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SYNOPSIS
 
 
Seventeen years ago, Quinn McKinley left her small town for a shot at a happier life. Now a successful real estate agent in New York City, she’s brought back to Kingsford to purchase a house on behalf of a client.
Returning home opens doors she’s done her best to keep closed all these years, namely, how she felt about her childhood best friend, Sawyer Kent.
Sawyer’s spent her whole life in Kingsford, working at her family’s antique store and trying to make everyone happy. Quinn’s return is unexpected and knocks her more than a little off balance. She’s still frustrated at how Quinn left things between them, but she’s got bigger problems to worry about right now.
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CHAPTER ONE
 
 
 “I NEED TO stay close to the city. I’m working on closing a few deals right now, but I’m sure Jodie would love the chance to work with Mr. Gleeson.” Quinn McKinley had been doing this far too long to show any visible weakness, even to her personal assistant. Instead, she took another bite of her kale caesar salad and continued to focus on her laptop screen. She had a showing in an hour and needed to get halfway across the city.
Belinda sat in an ostentatious wingback chair that had cost Quinn more than her first car, fidgeting at the unexpected surprise of Quinn’s rejection. “Kristen asked for you personally.”
Quinn raised an eyebrow but didn’t concede, her hazel eyes just playful enough to keep the mood light. “If it’s between this and closing the Merchant and Ruiz deals, I can’t imagine she’d want to pull me away from those.” It was then that Quinn lifted her stare and met Belinda’s own with wide, unblinking eyes. She knew it was a gift, the ability to show almost zero emotion, so she only tried to use it when absolutely necessary for impact.
Belinda quickly pushed her glasses up and then held her iPad like a shield. “Don’t shoot the messenger.” Today, like all days, she was dressed professionally, in a skirt and a cream-colored blouse. If there was a schedule to be kept, a phone call to be made, or an email to be drafted, Belinda could do it in her sleep.
More than anything, Quinn knew her assistant was confused. They’d been together for almost a decade at this point, and Belinda probably knew Quinn better than she knew herself. Belinda could run the day-to-day in Quinn’s absence, and she was as much of a right hand as Quinn’s literal own right hand. 
Anyone who knew Quinn knew she had an uncanny ability to play the long game. Clark Gleeson was more than just an up-and-coming mogul in the startup world. His payment processing app had just been acquired for close to $2 billion, and besides having more money than god, he’d developed a taste for the real estate market.
Becoming his go-to real estate agent was akin to writing one’s self a blank check. There would always be a new, exciting home to show him, and a great real estate agent could make a seven-figure living from having him as their only client. Which made it even harder for Quinn to keep her stoic composure.
She’d already heard what he wanted through the grapevine, and she knew her boss had heard it too. Kristen Bond, the owner and founder of Bond Real Estate group, was diligent in all aspects of her life and business. She knew, though Quinn had maybe mentioned it once close to twenty years ago, where Quinn had grown up.
Inconvenient for Quinn that it just happened to be the small town a few hours outside of New York where he was looking to buy. Even more inconvenient, because life had a mind of its own, that she knew the house well.
Instead of answering Belinda, she eased her feet back into her heels and stood up. Buying time, she smoothed her meticulously tailored suit and pretended to pick off a spot of lint that wasn’t there. She made a show of walking slowly to the panoramic window, so far up from the ground that it was almost impossible to pick out pedestrians below.
Quinn loved this view, even more so because of how hard she’d worked for it. Every time she stood at this window, it was a reminder of how far she’d come and, more importantly, how far she’d gotten away from her hometown of Kingsford, New York. Maybe not in actual distance, but in all the ways that mattered.
“It’s only a few hours. I’m sure it could even be a day trip if needed,” Belinda pushed, albeit cautiously, her eyes tracking her boss.
“I think I’m fairly adept at knowing how to build a schedule.” Quinn’s unnecessarily cutting words caused Belinda’s posture to deflate. Shit. Belinda didn’t deserve to be on the receiving end of her inability to deal with her past. She walked over and leaned against the edge of her desk. “But I appreciate the suggestion.”
Belinda perked up slightly and clasped her hands on top of her charcoal-colored pencil skirt. “I want to do a good job for you, but I’m not sure why this project isn’t a good fit. I figured when Kristen officially asked, you’d be thrilled.”
And that was the kicker. Quinn should have been thrilled. Instead, her gut churned uncomfortably and sweat beaded against her usually dry hands. But Belinda didn’t need to know any of that. This inconvenient situation presented Quinn with the opportunity to give her something she’d never gotten in her own life: the person in charge not wilting when the going got tough.
Quinn pushed the hollow feeling in her stomach away and stood up. “You know, you’re right, Belinda. This is a great opportunity. We can juggle some things around.”
The warm glow radiating from Belinda almost made up for the weakness in her own knees when she stood. Dogged. Creative. Focused. Hell, throw in charming. Those were the words Quinn wanted to be used to describe her. Never weak. Never lacking control.
So Quinn would just have to take control. She checked her watch, though she already knew the time. “I have to get over to Brooklyn. Why don’t you compile the details? We can work on them when I get back.”
Belinda nodded and stood up quickly. She brushed an auburn bang back into place and gave Quinn a sincere smile. God, if only Quinn could get that excited about being given more work. This work, specifically.
