. I can’t wait to do fucking nothing!”
She smiled at Tara’s infectious happiness. They booked a swankier hotel than Quinn envisioned, but it seemed like her best friend needed this mini vacation as much as she did.
“Those clowns may really elect me as vice president of the PTA,” Tara groused, tapping her keycard to their room.
Quinn knew she’d excel at this. “Wow, you’d⁠—”
“I didn’t even run. Nobody realizes my potential as the nonchalant, carefree mother.”
They put that conversation on hold, devolving into the excitement of tween girls, raving about the spacious suite’s grandiose bed, the massive marble bathroom with double sinks, and the two fluffy robes hanging on the back of the door. Their window gave a view of Pennsylvania’s lush green Poconos Mountains. Quinn hadn’t treated herself to something like this in years. Or treated Tara, who reminded her that when she disappeared to Cali, she hadn’t only deserted her ex. She’d ditched Tara with little warning, too. That justified the luxury costs for a few days.
“Look at these roses.” Tara pranced her sheer maxi dress to the complementary bouquet on a couch-side table. She dabbed fingertips to the petals, testing their health. “This is romantic as fuck. Next time, we should bring our partners.”
“It’s a date.” Quinn swiped through pictures of Ramona on her phone, thinking about their lazy, indulgent kisses the night before the sabbatical started. She appreciated that Tara spoke of Ramona in the present tense.
Quinn stretched out on the floral print couch. She pulled her ponytail from under her neck to get comfortable, smiling at her friend photographing every angle of their suite, including the mountain view. Those snapshots were surely for Graham and the children who melted down if she stepped out of the room, never mind the state.
“I’m going to soak in a bubble bath for an hour,” Tara announced, situating herself underneath Quinn’s legs. “Graham and I are competing to see if the kids will take to Korean or Japanese better. Now, he gets a leg up while I’m gone. I swear I’ll get home to Callum tracing Hiragana.”
Grinning, Quinn reached to trace the swirled pattern on Tara’s sleeve. “You and Graham are the best.”
“I know. You and Ramona are good contenders, though.” She massaged her neck beneath her raven hair. Expression a little tense. “Are you nervous about tomorrow?”
“Yes,” was all Quinn could give.
“Regardless of how it goes, this is a huge step.”
Their eyes met in an extended stare, made pleasant by their gentle, identical smiles. Quinn’s heart pounded. The things she’d do for love.
Tara broke away first. She rolled off the couch, tugging her dress off. “I’m going to destroy some of these roses and sprinkle petals in the tub, like a real class act.”
Quinn unzipped her bag for a wine they purchased for the occasion. “Should I bring you a glass, Your Excellence?”
The sound of the bathroom faucet’s rushing water garbled Tara’s loud response. Not by much. “You’re a babe. I can’t believe I’ll have to share you with Ramona!”
The next morning, Quinn leaned into the full-length mirror near the hotel room’s door, dabbing concealer under her eyes to cover the dark circles. Insomnia returned last night. Not an annoyance to Tara, who snored the second her head grazed the pillow.
Quinn adorned herself in a simple, tasteful white long-sleeve tucked into black shorts to convince herself this was any other day. Any other conversation. With any other person.
“Are you ready to go?” she called out to Tara. Tara didn’t have to attend, yet she insisted. Meaning she’d been hogging the bathroom for the past hour.
Tara stepped out with purpose, garnering Quinn’s attention before she needlessly announced, “Feast your eyes on this!”
Quinn’s eyes rounded. Uh. “Tara, what are you going for?”
Spinning around, Tara gave a 360 view of a long, black trench coat. Black gloves, high matching leather boots, sunglasses, a literal beret. And a blonde bob wig. Tara captured a dozen photos of herself, pooching out her scarlet lips, and then replied, “It’s my espionage outfit. Am I sexy?”
Quinn relented, tapping the beret with a smirk. “Sleuthy-sexy. But why?”
“I’m incognito so she doesn’t recognize me!”
“This is the opposite of inconspicuous.” Her phone lit up in an alert to leave. No time to change even if she wanted Tara to do so.
“I never get to spy anymore, Quinnie. My marriage is too normal for that shit.” Tara petulantly stamped her foot in her sleek, impractical costume.
Quinn batted her head either way, agreeing. She’d played right hand to more than one of Tara’s clandestine I-think-my-boyfriend-is-cheating-oh-shit-there-he-is-hide outings. Those days were behind them, thank the stars. “I’m afraid to ask too many questions. I think I’m getting a look into your sex life.”
“You are,” Tara confirmed, holding the door for Quinn to leave first. “If Graham didn’t get snipped, I’d be pregnant with baby number four.”
Tara took up the nine-minute ride chatting with the driver about the area’s schools. An appreciated distraction until they stopped at their destination, a charming brick café with outdoor seating. Tara, in spy mode, tiptoed off to claim a table after squeezing at Quinn’s fingers.
“Godspeed,” Tara granted, flicking her coat’s collar upward. She’d probably suffer heat stroke.
Splitting up turned out to be the move. Right as Quinn verified her reservation with a bored teenager up front, she spotted her guest.
Celene Vale clacked Quinn’s way in stilettos, definitely a conscious choice for the shorter woman. Her face was composed, though nobody would call what she wore a smile. Celene came to halt, unblinking. Maybe Quinn could run away and not face her demons after all.
“Quinn. Long time, no see.”