“Sounds great. I’ll get the information together. Do you want me to order Thai for dinner?” It was Quinn’s favorite go-to meal when she worked in the office through dinner, and she appreciated that Belinda knew that.
Quinn moved around to the back of her desk and grabbed her work bag. “Perfect. I’m going to get in a workout after this showing, but I’ll be back around six.”
When Belinda left her office, Quinn allowed herself a few seconds to dwell on how much she didn’t want to do this. She didn’t want to return to Kingsford. She didn’t want to unexpectedly run into her family, which was almost inevitable in a town that small. And she definitely didn’t want to dredge up any emotions that she’d spent the last seventeen years moving past.
She took a deep breath and adjusted the strap on her shoulder before saying quietly, “But you are going to do this. And you’re going to buy that house and then get the hell out of dodge.”
 
***
 
 After a showing that had gone better than Quinn could have hoped for, not to mention a brutal run that would have her sore tomorrow, she was almost in good spirits when she sat back down at her desk.
Since it was past business hours, she’d put on a pair of fresh yoga pants and an oversize button-down after her shower, throwing her still-damp blonde hair into a messy bun. She’d never let her clients see her like this, but she was savoring the last few days of peace before her world was upended.
She’d been gone from Kingsford for as long as she’d lived there. New York was her home. It had been her home for a long time. Her life. Her job. The things that rooted people to a place, those were here. It was a predictable chaos that she’d grown to understand, to navigate through not only deftly, but in a way that made her come out more successful on the other side.
When she’d lived in Kingsford, things had been stable until they weren’t. Then it felt like everything had fallen inevitably, like a row of dominos. And because she’d never done anything halfway, she’d pushed a few other tiles over on her own. Maybe, in some way she’d refused to admit, she hadn’t wanted to give herself the chance to go back.
Even at eighteen, she hadn’t been interested in being a martyr. That knowledge had come at a cost she’d once been willing to pay, and for seventeen years, she hadn’t been forced to wonder if it had all been worth it.
Her life was curated the same way that a room was expertly staged. Meant to convey exactly what she wanted the viewer to see. Highlighting the right features. Presenting the most favorable schemes blended together effortlessly. It didn’t make her life any less real, but it did mean that it was designed for someone else’s voyeuristic enjoyment and not Quinn’s own comfort. Dinners at the right restaurants. Invitations to the most exclusive events and benefits. A life to be seen instead of enjoyed, always working to secure the right contacts for future client introductions.
It was exhilarating and daunting and lonely.
No, she thought, shaking her head in the empty room. She was alone, not lonely. That was a choice. 
Belinda swooped in with bags of Thai food, pulling her thoughts from Kingsford. The brief respite only lasted as long as unpacking the food and dividing up the containers.
Using a chopstick, Belinda pointed at the manila folder already on Quinn’s desk. If she sensed the war raging in Quinn’s mind, she didn’t mention it. “Physical copy is there. I also emailed you the details an hour ago.”
Quinn nodded in acknowledgment but ignored the folder as she took a bite of her green papaya salad. “Give me the rundown.”
Belinda was invaluable at her job because she understood that Quinn wasn’t just asking for easily found public details. Knowing what motivated her clients was important. She wasn’t selling them a house; she was tapping into their emotions to help them feel a connection with their future home.
If someone wanted to live on the water, Quinn wanted to know why. Did they summer at a lake growing up? Had someone in their past once discussed a similar house with a tone of reverence? Did they see having a home there as a status symbol to prove their success?
With homes that could get into the tens of millions in asking price, knowing the answers to these questions was paramount to her finding the perfect place for a client. The people she worked with could buy anything they wanted, but it was Quinn’s job to make them need it, to fulfill some amorphous desire that kept them up at night or had pushed them to their current level of success.
Belinda held her iPad in her hands, though Quinn knew she didn’t need to reference it. “Clark Gleeson closed on properties in Austin, San Francisco, Aspen, and Manhattan in the past year. This request is more off-the-grid, and he struck up a conversation with Kristen a few months ago at a benefit event where he mentioned it.” Belinda paused and put her tablet down. “Kristen told him that we’d be happy to make it happen for him as a trial run for future business dealings.”
Quinn nodded and moved on to her crispy nam lettuce wraps. “So, the million-dollar question… why this property?”
“Mr. Gleeson met his wife there three years ago. The Kent family was hosting a small event where they auctioned off some antiques for charity.”
Quinn didn’t mention that she knew the Kent house well. “Does his wife want him to buy this house?”
“He wants to surprise her.” Well, that could go one of two ways, but it was none of Quinn’s business.
“Has he used anyone else to make an offer yet?”
“It looks like there was some conversation with the original homeowner, but she died last year.”  
Quinn frowned. She hadn’t known that, but why would she? “A shame for Mr. Gleeson,” she said, removing any trace of emotion from her face as she leaned back in her chair.
“From what I got from my contact over at the company who was dealing with the first conversation, it doesn’t seem like it ever got serious. It’s a family home built in the early 1900s, and it’s now on the third generation of ownership.” Belinda scrunched up her nose. “I think.”
The lack of assuredness made Quinn look up. Belinda could have been a top-notch investigative reporter if she’d wanted, and she almost never came without all the facts. “You’re not sure if the Kents still own the home?”
“They do. I’m just not sure who exactly. The information on the deed is tied to a trust. S. Kent is named on the trust, but I’m not sure if it’s the father or either of his children that owns the home.”
“Because they all have the same initials,” Quinn said, biting back a laugh. She didn’t expect a world where the bane of Sawyer Kent’s adolescent existence, having the same initials as her sibling and dad, would become relevant again.
“Yeah,” Belinda said, cocking her head to the side. “How’d you know that?”
There was no point in completely lying to Belinda. Their success was tied to one another. “I know the family. I grew up in Kingsford, which Kristen may have mentioned. It’s why she thinks I have the extra juice needed to make this deal happen.” Usually, Quinn loved that about herself, that failure was so rare she could count on one hand the number of times things hadn’t gone her way professionally.
But that wasn’t what Belinda was taking away from their conversation right now. “You don’t talk much about where you’re from,” she said softly, like she understood on some level she was veering into unsafe territory. If Quinn had wanted to talk about it, she would have by now.
Quinn shrugged. “There’s not much to talk about. I left when I was eighteen.” Then she added, “And I haven’t been back,” just so there was no room for confusion.
Quinn kept her relationship with Belinda strictly professional except in extreme circumstances where information about her personal life needed to be divulged. But those were only things like her assistant knowing her allergies when she ordered delivery or her clothing sizes if she needed to grab something for an upcoming showing.
“Hmm,” Belinda said curiously.
Quinn trained her stare on her assistant. “Yes?”
“It’s just…” She could see Belinda wavering, wondering if she’d say it, only a little surprised at her gumption when she did. “So this must be a little weird for you? Going back after so long.”
If Quinn could smile pretty and sell a $5 million home to a couple after having slept with the wife a month prior, not knowing she was married, she could handle this. It would be strange, but Quinn wasn’t the same person—thank god for that.
It didn’t matter if the town or the people in it hadn’t changed. She had. 
“I haven’t seen these people in almost twenty years. And lucky for us, Mr. Gleeson is motivated by emotion, which means that we only need to find the right number to encourage the Kent family to sell.”
“Right,” Belinda answered, the tone in her voice sounding as though she didn’t quite believe it would be that easy. Shaking her head, she smiled brightly, her whole demeanor changing. “If there’s anyone who can get this across the finish line, it’s you.”
“Your confidence is appreciated. I need to meet with Mr. Gleeson first, but I’ll probably head up there next week to confirm ownership and get the ball rolling with a preliminary offer.” God, she wished she could just email a request through lawyers, but she knew that wasn’t how the Kent family operated.
And truly, she didn’t know whether having her as the lead agent on this sale would prove to be a help or a hindrance. She wasn’t going to disclose that to Mr. Gleeson, but it was a question she’d thought about more than a few times on her five-mile run at the gym.
“I’ll get comps for the area and bump it up by ten percent?” Belinda asked, finishing off her container of ginger stir fry.
“It’s exactly what I’d do,” Quinn said with a genuine smile.
She understood comps. And selling. And working toward a specific goal. If she was going to make it through this process, she needed to remember what she was good at and put all of her focus toward it.
 
***
 
 Quinn stepped into a minimalist penthouse on the Upper East Side, her heels clicking against the shiny floor. “Thanks for meeting me at home, Mr. Gleeson. I find it helps to get a feel for my clients by understanding what they like about their current home.”
Clark Gleeson laughed good-naturedly and shut the door behind her. He was just on the other side of thirty, with slightly shaggy hair that he’d already run his hands through twice. In a T-shirt and jeans, he looked the picture of unassuming new wealth. He was attractive in a nerdy way, with a short, well-groomed beard that didn’t distract from his straight, white teeth.
He gestured to the kitchen island. “Would you like to have a seat? I know I’m very fortunate to have a number of homes that I can decorate to cater to my evolving tastes.”
“Thank you,” Quinn said politely, setting her bag down on the floor next to her. 
The kitchen opened onto a large living room with floor-to-ceiling windows. Clark tapped his watch face a few times, and the blinds eased down about a third of the way to block the early afternoon sun.
He smiled almost sheepishly. “I know my desire for the home you’re helping me with may seem surprising given my affinity for technology.”
Quinn clasped her hands together on the marble countertop. “Not at all. Like you said, your resources give you the opportunity to have it all. City or country. Tech or meditative. I’m happy to help you get what you want.” She leveled a charming smile in his direction to put him at ease.
“Kristen tells me that you’re familiar with the town.”
Thanks a lot, Kristen. “I am,” Quinn said brightly, her smile not faltering for a second. “I grew up in Kingsford, though I haven’t been back in quite a while.”
“Do you know the Kent family? I believe Mrs. Kent’s grandchildren are around your age, right?” It seemed she wasn’t the only one who did her homework.
“I was in the same grade as Sawyer, and I was a few years behind Shane.” This wasn’t the appropriate time to bring up her history with either of them.
Clark nodded, like he was happy with the news. “I hope your familiarity with the area and the family will give us an edge. I met them both at the party years ago where I met my wife, but I haven’t run into them since.”