DAPHNE AND RAMONA took turns whooping each other’s butt in a marathon of 8-bit fighting games. Whitney hollered in favor of whoever was winning like one of those bloodthirsty crowds in ancient Rome.
Ramona’s phone dinged with a voice message from Sheryl and she sprang from Daphne’s white ass can’t-drink-anything-besides-water couch. Why, yes. Therapy would be useful about now. She retreated into Daphne’s room, spinning in her fancy also-white computer chair before she pressed play.
There was a catch to therapists—they weren’t robots that switched on at every client message. Sheryl had a life—a hobbyist jewelry club, three successful adult children, and a husband who she spoke of in a flattering manner. Her youngest son graduated from Northwestern, choosing to go overseas to expand his studies. Good for them. Ramona loved that for Sheryl. However, that forced her to wait on her pearls of wisdom.
Wide brows tensing, Ramona clung to every word in Sheryl’s smooth timbre. In the most reasonable articulation, she praised Ramona for her progress and then proceeded to call her out. She prompted Ramona to keep her eyes on her future (which included Quinn and, in time, Holly) rather than her past.
Ramona disturbed herself earlier that day. On her ride to Daphne’s, she enjoyed a ScrollCycle article. Like a fucking dweeb.
Its title spoke to her: Ten Social Tactics To Boss Up Your Life (And Your Internet Experience). First, she dedicated a good minute to appreciate the accompanying illustration in Freja’s sketchy, distinct style. Afterward, she’d read the article. The author used the word ‘normalize’ three times; otherwise, it was an informative, somewhat irreverent read. Quinn would appreciate this, no doubt.
“Remember, Ramona. You don’t need anyone’s permission to heal, especially your parents’,” Sheryl rattled off like that nugget of wisdom didn’t chill Ramona to the bone. “I believe you’re overlooking a monkey wrench in this curse theory. Your mother’s in a happy marriage now, is she not? You wouldn’t wish for that to end just to vindicate that negative voice in your head.”
Damn. Armando Agosto happened to be the dullest living man in Queens. That made him perfect for her mother; she was the star of the relationship. Ramona’s father exclusively dated, claiming marriage no longer appealed to him. She’d respect that decision, too. It wasn’t like she wanted her parents back together. The thought in itself turned Ramona’s stomach.
Maybe their so-called curse—or colloquially, divorce—yielded good results years later.
Sheryl ended the message quoting Audre Lorde and, as always, gave homework: “Think about this: if you and Quinn pursue a lifetime partnership, how do your friendships and found family fit in your life? Challenge yourself to redirect your fears of codependency into general ideals of a healthy relationship. Do you feel your identity slipping? Are you enabling poor decisions? Check in with yourself. I’m proud of how far you’ve come.”
Ramona wiped the corner of her eye, mourning a life she’d get that sort of in-depth advice from her parents. She eyed the row of small black-and-white prints adorning Daphne’s wall. Square photographs of their friend group, Whitney, and Nigerian cityscapes.
Hurt or not, she would be okay. As Quinn put it, that would have to be good enough for Ramona.
Her moment of reflection got cut short by an incoming video call from an unknown number.
Ramona answered it. Camera on and everything. Perhaps it was an effect of hearing from Sheryl. Fearlessness birthed of clarity. All risks to the wind.
The universe rewarded her. Not in a creepy dude who dialed wrong, but a rather good-looking woman in an ice-blonde bob, a black beret, and opaque sunglasses. The look suited her, but it didn’t blend with the background of casually dressed families in wicker chairs, munching on chicken strips.
“Your girlfriend is chatting with Celene three tables away from me,” Tara Jang-Hayashi murmured as top-secret intel. She stroked her chin with a gloved hand.
Was this a test? Ramona chose to stay mellow as her heart picked up speed. Improv-style. “Message received, agent. Thank you.”
“Do you know who I am?”
“You’re the friend in the portrait on Quinn’s desk. Pleased to meet you, Tara.”
Tara couldn’t be read behind those ridiculous glasses. One would assume she’d given the right answer, because she continued, “Do you always answer video calls from unknown numbers?”
“This is the first time it’s happened.” From outside the door, Ramona could hear Daphne switch her gaming beat-down to Whitney in her absence. “So far, I guess, yes?”
Self-consciously, Ramona patted at her hair stacked on her head and her shirt bearing⁠—
“Are those penguins on your shirt?” Tara asked, her disapproval bold and clear.
A hilarious development, since there were two people on this call and only one of them made sense in their setting. Ramona did an over-the-top pinup girl pose in her baggy penguin shirt. Another souvenir. Was she the only adult woman in the country who wore these things in public? “Chinstrap penguins, as the lettering says. You like?”
Tara hid part of her face behind a coffee mug. Not bothering to dignify that with a true answer. “Your room is a vibe, at least.”
“This isn’t my room. I’m at a friend’s place. I bet you’d have more to say about how I decorate.”
“You’re killin’ me, Ramona.” She lowered her mug, revealing a red-lipped smile. “How do you feel about Quinn speaking with her ex?”
Ignoring the thrill of Quinn feeling close, Ramona let her mind wrap around the thought. Imagine being jealous of someone who got abandoned by their fiancée. Unheard of. She knew from experience.
Drama over exes had no room in Ramona’s full mind. She pushed her chair in a soft spin. “This is amazing news. I’m not pressed.”
“My god, you’re secure.” Tara cupped her mouth again, realizing she was loud as hell. She hand flicked at the blonde bob, regaining her composure. “I’m calling for two reasons. One, I’m nosy. I wanted to sniff out anything concerning.”
“Mona, are you napping in here?!” Daphne barged into the room to inspect. Noticing Ramona awake on her phone, she babbled on, undeterred. “Whitney threatened to break up with me ’cause she can’t block my moves. She’s a sore ass—” In her best impression of the game’s narrator, she went, “Loser! Sore loser!” Daphne switched to a normal voice. “I’m tired of pummeling her. Come back so we can play something co-op. Teamwork and all that.” Satisfied with her own words, Daphne trotted off.
“Okay, so,” Tara drew out. “Your friends sound intense. You could be, too, by association.”
“I’ll accept this. What’s the second reason you called?”
Memory jogged, she pointed skyward with the hand holding her coffee. “Right. It’s a thank you.”
Ramona squinted. Not knowing Tara’s humor style braced her for a joke at every turn. “A thank you for what?”
“I swear Quinn wouldn’t have the guts to face Celene if it weren’t for whatever lesbian magic you’ve used on her. It’s baffling.”
Could she claim to be a catalyst for that? Hm. Ramona chose to take the win. “No problem. Our relationship wouldn’t be as strong without you, either. Thanks.”
“You’re welcome. Your British friend was talking about video games, right?” Tara asked in the intonation of someone unaccustomed to any of those words. “You’re not literally pummeling each other.”
Ramona would have a ball messing with Tara once they got more comfortable with each other. She didn’t make an inappropriate, out-of-pocket joke, either. More tangible growth. “Yes, games. You should get ready. I’ll recruit you, too.”
“Ew, pass,” Tara threw back before they said their goodbyes and disconnected.