It was time to get down to business. “On that note, my preliminary understanding is that you’re interested in acquiring this property for sentimental reasons. Is that correct?”
“It is. I want to surprise my wife. Ideally, I’d like to do it for our one-year wedding anniversary, which is happening in four months, but the purchase is the most important thing regardless of the timeline.” This was important information. Four months to convince the Kent family to sell was doable, though not ideal for the situation.
Quinn nodded and mirrored Clark’s posture. “Makes sense. Well, I can promise that I’ll do everything in my power to get this done for you. On my side, the only question I still have is what your ceiling is.” She leaned down and grabbed an iPad out of her bag. “The comps for similar houses in the area would fall in the one-point-five-million range, though the area has become quite popular lately and homes are appreciating at more than ten percent year over year.”
“One-point-five seems more than fair. Not to be tasteless, but I am willing to offer as much as it takes.” He looked almost embarrassed as he said the last part, fidgeting with his smartwatch.
“Well then, Clark, that makes you the easiest kind of client to deal with. I’m confident we can work this out for you,” Quinn said with another bright smile.
She already knew there was nothing more to be gleaned from a tour of his apartment or additional conversation. He wanted the home for sentimental reasons, and he’d pay any amount to get it. Quinn wasn’t sure if she wanted to laugh or cry. It was a career-making opportunity wrapped up in a nightmare of a location.
“I won’t keep you from the rest of your day,” Quinn said, standing up and extending her hand. “Thank you for meeting with me. I’ll be in touch as soon as I have more information.”
“That sounds great,” Clark said as he walked her to the door.
It was then that Quinn realized she did have one last question. “Where is your wife today if you don’t mind me asking?”
“She’s on a meditation retreat this week. We’re both taking a little rest and relaxation time after the sale of my company.”
Quinn nodded, though she didn’t think meditating for an entire week would be possible for her. To each their own. “Well, I hope she has a lovely time.”
“Let me know if you have any questions in the meantime.” Clark pulled out his phone. “Did Kristen give you my number?”
“She did. I’ll shoot you a text later today with my contact information, but here’s a card.” Quinn pulled out a black matte card with her name, email, and phone printed on it. Nothing more. Nothing less.
There were some situations where flaunting success was helpful, and some where it made a person look like they were trying too hard. Her card was simple and nondescript. The person holding it would need to have already met her to know what she could do for them. There was power in that, or at least she felt a sense of power because of it.
“I’ll be in touch soon.”
It wasn’t until Quinn made her way down the private elevator and onto the busy street that it all hit her, finally, and with a force that made it difficult to breathe for a few seconds. The air around her had a slight chill, but she didn’t notice with the heat racing through her veins. Walking back toward her office, she focused on her breathing, already beginning to strategize. It was what she did best, and there was no reason to stop now.
After seventeen years, she was going home.



 
CHAPTER TWO
 
 
 SAWYER HAD FORTY-five minutes before the family shop, Kent Antiques, was set to open. That gave her just enough time to tinker around for five more minutes before hopping in the shower. Her newest project was restoring a 1930 coin-operated Big Game Hunter, and if she wasn’t careful with the attention she gave to every ball bearing, a day would breeze by before she realized.
She’d never tire of the feeling of taking a machine apart piece by piece and putting it back together better than it was before. Get things in the right order so that all the belts and cranks aligned and it was pure, mechanical magic. She wished people were like that. 
Unfortunately, humans were a finicky thing. They could be unexpected and disappointing. The games she restored were perfectly happy being returned to their former glory. As antiques, it was even more important for them to retain their originality. In a world of modernization with its constant need to update, the items she worked with were valuable because of their lack of change.
The games she restored weren’t sold in the family antique store, as her brother had deemed them incongruent with the style of items they wanted to be known for. The only problem was, with him inheriting the business after her grandmother’s death a year ago, they weren’t known for much of anything except unpredictable hours unless Sawyer made it a point to always be there.
Her brother, Shane Kent, liked the idea of owning a business much more than the practicality of it. They both drew a salary, but at this point, it was only possible because of a few long-term customers her brother hadn’t managed to scare off yet.
Mistakes on invoices. Lack of new inventory. The time he’d forgotten to pay the electric bill and the store had been without power for an entire day. It would have been longer except that Sawyer had called the company and updated their banking details, since she lived in a small house situated on the back of the lot.
Originally, her house had been a workshop for the store, but it had fallen into disuse after her grandfather’s death. She’d spent hours with her grandfather in that workshop, watching him repair valuable pieces and learning all she could. Those were some of her best memories from childhood, and along with all the other changes happening in her life at the time, his death when she was eighteen had shattered her.
It had started slowly, with her sleeping there on a cot while she’d worked late into the night. Then she’d made a few updates, partitioning the space into a living room, bedroom, and retaining a portion of the old space to continue to use as a workshop. By the time the paint had dried on the walls—lilac in the bedroom, charcoal in the living room, peach for the bathroom—the space was unrecognizable as a former workshop.
At a time when everything had felt out of her control, she had had this place. It was filled with some of the best and worst moments in her life, which was what truly made it home.
Looking at the clock on the wall, she muttered an “oh shit,” and hopped up from her stool. Carefully, she lowered the glass case back onto the game and gave it a loving pat. “I’ll be back for you later, buddy.”