QUINN’S iced coffee already started to sweat. A bead of condensation slugged down her wrist as she took a sip to seem casual. Because Celene was sitting across from her.
While Ramona moved hypnotically and jazz-like, Celene’s motions harkened to an orchestra. She squeezed lemon in her tea, declined a food menu, and folded her hands into her lap like it was all preordained. It exuded authority. For that, Quinn passed her menu to the waitstaff as well, doubtful hunger would make a comeback until she returned to the hotel.
This area of Pennsylvania, with its sprawling trees and wholesome communities, stood in stark contrast to lifelong city girl Celene. Yet it made sense; the city often left her feeling claustrophobic, a sentiment she would share with Quinn at night while flipping through a novel to decompress. Celene mentioned her parents having a house in the Poconos that she hadn’t visited since childhood. Until recently, apparently. With all that free time apart from Quinn.
“Frankly, I’m still reeling at you reaching out,” Celene aired, taking the initiative to get this whole thing rolling. “Will our conversation be amicable or contentious?”
Quinn’s heart thumped unpleasantly as she rushed out, “Amicable. I have no room to be contentious.”
“You look well.”
“Thanks. You, too.”
She meant it. Celene retained her striking appearance. Hair longer than when Quinn left her, its darkness swept over her shoulders like a cloak. And now that she looked Celene in the eye, Quinn acknowledged her penchant for thick, long eyelashes.
These years separated did Celene well. Guilt ran through Quinn’s veins coldly, uncomfortably.
“You’re still introspective, I see.” It hadn’t been voiced in spite. A reserved smile graced Celene’s lips, possible relief to see something familiar. “I recall you and small talk not being friends.”
Quinn tried to laugh since Celene left the door open for levity. Instead, her mind raced to how easily she and Ramona communicated. She’d done a whole small talk tour at ScrollCycle, too. “I’m better at it. Talking. You’d be surprised.”
What little smile Celene wore flattened to nothing. “You’re right. I would be.”
They once called each other “girlfriend,” then “partner,” then “fiancée.” Somewhere down the line, Celene lost her ability to put Quinn at ease. It wasn’t her job to do that anymore. Quinn sucked in a silent breath, combing through her handbag. Amicable, they should be amicable.
Celene did a double take at the filled-out wedding invitation Quinn presented. She flipped it upon the table to read at a better angle.
Bemusement formed on Celene’s face. “You’re bringing a guest. Tara?”
That was an intentional dig.
If Lydia knew of Quinn’s sudden bout of empathy for how Holly had been treated, she’d be kicked out of the hater club. “No, my girlfriend. Tara’s attending with Graham.”
“You’re dating.”
“I am. I’m in love.”
“In love.” Celene stirred her tea a little too noisily. As the ice, lemon slice, and mint swirled in her glass, she asked, “How long did it take you to come to that conclusion?”
God, Quinn didn’t realize she’d be on a campaign to prove her heart operated properly. She spoke up, proud she could assert this confidence. No playacting or deception or practicing the statement in the mirror. “It was love at first sight.”
“Quinn. Seriously.”
“Do you not believe in that kind of stuff?”
“I consider that shortsighted. Based on experience.”
“Oh.” Quinn held Celene’s gaze, needing this to not go any further south. “I know it’s a little unbelievable. Me having the capacity to love someone⁠—”
“Stop, just...” Celene buried her head in her hands, pinkies kneading the bridge of her nose. For a horrifying second, it seemed like she broke into tears. Thankfully, when she repositioned herself, arms folding, then unfolding, her stoic face was dry. “Quinn, on top of my job, Elise is treating me like her surrogate wedding planner and her hired help. After I leave here, I’m traveling back to the city for her dress fitting. I’m running on caffeine and three hours of sleep.”
Quinn recognized this Celene. This Celene put others’ needs before her own, getting gray hairs because she refused to admit to being overextended. “I’m sorry.”
“Sleep deprivation and I are well acquainted. It won’t kill me.” She whisked her hair behind a shoulder, voice clear again. “Well, it could kill me. But that’s a long, complex process.”
Quinn cracked a smile while her stomach walloped and twisted and rumbled. She’d researched coping mechanisms for difficult conversations, and they’d flown from her head like the butterflies hovering around the flower stands. “No, I’m apologizing.”
Celene rubbed at the tattoo on the back of her arm. It’d been covered by her blouse sleeve, but Quinn knew it was there.
“Um, I’m sorry for ghosting you. I’m...I’m sorry for leading you on...”
In return, Celene stared intently. Staring and rubbing her own arm.
Quinn attempted a psychic transfer of Ramona’s verbose energy. Creaking wicker as she straightened her back, she resumed, “I shouldn’t have agreed to the engagement. It was selfish of me.”
“It was.”
“Leaving you...” She let her eyes mist, willing for her remorse to be clear. “Leaving you without resolving our issues haunted my entire stay in Cali. Every day. My acquaintances, my nice apartment with a view rang so hollow. Superficial, too. I was so fake.”
“Every day. For two years?” Celene’s neat eyebrows arched upward.
“I swear it. I moved away out of fear and guilt and a lack of self. Of course I cared about you, but I wasn’t ready for marriage.”
Quinn knew Celene cried alone. That memory jogged itself from her cobwebbed subconscious to her mind’s eye. As their relationship unraveled, Celene would shut herself in the bathroom and sob.
Celene crossed her arms, eye contact hard and unafraid. “I was very angry with you, Quinn.”
Quinn’s foot tapped sporadically against her chair leg. “I’m sorry. I can’t say that enough.”
“We weren’t in the best place, but I don’t believe in giving up. You took that away from me. You took my choice away.” Celene gently pushed her tea, the napkins, the invitation aside like they offended her. “I wait for people I love, of which you knew and resolutely took advantage. It’s a miracle I can sustain Elise and Ajay coming to me with their vow ideas. Who am I to give advice on forever love?”
Quinn couldn’t look away for that. She let it burn, let Celene’s word bludgeon her. Vaguely, she’d noticed the waiter spin on their heels and depart instead of checking in on their dining experience.
“I’m a firm believer in righteous anger. Anger can be a motivator. Toward you, it was warranted.” The storm brewing in her eyes weakened. “I didn’t want Elise to invite you, Quinn, but this is her big day—not mine. I don’t get a big day.”
“I...” Could she apologize too much? Would another sorry be trite?
Celene waved it off anyway, her thin, tasteful watch catching the sun. “You know self-help and our generation’s constant, agonizing navel gazing irritates me⁠—”
Quinn smiled around her straw, nodding.
“But I love me more now. More than ever, more than when I was attached to you. I rescued myself, in a sense.”
She’d been hanging on every word. While it made Quinn feel guilty, she wanted the best for Celene. Knowing she found her way to the other side of this pain made this meet-up worth the discomfort. “You swooped in to rescue me when we first met, too.”
Celene’s smile broke through before she shielded it with her tea. “No, I didn’t.”
“Yes, you did,” Quinn retorted, enjoying this...banter? Were they bantering? “You’re a rescuer. It’s in your blood.”
“Bring this girlfriend of yours to Elise’s extravagant wedding. My sister’s so annoying, but it’s my job for her to have everything she wants that day.” A crisp bill that more than covered their drinks materialized in Celene’s hand. “I got this.”
“No, I should pay. This chat was my idea.”
Celene swatted Quinn’s hand away with the money, their fingers brushing briefly. Quinn frowned, noting the absence of any spark. If she hadn’t met Ramona, she realized, she might never have experienced the electric current of true love. “Elise and Ajay have a registry. Buy something before all the affordable stuff is gone. They’re partial to the stoneware dinner set.”
“Deal.” Quinn sat back, the lightness potent enough to bring her to earth. She smiled at a Springer Spaniel lying under the neighboring table. “Congratulations, by the way. For finding yourself.”
“Thank you.” Celene bounced her shoulders. She must’ve noticed the weight lifting, too. But then, her face settled into bewilderment. Quinn prepared for bad news until Celene pointed to the undercover detective in all black, ducking behind her menu when they glanced in her direction. “Am I not supposed to notice Tara lurking over there? Will she come say hi already?”
As they summoned Tara to their table, Quinn’s heart skipped several beats. With this out of the way, she could make headway on Phase #2 of her trip. After their few days in the Poconos, she’d let Tara in on this plan. Tara was game for anything that week.
Surreptitiously, Quinn ordered tickets to their next destination while Celene laughed through Tara showcasing her secret spy ensemble.
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“The smell of tulle triggers my fight or flight,” Ramona grumbled as she counted six large spools on top of a cardboard box.
A short distance away, Holly wrangled faux ivy garland like a boa constrictor. “The smell of what?”
“Tulle.” She held out a bunched-up handful of the white netted fabric. A common décor element at many a wedding ceremony. “It has a smell. It smells like disgrace.”
Holly adjusted her sweatband in a way that shot her short fringe up like a hedgehog. She wobble-stepped over the items littering the cold gray floor until she could sniff loudly over the sample held out. “I smell nothing. Plastic, I guess.”
“Plastic, disgrace. Tomato, to-mah-to.”
Despite the packed chaos of the 10x15 foot space, Holly’s laughter reverberated off the metal walls and ceiling. “Two of those tulle things aren’t open yet.”
“To the return pile, you go.” Ramona aimed the good-as-new spools into the return pile. Located conveniently in their biggest storage bin. For the rest, which ranged from tangled to neatly spun, she took a picture on her phone and sent it straight to Shay.
Shay replied quickly. With seven thumbs-up emojis.
SHAY – 11:32 AM
 