She’d be cutting it close, but she could still grab a shower before heading through the yard separating her house and the store. Stripping her clothing as she walked, she unclasped the buckles on her overalls and shed her T-shirt. She pulled her hair tie out of her dark hair and threw it onto her coffee table, her curls falling wildly down her back as she walked through the living room.
She stepped into the shower and allowed herself a few indulgent seconds under the hot stream of water. Her brother probably wouldn’t be in until late, and in a role that required her to deal with people, each day was exhausting given her nature to please. She wasn’t oblivious to it, but she didn’t really know how to change it. Like always, it was a problem she pushed out of her mind to deal with another day.
It had been her grandmother’s decision to leave the store to her brother, and Sawyer had decided long ago that wondering why would only drive her crazy. Sawyer had been working there full-time before her grandmother’s death, just like she’d done for the last fifteen years. Her brother was great with customers when he’d shown up to work, but his attendance was inconsistent at best.
Maybe he was the best person to own the shop. Her grandmother had obviously seen something she hadn’t.
She’d gotten better at not dwelling on it over the past year, but the conversation she’d had with him last week still got under her skin. Yet again, she’d recommended introducing the coin-operated antiques, and yet again, she’d been shut down for no other reason than his pride. The unit economics made sense. She was buying items at a fraction of their worth and repairing them herself. She knew it was only hubris when he couldn’t give her a single reason why it was a bad idea except that he didn’t want to.
But that was Shane. He’d always gotten what he wanted and done what he wanted.
Sawyer tried to push the nagging annoyance out of her mind, but it still lingered by the time she headed into the shop at five ‘til ten to see the lights off. She’d known it would be the case, but she let out a sound of discontent anyway.
Just once, she wished her brother would surprise her in a positive way by doing the bare minimum.
Today wasn’t that day.
 
***
 
 “Seven fifty,” the woman with the harsh haircut said again. It was becoming abundantly clear she didn’t understand how negotiation worked. The parties had to meet somewhere in the middle, but she’d been parroting the same offer for the last five minutes.
It was afternoon, and Shane still hadn’t shown up at the store. Sawyer had texted him twice with no response, though she could see he’d read the messages.
The customer was trying to purchase an Edwardian oak stacking office bookcase. Built in 1910, it was a meticulous specimen with the original brass button knobs and solid oak sides, and it was worth significantly more than what she was asking. Sawyer knew that because she’d sourced it herself.
With few visitors turning up on weekdays, the woman had her undivided attention, much to Sawyer’s dismay.
“I cannot let it go for under a thousand, and that’s already a two-hundred-dollar discount on the asking price,” Sawyer said, her voice firm. Fifteen minutes with this woman already had her more tired than an entire day of restoring antiques.
“I was told this place had great deals.” The woman’s voice oozed judgment, like it was Sawyer who’d lied to her.
Sawyer tilted her head to the side, considering her next words. She hated this dance. “We always try to work with customers, but it’s the quality of our inventory that sets us apart from other antique stores in the area.”
“No,” the woman said emphatically, her gelled hair not moving even a bit. “My friend was in here and spoke with a handsome young gentleman who basically let her name her own price. Where’s he?”
Well, wasn’t that just the question of the hour.
“Each item is priced differently, and while we try to find a happy middle for everyone, unfortunately, I cannot allow you to set your own price.” At this point, haggling was useless. Coming down any amount would only prolong the torture. “Would you like to see a few items in your preferred range? We have a beautiful Victorian open bookcase made from mahogany. It’s priced at a thousand, but I can make it work for eight hundred.”
“You know what, just forget it. I’ll be back when someone else is working.” The woman gave her a frustrated once-over and picked her purse off the glass countertop at the checkout counter.
Sawyer sat on the round barstool mostly hidden by the register. She pushed her tongue against the back of her teeth to stop herself from speaking, breathing heavily through her nose as she watched the woman exit the store.
When the bell over the door chimed less than five minutes after the world’s worst negotiator had left, Sawyer wanted to drop her head into her hands and cry.
“I figured you could use lunch,” Kelly said as she dropped a bag on the counter. “Tofu banh mi.”
The stress in Sawyer’s shoulders all but disappeared with her friend’s kind voice. “You are literally a lifesaver. Shane still isn’t in, and I don’t want to close the shop to go grab something.”
“I figured. Trevor said he was at the bowling alley until close last night.” Kelly and her husband owned the bowling alley at the end of the town’s main drag, though Kelly worked as a technician at the veterinarian in town. Kelly was a few years younger, so they hadn’t become friends until four years ago when Trevor’s mother had passed and they discussed selling some of her antiques to the store. 
It was nice to have a few more friends as an adult, even if Sawyer was careful not to tread into unsafe territory.
She unwrapped her sandwich and took a bite, chewing thoughtfully so she didn’t say something she’d regret about her brother. “Thank you. This is exactly what I needed.”
“How are you doing?” Kelly asked, eyeing Sawyer with concern.
“I’m a bit run-down, but nothing I can’t handle. The store isn’t making money like it used to, and Shane is resistant to any of my ideas.”
“What do your parents say?”