WANT!!! ALL!!!! 
That had been the bulk of their communication pattern for the past thirty minutes: a photo of a wedding thing and an enthusiastic response—whether negative or positive. It amused Ramona. Amusement she treasured on this significant day: the day she and Holly threw out the decorations from their failed wedding.
If Ramona had been left to less-than-mature devices, she’d let this shit fester in Lydia and Vivian’s storage unit forever. But she’d grown. Storage in New York happened to be a precious resource. Mucking up their space with her and Holly’s disorder for too long would make enemies out of anyone. Judging by the half-tidy, half-tornadoed condition of the items, Lydia and Vivian started unloading neatly, then grew too tired and chucked the rest in.
Over the last two weeks, apology calls or messages from her friends trickled into Ramona’s inbox. A few visits occurred, like the one to Daphne’s. While she couldn’t readily measure all parts of a successful break, she was much more clear-headed about whose apologies moved her. On top of that, she accepted the inherent power of Quinn sticking up for her. It encouraged Ramona to speak up, too. No damaging patterns present.
Ramona loved herself like this.
She chose to end her sabbatical on a strong note: executing the cleanup with Holly. Holly responded to the offer enthusiastically, as she and Ramona hadn’t spoken since the Sip and Paint. While Ramona could stay pissed, it didn’t serve her. She’d maintain distance, but it was unrealistic for them to live their lives without overlap.
“Our ceremony was supposed to be small.” Ramona eyed the jumble of fairy lights and the boxes they wouldn’t fit into anymore. “And yet, we stand in all this.”
“It’s wasteful,” Holly agreed, tossing the leftover or returned flyers into their pile for recycling.
A stray one fluttered to Ramona’s feet. She left a sneaker print on it as she added the fairy lights to Shay’s haul. “Especially given the circumstances.”
“I’ll keep a few as mementos.”
Ramona’s lip twisted. One day, she’d find it funny. Might as well have a nicely printed flyer instead of bringing up an outdated InDesign file. “Grab one for me, too.”
Quinn inspired Ramona. If Quinn could subject herself to a sit-down with the woman whose heart she’d broken, Ramona could do some summer cleaning.
Holly coughed, pointing to a small pallet of boxes labeled by name. “Wedding favors.”
They’d gone all out to personalize everything. Engraved shot glasses, game controller keychains, and candy in their wedding colors. “A lot of work went into those.”
Holly pushed the pallet outside the unit, into the hall. “I’ll deal with what can be taken apart and recycled, thrown away, yadda yadda.”
“Good idea.”
Healing didn’t mean a lack of mourning—Ramona’s excitement for their big day hadn’t been a sham. Getting rid of these physical reminders was a must to move on. She wouldn’t even keep the Vegas mug.
Confirming a multi-set of gold paint as unopened, Ramona dropped that into the returns. The returns would go back to a craft store for credit or cash. They agreed Ramona could pocket those funds. For obvious reasons.
They sorted and organized until the storage room resembled its prior state—cleanly laid-out boxes mixed with Viv’s various interests, like an old sewing machine Ramona would ask about one of these days.
For the ecstatic response alone, Ramona captured a final photo of Shay’s new loot. The responding gifs popped in one after another, filling her screen with pixel-y revelry.
SHAY – 1:11 PM
 
YIPPEEEEE!!!! I’m sorry about the jilting but you made my MONTH. 
Ramona sent a photo of her hand giving deuces. It unequivocally sucked for Shay to get laid off while incurring wedding fees. A financial racket, she’d put it. Still true.
“Mona, hey,” Holly said, lounging on one of two beach seats she pulled from Lydia and Viv’s stash. “Let’s celebrate.”
Celebrate. A sobering way to put it. Ramona patted glitter on her jean shorts and got comfortable in the second chair. It felt like a significant moment. So, she held her tongue.
Holly spent a moment grinning at her. Elbows on her knees, short hair still hedgehog-like. Afterward, she extracted a chilled champagne bottle from her satchel.
Their champagne.
Ramona eyed their shared design choices on the label as Holly grunted through opening the bottle with a satisfying pop. The ampersand usage could be more fanciful, less heavy—Ramona would stand on that. Holly fished two unused plastic cups from a container. She poured a small amount into both and with some flair, then offered one to Ramona.
Damn. For the wedding, they’d split apart. Now, they were officially over, together.
Ramona raised her cup first, knowing the perfect words. “To friendship.”
Holly recognized that. They’d planned on saying that for their big toast at the reception. Green eyes shining, she did the same. “To friendship.”
They sipped in companionable silence. She’d catch a ride to Shay’s to deliver her goods and Holly promised to handle the rest. Which was a lot, but she insisted. That was the Holly Nelson she’d seen as wife material.
“Sorry for all the pressure,” Ramona said, propping her long legs on Lydia’s old ottoman.
Holly nodded, accepting. She waved at the piles and containers. “Sorry for uh, all this. I should have been upfront with you. I’m having a hard time forgiving myself for it.”
“Forgive yourself at your own pace. I know I will.” Ramona sipped again and set her cup down. “How do I say sorry not sorry for dating the woman you liked?”
“I think you just did.”
“I didn’t realize I was a love leech.” Those words stung to this day. They had to be spoken, though.
Holly winced like she hadn’t intended for that comment to ever make it back to Ramona. “I was an enabler. I—” Over it, Holly swiped her hand of this pity party. “You’ve been the love-obsessed one since I met you at our dorm cafeteria. I don’t even know if monogamy is for me, you know?” She let that revelation cook, let it soften Ramona’s features. “What’s needed to be spoken has already been spoken.”
Holly turned her chair to face Ramona with a sharp squeak. With a determined expression, she asked, “Tell me. How the fuck did it happen? You and Quinn.”
“Like any story meant to screw you over, it starts with Lydia and her internet stalking skills.” All giddy, Ramona danced her fingers in the air, setting the scene. “It was a cold and unmarried night. I was up to my eyeballs in gummies. And I couldn’t get a single-syllable ass name out of my head...Quinn.”
Then, Ramona told the greatest love story she knew.

BY SATURDAY, Ramona was of two minds.
First mind: she missed Quinn. Now that all her friends knew of the relationship, she whined to whomever would listen. This sabbatical from her love should’ve ended hours ago.
Second mind: relief. Holly found a nice one-bedroom in Windsor Terrace. She signed the papers after one showing since Brooklyn apartments flew off the market at an unholy speed.
Technically, the keys to the new apartment wouldn’t be in Holly’s hands until the first of next month, but they were too elated to care. Ramona boasted a good chunk of savings, and her father would help her out if she groveled (nooo), but that was sustainable for only so long. She’d be alone and nothing about auditions for a new roommate appealed to her.
This left her on Saturday night in the middle of a party. Dressed as a bee.
Holly turned anything into a reason to bring their friends together. She chose to do a costume party as her going away bash. Sipping their unwedded champagne, Ramona and Holly agreed to leave Cassandra out of the occasion. The jury was still out on Holly, but that was an easy chop for now.
Ramona brought her phone into selfie mode and posed with her prop, a hardcover dictionary. Snorting at herself, she sent the image to Quinn.
RAMONA – 7:35 PM

 

I’m the smartest bee here. 

Quinn and Tara suffered constant delays on their way back to New York. A reply wasn’t in the cards until they figured that out. So mysterious, this trip.
“Let me guess.” Shay threw her arm around Ramona’s shoulder, adjusting her glasses. She and Kwame wore jerseys of their favorite basketball players and that was the extent of their costumes. It implied their faves banged each other. “You’re a spelling bee!”
Ramona wagged the dictionary half-heartedly. She knew what was coming. “Bingo.”
“Great. Spell...” Shay squinted and swayed in place to Anders’s 2000s Bangers playlist. “Ambidextrous.”
This was the second ‘ambidextrous’ tonight. Being a big ol’ nerd in school paid off. Ramona spelled it as seamlessly as she did ten minutes prior, when Hiro asked.
“Nice. How about ‘ingénue?’”
Ramona recited the correct spelling for that, too, regretting this costume. She couldn’t even take the shot Dominic offered; she required a clear head to spell. At Shay’s third word, Ramona threw a desperate signal for Kwame to collect his fiancée because come the hell on. She limited these to three words per person, per hour.
Holly stole the idea of wearing her wedding suit as a costume. Not that Ramona developed any desire to put that on again. Holly darted through the apartment, slashing a polypropylene rapier through the air in a wide-brimmed black hat and a magenta, yellow, and cyan mask. Pansexual Zorro.
Packing her mouth by the chip bowl, Ramona brooded. She was a sad, impatient bumblebee.
“Ah, Mona! I’m back for more,” Daphne proclaimed from the other side of the room, tapping her phone time for the new hour. She pranced over in a floor-length ballgown that called no recognition to any character. She just wanted a reason to wear a gown. “Round two!”
Ramona washed her mouthful down with a cola. “Really, again?”
Daphne attracted an audience with this round of quizzing. The words got more and more SAT and while Ramona patted herself on the back for doing well (one out of two) without studying, she considered committing an act of terrorism when Daphne drawled out, “Milngavie.”
“It’s a town in East Dunbartonshire. That’s Scotland,” Daphne clarified as if it made a difference.
The crowd cackled and groaned, divided in their amusement and sympathy. Meanwhile, Daphne posed for photos as Ramona’s American ass fumbled through the spelling and pronunciation.
Solemnly, Ramona checked her phone. Nothing from Quinn. She had no idea where she and Tara were even coming from.
Her face brightened as the door opened. Hoping for the universe to throw her a bone. She stretched to see around their party of friends and close coworkers, including Blythe in black-and-white stripes, who followed Ramona’s gaze. She pouted along with Ramona. It wasn’t Quinn.
Then, Ramona sprinted to hide and failed. Xavier, dressed as a B2K member, stepped in with Martín right behind him. Martín the fucking librarian. He zeroed in on her wings and that blasted dictionary, eyes alight.
This was going to be a long night.
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Quinn’s phone died.
She plugged it into her wall after she and Tara stumbled over themselves to freshen up and change. Their train had been delayed. A traffic accident held everything up. Even the Uber to her apartment got a flat tire. How? Really, how? All in one evening.
It was 10:48 p.m. While parties typically went on into the late hours, it was attended by people in their thirties. People with lives. At least Quinn and Tara would make it to Ramona’s before midnight.
“Do I look sexy?” Tara murmured, eyes fully shut, clad in a strapless dress that worked on runways, but made little sense in the real world. It was perfect for her.
“Sexy and exhausted. Yes, very.”
She slumped to the bathroom doorframe. “I want to impress Ramona. She needs to see how cool I am in person.”
Quinn stopped curling the ends of her hair to scoop Tara into a hug. Hours on that hellish journey were the opposite of her ‘doing fucking nothing’ goal. “She’ll love you because I love you.”
“And because I’m cool. I’m a cool mom.”
“You are.”
Taking extra care, Quinn filled a different handbag. Her hands shook. So much so that Tara temporarily snapped out of her standing nap to name the necessities. Quinn couldn’t imagine doing this without her. Detaching her phone from the charger, she used its small but acceptable amount of juice to text out:
QUINN – 11:21 PM

 

The cutest, smartest bee. 

 

On my way, love. Tell me the party’s not over. 

She and Tara blinked weary eyes at the elevator lights, descending. Quinn clutched her bag to her chest. When they boarded the rideshare, her phone vibrated in a text reply.
RAMONA – 11:26 PM
 
Gang’s still here. The costume fashion show ended 
 
I miss you 
QUINN – 11:28 PM

 

I miss you, too. Who won? 

RAMONA – 11:30 PM
 
Holly by a landslide 
Someday, Quinn would absorb mentions of Holly without so much as an eye roll. One step at a time. She was only human.
QUINN – 11:30 PM

 

You’ll be the real winner tonight. 

RAMONA – 11:31 PM
 
Oh? 
 