Sawyer’s shoulders hunched over. “Well, for the first time in my life, they’re deciding to stay out of it.”
Kelly leaned against the counter and pursed her lips. “Interesting.” 
Sometimes, Sawyer was struck by the similarities, but she pushed the thought away. “I think they’re not taking sides to keep the peace, but by doing so, they’re really taking his side.”
“Do you think they see it that way?” Kelly was great with people and animals alike, always saying the right thing to not escalate the situation.
“I really have no idea,” Sawyer answered before she bit off another mouthful of her sandwich.
“So…” 
Sawyer looked up from the dedicated focus she’d been giving to shoving the entire sandwich in her mouth in under five minutes, only to notice the change in Kelly’s demeanor. “What’s up? Is everything okay with Trevor and the girls?”
“Yes, they’re all fine,” Kelly said quickly to help alleviate any worry. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to sound the alarms. I...” The pause was long, bordering on uncomfortable.
“What’s up?” Sawyer asked again, standing up to look Kelly in the eye.
“My sister called me. She said she’s going to be in town and wants to visit.”
The glass underneath Sawyer’s hands fogged up. During what was a disappointingly routine day, this was the furthest thing from what she’d expected to hear. “Why is she coming to town?”
“I don’t know, and she didn’t say. Honestly, I can’t believe she called at all.”
Sawyer nodded dumbly. “Yeah, it’s been a long time.”
“Seventeen years. She’s been gone for seventeen years without coming back to visit.” The anger in Kelly’s voice was unmistakable.
“Are you going to see her?” It was taking everything for Sawyer to stay focused on the conversation.
“Get this,” Kelly said, leaning down on the counter. “She acted like me being willing to see her was a foregone conclusion.”
The Quinn McKinley that Sawyer remembered had always been the headstrong, take-charge type. At one time, it would have made Sawyer smile. Now, all she felt was sadness for a lot of things, including Kelly.
“It might be good to see her,” Sawyer said softly, trying not to stoke the fire in Kelly’s eyes. “If for nothing else than to get some closure.”
“I don’t want anything from her, including closure.”
“Have you talked to your mom about it?”
“I don’t want to bring it up yet. She can barely say Quinn’s name without crying. If I see her, I don’t want to tell my mom about it until I know what Quinn wants.”
Sawyer chose her next words carefully, since she didn’t have any more information than her friend did. “Maybe all she wants is to have a relationship with you.”
The way Kelly shook her head made Sawyer believe she didn’t think that for a second. “Why now? After all this time?”
“I think those are questions only she can answer.” Sawyer put her hand on top of Kelly’s and added, “If answers are what you’re looking for.”
“We talk once a year, if that, on the phone. I don’t even know why. It’s just pleasantries. Nothing of substance. It’s like talking to a stranger.” The way Kelly’s voice broke made Sawyer squeeze her hand. “I used to ask her to visit, you know. But after a few years of excuses about how busy she was, how she couldn’t possibly get away from work, I stopped trying.”
Sawyer hadn’t known that. Kelly didn’t talk about Quinn. Ever. And selfishly, Sawyer was okay with that. Both of their lives had been changed when Quinn left town at eighteen with barely a goodbye. Sadly, Sawyer’s friendship with the older McKinley sister had deteriorated before then, so the loss had probably been easier to bear.
“Well, whatever decision you make, it’s going to be the right one.”
With a small smile, Kelly let out a sniffle and wiped an errant tear away from her face with her free hand. “Thank you for saying that. Why do we both have such idiotic siblings? Do you think that’s what’s secretly trauma-bonding us?”
Sawyer laughed in spite of the churning in her gut. “I’d like to think we’re friends because you’re so impressed with my bowling prowess. Or how I save your ass all the time by giving the girls perfect french braids for pictures.”
“It’s the dexterity from working on all those tiny mechanisms all the time.” Kelly smirked and added, “You’re gonna make some woman very lucky one day. Mark my words.”
“Oh my god,” Sawyer said, her face blushing a deep shade of crimson. It wasn’t talking about sex that embarrassed her, just that she hadn’t had sex in so long that it was laughable.
“Sometimes it’s not even fun to tease you because of how easy it is.” Kelly laughed, her mood considerably better than a few minutes ago.
“It’s not my fault.”
“Do you think maybe…” Kelly’s stare grew focused again, leveled at Sawyer in a way that made her squirm. “Would you be willing to run interference when Quinn visits? Or at least offer some moral support?”
It was a blessing in disguise that she’d already been embarrassed. Hopefully, Kelly didn’t notice the heat flooding to Sawyer’s face again.
“I was thinking of having her meet me at the bowling alley,” Kelly said. “It will be casual. There’s an easy out for her. I’m not going to cause a scene at my place of business.”
Sawyer smiled in spite of the uneasiness pricking at her skin. “But there are very heavy bowling balls that could do some damage.”
“Which is why I have my secret weapon...” All Sawyer managed was a confused head tilt. “You,” Kelly clarified. “You are the secret weapon. So, will you do it? You guys used to be friends, right?”
“We were.” And I was secretly in love with her and she started dating my brother. Not that Sawyer would ever admit that part out loud. It had taken her years to even be willing to admit it to herself.
“Is that a yes?” Kelly asked expectantly, suddenly looking younger than her thirty years.