Get over here then 
Tara snuggled at Quinn’s side in the sedan’s backseat. Head of bobbed hair pressed into the curve of Quinn’s neck, dozing off once the car left the curb. The lights shining off open restaurants and bodegas streaked over their faces like masks. Quinn leaned further into Tara, whose snores grew considerably louder.
Quinn jolted awake, heart racing. She scratched at the door, her lizard brain struggling to regain its bearings. The driver, a casually dressed man about ten years her senior, watched her expectantly in the rearview mirror. She must have looked like a loon as he repeated Ramona’s address.
“Sorry. This is right, uh...” She shook Tara into an alarmed spring upwards of her own. They’d slept shoulder-to-shoulder, head-to-head like babies. “Let’s get out.”
On the uneven sidewalk, Tara yawned and stretched in a roar, going tippy-toed in her silver kicks. Wearing a blouse, skirt, and heels, Quinn shuffled in a pit of nerves. Her heart beat treacherously as she eyeballed the time on her phone. All sense of rationality in a tempest, rocked even harder when Quinn realized. “Wait, we don’t have costumes. This is a costume party. What are we going as?”
“All those people in there are dorks and so are you.” Tara clutched Quinn by the shoulders, manipulating her into a confident stance. That nap must’ve done the trick. “You’re going as the love of Ramona’s life. I’m going as the sleepy suburban crone in a dress she’s still paying off.”
Quinn drew from the warmth in Tara’s dark eyes. This was happening. “You’re not a crone, babe. Not even close.”
“I have your back.”
That reassurance lasted from them letting themselves into the propped open brownstone to the walk up the flight of stairs.
Stairs and stares. A fright of stares greeted them.
If the awkward interruption of the designers’ pitch meeting put Quinn in a tailspin, it’d take years to get over this if it went badly.
Upon their arrival, Quinn got a good view of the entire design team, including Blythe. A bunch of friends she remembered from Ramona’s posts and stories upped the terror. The Zorro woman had to be Holly.
Lydia tipped a beer at Quinn, closing the door behind them. Tara took it all in stride, hooked on Quinn’s arm and doing the royal wave.
The group parted for Ramona to step out front while someone British asked, “Is that her? Is that Mona’s girlfriend?”
Quinn held out a hand to halt Ramona’s approach. In response, Ramona backed away in unsure amusement. Quinn would rather kiss that bumble bee, but she stayed her course.
Risks occupied no place in her romantic history. She rarely took opportunities to try. How could Ramona, who expressed herself to a fault, expect reciprocity from someone like her?
The feathers inside her came back with a vengeance.
Lydia, who seemed to have skipped wearing a costume, too, handled the Bluetooth speakers. The music lowered. At this point, Quinn wouldn’t be shocked if a spotlight emerged from the ceiling. Tara let go to hover near the door, which was close enough.
Quinn checked her phone. 11:50 p.m.
She took a long, centering breath. Picturing everyone as employees and colleagues at an all-hands helped. Taking note of Blythe holding a cup, costumed as a mime, her imagination didn’t need to stray far. Before she knew it, she’d activated her default confidence. Work mode.
“While I’m aware a speech isn’t necessary, I’m making one anyway. Um, I’m Quinn. Archer to others.” Quinn grinned at the designers, who’d been chatting in a huddle like old times. Hiro smiled back for once. “One special morning at ScrollCycle, Ramona and I grabbed the same coffee cup, and my life was forever changed.”
Noticeably, Ramona plopped into a chair. At attention.
Quinn loosened up a bit, pacing like she would on a conference stage. Work, pretend to work. She trained her eyes on Ramona. “This spring, before we met, you thought you’d be married, and that didn’t happen. You were alone.”
Murmurs filtered through the room. She didn’t bother throwing a look at Holly. This wasn’t about her. “I’m compelled to correct that. You deserve to have love declared to you. In front of your friends and your favorite family members.” It’d be great showmanship to gaze at Lydia and Vivian standing around, but Quinn held out her hand. Tara, in her best timing, pulled the yellow fuzzy book and the two printouts from Quinn’s handbag. Quinn held them in the air. Ramona tilted her head, then her eyes widened as the pieces connected.
“This was your diary, Ramona. Do I have permission to read your list?”
“Read the whole diary,” a man’s deep voice ripped through the room, gaining several laughs.
Albeit a little twitchy, Ramona nodded consent. Quinn lipped a thank you, then found her voice again. “You wrote this when you were fourteen. It’s titled, ‘Perfect Wife Must-Haves.’ I acknowledge this is premature, okay? I received this from Lydia and it’s now my most cherished possession.”
Quinn swept hair over her ear, hot beyond comprehension. “Ramona, my love for you is real; that’s the easiest thing on this list. Liars do suck and I’m not one of them, unlike this hag Charlene. Whoever she is.” Her heart leapt at Ramona’s wide smile sneaking out. “I’m not excited about the wrinkles, but we’ll still be hot when we’re super old. As you see, I don’t take myself too seriously. I’m supremely impressed and proud of your accomplishments, so I’ll continue to have my own things going on so you can keep making,” She did quote fingers with the hand not holding the diary. “‘A lot of money.’ Uh, apparently, being sexy is a qualification. Ramona, you make me feel sexier than anyone ever has.”
“My girl!” boy band Xavier called out to applause from half the room.
Ramona slid hands over the sides of her face, her neck reddening. Quinn had to keep going, “A cute laugh is a qualifier, too. I think I pass. Our senses of humor are aligned, my god, you’re so funny.”
“She’s okay,” went an anonymous drunk woman’s voice. This party had the energy of a comedy club.
“You taught me to love spontaneous dates, and they can cost as little or exorbitantly as you wish. I’ve told you when you’re wrong and really, even though it pisses us both off, I’ll keep doing it. I’m not a bully at all; no worries there. Not only do I not judge your interests, but I’m curious about every single one. Trust and believe we can talk forever and still not know enough.”
After handing the diary backward to Tara, she took hold of Ramona’s hand. Quinn tested its softness with her thumb. “I wouldn’t abandon you. I may take a daylong trip to Tara’s, but abandon you? Never.”
“Okay,” Ramona croaked out, teary-eyed. “Good.”
“Ramona, I love you. I love your dated references. I love your jokes, your blabbermouth, your design skills. Your warmth and fluidity. I love your eyelashes. God, I love your wolf shirt.”
A few gasps sounded at that last item. The most outraged of the bunch was Tara’s.
Relieved to get that off her chest, she concluded it with a soft smile. “So, fuck your family curse.”
The apartment erupted into a fit of cheers. Those cheers swiftly turned into groans when Ramona tightened her grip on Quinn’s hand, hopped from her chair, and drew her into her bedroom.
“Noooo, we want to see,” Shay whined as the door shut.

FOR A HEART-STOPPING MOMENT, Ramona swore Quinn was going to propose.
In many ways, this was better.
Quinn essentially read vows Ramona wrote twenty years ago, in front of her loved ones. Publicly declaring her love without societal customs.
Ramona yanked off that stupid cheap bumblebee outfit with such force that she heard the seams give way. As soon as it sailed off her head, Quinn’s mouth crashed onto hers. They tangled in Ramona’s sheets, whispering sweet words between their kisses, caressing over clothing. One would think Quinn had been off at war the way their breaths shuddered, their fingers trembled.
Needlessly, Ramona simpered out, “Did you mean all of that?”
She had to ask. She had to hear it again from Quinn’s gorgeous mouth.
“Every single word.” Quinn smoothed delicate trails up the skin beneath Ramona’s camisole, raising chill bumps. “Sorry if that mortified you.”
Ramona grinned and Quinn kissed her on the dimple. “What’s a little mortification if it means I’ll have that memory forever?”
It was wild, how she’d believed she could trick the universe into giving her a happy love life with Holly. What the hell had she been on? She reveled in Quinn’s touches, in the pinches of her canines skimming over her neck. Ramona sighed in relief when the loud music through the wall commenced. They weren’t on the path to sex; this measure of intimacy reflected two women who’d yearned for each other after the two longest weeks of her life.
When a knock sounded at the door, Quinn groaned but rolled off to get it herself. It was Tara. They mumbled quietly as Ramona went to her desk drawer for something special. When Quinn returned, Ramona sat cross-legged on the bed with her gift. A rose-colored envelope with ‘Quinn’ scrawled on the front.
“For me?” Quinn hopped in place, ripping into it ravenously. Her eyes focused and, right on cue, her tears shed. “Oh my god, Ramona.”
Ramona couldn’t get past the strange look on Quinn’s face when she’d opened Celene’s sister’s invitation. Thus, she chose a fun way to approach it, since she’d be bringing Quinn as a guest to Shay and Kwame’s autumn wedding. This time, she wouldn’t regret spending hours designing for weddings.
On cream-colored card stock, she printed a sort of acceptance letter:
I, RAMONA ST. GERMAINE, CORDIALLY ACCEPT TO ATTEND ALL WEDDINGS AND EVENTS WITH MY LOVE, QUINN ARCHER. EVEN THE BORING CORPORATE ONES.
I PROMISE TO CORROBORATE ANY STORY WITH ENTHUSIASM AND KEEP THE JOKES FLOWING.
THIS IS A LIFETIME OFFER.
Framed by the clean layout were her own designed red flag roses, the callback she still found hilarious. To think, they’d been planning marriage-like things for each other. Like fate.
“I love it, I love it. I almost feel like I shouldn’t be touching it.” Quinn crashed into her in a tight hug, her perfume wrapping around them. Soon, their lips and tongues swapped with more purpose than before. Somewhere out there, karaoke had begun. God, those people were never going home.
“Okay, now open mine.”
Ramona shook her head, surprised by the package sitting between them. Bespoke in a brown paper bag, folded over.
“It’s why Tara and I were extra late,” Quinn explained as Ramona opened it.
Out from the bag slipped a book. Worn on the edges, though in otherwise immaculate condition with its deep purple hardcover and swirly, old-school lettering.
Ramona’s heart stopped.
At her side, she sensed Quinn fidgeting, eager for a response.
Yet, Ramona had been robbed of words.
There, on her bed, lay the book. The lesbian erotica anthology. A hardcover, superior version of it. She flipped to the back cover—it wasn’t as thick as she remembered—flooded with awe. “H-how did⁠—”
“I hunted through your diary.” Quinn contorted her face a smidgen, her voice pleading for forgiveness. “Sorry. When Lydia told me you wrote in it on and off for years, it was my only chance. One entry mentioned the book’s name and I searched high and low. It came from a small, private press in the 70s.” Her hand glided gracefully over the cover, then opened it. On the first sheet was an inscription in flowy black ink, from a Wanda to a Diane. A rather personal, love letter-type note. “I found an elderly couple in Buffalo. They turned their attic into an archive of old indie literature like this. I called and they agreed to sell me their only copy. They don’t know Wanda and Diane, but they’re sure we’ll respect their memory.”
Dumbfounded, Ramona gaped. Quinn managed to give her the best gift one could ever think of. And, wonderfully, it stemmed from Lydia. She studied Quinn’s eyes dart, her clenched jaw. How could thank you suffice? How could anything live up to this?
“This is an absolutely astounding present. Excuse me for struggling to express my gratitude.” Ramona touched Quinn’s cheek, kissing her until she smiled. “It’s…I love you.”
Quinn shuddered, eyes worn but full of light. “I love you, too.”
“Can we stay here? Just you and me?”
“Of course we can.” Quinn made a pit stop through Ramona’s dresser like a regular, taking out a pair of shorts. “I brought your wolf shirt with me.”
Ramona slipped under the covers as Quinn got dressed. Her smile grew when the reading glasses came out. “Our wolf shirt.”
While fretting for Quinn to get to New York safely, Ramona’s woes on supporting herself and this expensive apartment needled her. While embracing the Marketing Director who’d abandoned her ex-fiancée, Ramona couldn’t recall feeling so secure.
They leafed through the book’s illustrations, enjoying noises from the party, akin to radio. Now and then, Ramona glanced at her wall, where the framed present from Lydia hung prominently next to Quinn’s signed still life.
It felt like giving her fourteen-year-old self a big hug.
Ramona and Quinn cuddled all night, healing.