God, Sawyer was a pushover and she knew it, but staring at her friend, who very rarely asked for anything, it wasn’t a difficult decision to make. “Yes. I’ll do it. Just tell me when.”
The feeling of regret came swiftly, but it was too late to take it back.
 
***
 
 On Thursday, Shane had shown up before noon, which meant that Sawyer had time to head back to her house for a quick lunch. She’d stayed up way too late, working to distract herself from her promised visit to the bowling alley on Friday.
Just about the only thing she was looking forward to was seeing Kelly’s daughters, Luna and Ella. At three and five, they were verbal enough to carry on inane chatter that kept things interesting. Luna, the younger one, was especially talkative, ranting about anything and everything in her path. She’d developed a special fascination with the bright, multicolored carpet at the bowling alley and had been begging her parents to put some in at their house.
Thinking about the two of them improved Sawyer’s mood slightly while she chewed thoughtfully on her leftover soba noodle salad.
There was no reason she should feel anxious about tomorrow. Kelly would do the heavy lifting in the conversation, and Sawyer was only there for Kelly’s emotional support. Quinn had been gone from Sawyer’s life for far longer than she’d been in it. So what if her high school best friend had been the reason Sawyer had realized she was a lesbian? It’s not like she’d ever told Quinn, especially once Quinn had started dating her brother. That had been a terrible year for so many reasons. Her grandfather had started to get sick, and even if she’d wanted to sit and wallow in self-deprecating pity at yet again being second best to her brother in a competition only she knew about, wasting the time she had left with their grandfather wasn’t an option.
In a way, losing the closeness she’d had with Quinn had been a blessing in disguise. By the time Quinn had left, the sting of her abrupt departure was more akin to ripping off a Band-Aid than tearing her beating heart out. She’d had time to process her feelings, to understand they were probably always going in separate directions anyway, unrequited longing or not.
She’d never admit the sick sense of satisfaction she’d gotten when Quinn had so easily left Shane, a quick phone call to him after she was already gone. It wasn’t exactly a classy thing to do, but it was the first thing she’d ever seen knock her brother off his stride.
But all of her internal processing be damned, it didn’t stop her racing heart and buzzy limbs when she thought about seeing Quinn for the first time in so long. Layer on Sawyer’s anger on behalf of Kelly, and she’d considered more than a handful of times in the last twenty-four hours whether she could get away with faking a severe illness with an exceptionally convenient rapid onset.
No. She wouldn’t do that to Kelly.
Throwing her empty bowl in the sink, she checked her reflection in the vintage mirror in the living room to make sure she didn’t have anything in her teeth and then headed back toward the store.
Any anxiety about her impending reunion was cut short when she walked through the back entrance and, upon entering into the showroom, noticed a familiar face. The woman from the day prior, in all her hair-gelled glory, wore a triumphant grin as she eased her credit card back into her purse.
She hung back in the doorway, waiting to see how the interaction played out.
“You’re a doll, Shane,” the woman said with a saccharine tone.
Shane smiled and handed her a copy of the receipt to sign. “My grandma, rest her soul, would be so pleased to hear that.”
“Barf,” Sawyer said under her breath, quietly enough to not cause a scene.
“And tomorrow works for delivery?” the woman asked in the same tone as before. 
Sawyer rubbed her jaw like she was developing a cavity just from hearing it.
“Yes, ma’am,” Shane responded when she handed the receipt back to him.
When the woman left, Sawyer stepped quietly into the showroom and up to where the customer had stood moments before. She plucked the receipt off the countertop before her brother could grab it, likely before he’d even noticed her arrival. For once in her life, his obliviousness worked out in her favor.
“Seven hundred for,” Sawyer said, her eyes scanning the receipt notes, “the Edwardian oak stacking office bookcase.”
“She seems like she could be a great repeat customer, so I gave her a good deal,” Shane said without a hint of the embarrassment he should have absolutely been feeling.
“Why wouldn’t she want to come back when you basically let her name her own price? We’re barely going to break even.” She didn’t sound mad, just tired.
“I gave her a good first taste. Now she’s hooked.”
Sawyer shook her head slowly. “That’s not how it works. You’ve set a standard that she’ll expect you to uphold if she comes back.”
“And when you’re the owner, you can make decisions about what we sell things for,” Shane said, standing up to his full height behind the counter.
Her nostrils flared at the obvious dig, but she bit back her anger. “You know the delivery service charges extra for the next day. I hope she’s paying for that.”
“It’s really not a big deal.” It was his flippancy and righteousness that bothered her most. Even more than the confirmation that they’d actually lost money on this deal with delivery factored in.
“You know what, Shane? You’re right. This is your store, but I would prefer to have somewhere to work.” She’d dealt with her brother’s attitude and entitlement her entire life, but now he actually did have the ability to impact her livelihood. She had to draw the line somewhere.
“You worry too much,” he said dismissively.
“Maybe I’m overcompensating for your lack of worry,” Sawyer pushed out with the last burst of effort she could manage. She was already exhausted with this back-and-forth, with how futile it all seemed.
“Damn, what’s gotten into you today, sis?”
Sawyer put her hand up. “Nothing. If you’re good here, I’m going to go work on a few things.”