EPILOGUE
Summer took its balmy bow, making room for autumn and with it, wedding season.
While Ramona appreciated the scattered trees in warm multicolor and sunshine that wouldn’t fry her, the breeze whipped with some bite. She dabbed the corners of her eyes with her fingertips, sniffling loudly enough for Blythe to comment.
“Didn’t realize you’re such a softie, Mona,” Blythe said, eyes on Shay and Kwame posing through their post-ceremony photoshoot amongst the fall foliage and painstakingly placed gourds.
Weddings were a significant topic, and Ramona accepted her crybaby status. Put the two together and this was the end product: a woman weeping once the string quartet started the Wedding March. Quinn, draped in a long terracotta dress, held out tissues and a compact mirror. This wasn’t her first rodeo; Ramona blubbered at the cinema and even a youth improv play at Martín’s library.
“I’m as soft as they come,” Ramona confirmed, unable to take in the newlyweds for too long. Shay glowed in her white mermaid-style dress with the mile-long train, tan leaves falling in pretty pinwheels like they’d been paid. Kwame openly appreciated her beauty with a tearful smile. Man, love-related things got Ramona worked up more lately.
Quinn angled herself towards Ramona, gently stroking her hair. Ramona wore it down and regretted it once the wind dragged its frigid fingers through in defiance. “I like you soft.”
Ramona laughed and patted her face in the mirror. Earlier, after Shay and Kwame jumped the broom to huge applause, one of Shay’s cousins wandered over and asked if Ramona was the bride or groom’s ex. She’d been sobbing that loudly. “That’s good because I’m mush right now.”
“Will you survive Elise and Ajay’s wedding? You’ll be devoid of tears by the first day.”
“I’m building up a tolerance.” Ramona smoothed hands onto her olive-toned minidress, her knees bouncing at the temperature drop. “We have Kayla’s wedding next week, too. Is the world ending? Why is everyone getting married?”
In Quinn’s Marketing Director position at a new company, she’d begun establishing strategy and expanding her team. Kayla, her data analyst, surprised her with an invitation. Blushing, Quinn’s rubbing motion on Ramona’s cold knees slowed. Her words came out carefully, quietly. “Something’s in the air.”
Ramona wrapped herself in a cashmere shawl from Quinn’s side of the closet. Her wardrobe proved to be a lifesaver for semi-formal events like this one.
She rocked her head in disbelief. It didn’t take long for her and Quinn to grow tired of dragging overnight bags to each other’s apartments. They’d been forced to face the subject head-on when her building management emailed her the lease renewal. Back on the freelance tip while she consulted with Web Dev on his startup, she technically could afford rent on her own, but why would she when she had options?
“It’s about time. Their shoot took forever.” Xavier mumbled to Martín as everyone vacated their seats to walk a block to the reception venue. The wedding planner—Kwame’s diligent mother, clipboard in tow—made the call to leave with a brusque gesture to stand.
They merged into the procession of earthy tones, hard bottom shoes, and leafy headbands on a path exiting Prospect Park. Ramona weaseled her fingers into Quinn’s.
Moving into Quinn’s Williamsburg apartment made sense, as they’d had practice cohabitating there. With Ramona came collectors’ items, brightly colored prints, and nostalgia galore. They were finding their groove, though. Neutrals and rich hues could live in harmony. Nothing was empty about their existence now.
“You okay?” Ramona asked, pulling her close.
“I can’t believe you were jilted,” Quinn said in a candid sidebar. “I look around at this wedding, all the love and work put into making it right. So, I imagine it becoming meaningless that quickly.”
Flashes of her champagne meal, her sister’s forlorn expression, the waitstaff carting off the food, and her mother’s disappointed head shake flickered through Ramona’s head, but they didn’t sting. They didn’t spur shame. “I’m happy it happened,” Ramona shocked herself saying. “It’s a part of me now. Plus, it’ll be a cautionary tale for our future kids.”
“I like the thought of that.” Quinn’s sly smile deepened into a smolder; the wind lifted a side of her hair attractively. They deserved each other because who else got that excited over the likelihood of hormones and pregnancy and little humans who’d dominate their lives? “Hopefully, A08-30 will have what it takes.”
A08-30 was the ID code for their favorite potential donor, a florist skilled in cooking and deep-sea diving. Living together opened Ramona’s pastimes up for scrutiny and her sporadic sperm guy searches were one of them. He was the cutest of the batch Lydia stumbled upon months back. So, Ramona and Quinn finalized and purchased some specimens.
Ramona blew her lips in a raspberry. “Of course he does. And not a mention of podcasting on his profile, thank the universe.”
Moving fast? Perhaps, but the order of major life changes lost its relevance in Ramona’s eyes.
The reception went swimmingly; Shay’s attention to detail translated well. Tasteful and not overwrought flower arrangements, repurposed décor from Ramona, a buffet-style line for eating, streaming lights for the dance floor, Shay’s brother as a decent DJ. Weddings might’ve been a financial racket, but taking Shay and Kwame’s pleasure in being queen and king for the night, those costs would become an afterthought.
Shay reserved an ex-ScrollCycle table for their crew. It warmed Ramona’s heart to see Quinn cozy up to so many of her friends since the love declaration. Blythe’s preferred mode of dance setting turned out to be moshing, and she and Anders went about it together in celebration—Quinn recruited her to head visuals for her new team. They’d be a power duo once again.
The night before, over her laptop and papers hogging their bed, bespectacled Quinn laid out an in-depth scheme for bringing in Veronica and Noah. She’d probably try to poach Priscilla from the café at that rate because she spoke with the seriousness of one initiating a hostile takeover. Archer Mode was simultaneously hot and adorable, so Ramona kicked those papers aside and rewarded Quinn’s deviousness with her tongue.
“I can’t wait to get you home,” Ramona hissed while she and Quinn danced in smooth waves to the heavy bass. Shay’s brother cycled through recent and old school hits and he wouldn’t pity salute Ramona. A win for all.
Quinn, red-cheeked and with fewer inhibitions this late into the reception, wrapped her arms around Ramona’s waist, her intentions on flagrant display. “Should we leave now?”
“Mm. Maybe.”
In her peripheral, Freja and Xavier stared, mouths agape. No matter what their previous Marketing Director did, they were stunned. She didn’t care, though. Dancing at a reception was infinitely better than sitting on the sidelines wallowing. How far she’d come.
Before they could make a mad dash home, lights broke through the dim, beamish sexiness of the floor. Shay’s bridesmaids, all in varying states of disarray from a wonderful night, clapped and raised their hands to get everyone’s attention.
“Bouquet toss, bouquet toss!” They whooped, the image of giddy intensity. Some of them huddled in front of Shay for the best placements, kicking off their heels.
Ramona blinked and Quinn disappeared. The huddle for the bouquet grew and Quinn was there, pushing up her sleeves like she was going into a rugby match.
“You wanna borrow my catcher’s mit?” Hiro asked, gesturing to them with a glass of champagne. His wife, who snickered more than he did, positioned her chair to spectate.
Ramona’s stomach twisted. She’d loved the bystander action of being a guest at a wedding. An active participant, though? “I’m not sure.”
“Why not?”
History. Too much time spent fretting over failed marriages. “I...I’m not sure,” she repeated.
“But Quinn’s out there,” a clean-shaven Martín said. He pushed a hand into his suit pants pocket, jingling his keys. “You’ll double your chances for a good wedding. I need a good wedding out of you.”
Ramona eyed Martín for the faintest second. Sometimes she forgot to look at her situation through the lens of her dearest friends. “You have a point.”
“Shay!” Xavier used his height advantage to point above Ramona and send her neck and eyes blazing. “Mona’s trying to skip out on the bouquet! You see it?!”
Aghast, Shay’s perfectly done-up face scrunched in a convincingly chastising expression. “The fuck? Mona get over here or I won’t throw it at all! I decree it Bride’s law.”
All the women in the crowd turned and eek. They were ready. Freja held ‘please, please’ prayer hands under her chin. Ramona thought these tosses fell out of vogue, but they looked like a fun bunch. May as well make the most of the moment. 
Ramona clacked into the horde, grinning through the awkwardness. “Fine. I’ll just stand here.”
Quinn brushed a long finger under Ramona’s chin, as a comfort. But then, Shay flipped her back to her audience and sent the fall-themed bouquet sailing into the air.
A skirmish of intense, giggly proportions ensued.
Two of the bridesmaids battled against gravity, their fingertips bouncing the bundle of flowers back and forth, elusive to a good grip. Many women shriek-laughed. Some swiped over a bridesmaid who slipped to the floor, but Freja volleyball bumped it from their hands back into the air. Ramona stepped backward, not athletic enough for this at all. Quinn had been one of the shriekers and she and an auntie twenty years her senior were equally matched, slapping those poor flowers in their haste. The women who gave up scrambled to back away, surging them—including Quinn—right for Ramona.
She held her arms out, figuring the curse manifested in her being murdered at a wedding reception.
Ramona hit the floor, thankfully not too painfully. When she blinked her eyes open, her hands were wrapped around the resplendent bunch of roses and leaves and ribbon. And so had Quinn’s.
Quinn grinned her hardest, tugging it toward herself. Ramona caught on, tugging it back. It wasn’t a flat white with oat milk. It meant more. The reception broke out into laughter as their little tug-of-war went on for half a minute longer. Ramona loosened her pinky and ring finger, allowing Quinn to snatch it up as the victor. The crowd went wild.
After accepting her big win, Quinn reached down to get Ramona to her feet.
“I don’t know what came over me.” Quinn gasped through an exhilarated shiver. She adjusted Ramona’s styled curls to frame her face.
A couple of women hobbled off to check their damage. Ramona blinked after them. “Babe, I would marry you either way. You could’ve taken that lady’s eye out.”
Quinn’s lips bent in a cringe; she gave an ‘oopsie’ gesture and shouted an apology.
For someone so awful at fighting games, Quinn could tussle. “You’re bleeding.”
Quinn touched the fresh scratch on her arm. “Not a lot.”
Ramona’s heart skipped. She fell harder than, well, how she fell minutes ago. “Wow, you’re badass. I love you.”
Catching her breath, Quinn dove in for a kiss. The bouquet crunched between them. Amongst petals and foliage, she sighed. “I love you, too. And I’d call it being assertive.”
“Yeeeee!” Freja squealed as they parted, cupping her face. “It’s happening! You’re going to be her corpse bride!”
“What?” Quinn asked as Freja and Ramona cackled through their inside joke. Soon after, she laughed along because why the hell not?
Ramona basked in the moment. Yeah, she and Quinn would get married. Sooner than later, she contemplated as a bridesmaid limped past, holding her heels in a wobbly hand.
She headed to their table of friends to celebrate love, arm-in-arm with the woman she’d envisioned twenty years ago.
Perfect.
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