Shane gestured around the main room and gave a smile that most women found wildly charismatic. “Heavy is the head that wears the crown.” 
Instead of taking the bait, Sawyer began walking toward the back exit. All she wanted to do was take apart an old game and get lost in the mechanisms that made far more sense to her than people ever would.



 
CHAPTER THREE
 
 
 THE DRIVE TO Kingsford on Friday morning had taken just shy of two hours. Manhattan traffic could take longer to get through than the time it took to cover the hundred miles between it and her destination. Quinn was torn between wishing it would go slower and being ready to get out of her Tesla to stretch her long legs.
She’d booked two nights at a small bed-and-breakfast that hadn’t existed when she lived in town, cautiously optimistic she wouldn’t run into anyone she knew there. In mid-April, the unofficial tourist season still hadn’t begun, so a room wasn’t difficult to book at the last minute.
The unwelcome pangs of nostalgia didn’t hit her until she’d exited the highway and begun to meander down the narrow, windy roads leading to the downtown area. When she’d left, she’d been ready to put this place out of her mind. Now, it was strange how the memories flitted through her consciousness, how she could still make the turns without processing her destination.
Kingsford was like many towns dotting the Hudson River; there were houses-turned-museums dedicated to the landscape artists who’d called the area home a couple hundred years ago. An old freight train line that was decommissioned in the 1940s had been a tourist attraction throughout her childhood and the destination for more than a few school field trips growing up.
There was one place she was looking forward to visiting—a lighthouse that jutted into the Hudson River. When things had been especially bad at home, before her father had left, she’d found comfort down at the water, sitting on a bench and waiting for the light to turn on. It was consistency in a world of chaos, and for months straight, she’d sat there every night at dusk, waiting for the beam to shoot out onto the water.
She wondered if Sawyer would remember those nights she had sat there right next to Quinn, not really understanding what they were doing but happy to be with her anyway. Over the last few days, Quinn had had to come to terms with her return, with facing the people she’d left behind. There were only two people she’d thought about who forced an uncomfortable twinge of guilt into her gut. Quinn had made the most difficult decision of her life by leaving Kingsford, and there was no reason to agonize about it after the deed was done. 
But still, she thought of her sister, whom she’d made plans to see while she was in town. It was the possibility of running into her without announcing her visit that had pushed Quinn to call her earlier that week. Beneath that was the worry that they’d run into each other and Quinn wouldn’t even recognize it was her sister. That, if she was being honest with herself, was what had convinced her to pick up the phone.
Kelly had barely been a teenager when she’d left. Sweet and precocious and just so confused by what was happening. What Quinn had done wasn’t fair. She knew that. Knew it like she knew all the colors of the sunset over the Hudson River. But she hadn’t been ready to be a full-time parent to her sister. Maybe she could have done it, but slogging through life trying to keep her mom above water too had made Quinn want to sink to the bottom and drown. It had been too much change. There had been too much uncertainty. Too much that was out of her control.
And then there was Sawyer, whom she’d thought about more than a few times over the years. The first months after leaving Kingsford had been brutal. Even if their friendship had disintegrated by then, Quinn had missed her terribly. She’d wondered what Sawyer would think of her new life, if she hated Quinn for what she’d done. Quinn hated herself, so it seemed only fair Sawyer would too.
Her remorse over how her friendship with Sawyer had played out was something she’d always carried with her. Quinn didn’t feel guilt about most things, especially now. She’d backchannel any piece of helpful information to land a client. She had no problems undercutting another agent to get what she wanted. She was loyal to Kristen, the owner of Bond Real Estate, and Belinda, her personal assistant. She kept her network small, always pushing forward to the next deal.
But now, it was that willingness to push that had landed her right back where her life had started, expected to do what needed to be done to close the deal for Clark Gleeson. Maybe it was some type of karmic punishment for the decision she’d made.
She’d thought that seventeen years had put enough distance between the torture she’d felt in her youth and the woman she’d become.
The only problem was, it didn’t feel so easy anymore to look at her decisions in black and white. Just being back, she felt the pull of her confusion and indecision all those years ago, the feeling that she’d ruined lives for the sake of her own shot at happiness.
By the time she’d put her car in park, she’d pushed the thoughts from her mind. Instead of worrying, which had no place in progress, she checked into the bed-and-breakfast, took fifteen minutes to freshen up, and hit the road again to make the five-minute drive to the Kent home.
Quinn put on her Realtor worldview and tried to see Kingsford through the eyes of a client. The town, larger than some of the others bordering the Hudson, was divided into three smaller districts—or at least that had been the case when she was a resident. Now, as something of an outsider, Quinn could see why someone would want to own a home here. With a stable population, appreciation for the arts, and a bustling tourist season, Kingsford was a great balance of vibrancy and comfort.
She knew how to get to the Kent house, a large Victorian home—possibly considered a mansion if one was being generous with the listing—situated at the edge of the waterfront district where the commercial businesses gave way to the residential area. Since the house wasn’t technically for sale, she didn’t have interior photos, only her memory to guide her assessment of the property.
When she pulled up to the residence, the details she’d remembered solidified into the reality of the home in front of her. It wasn’t the architecture she was used to dealing with, though she knew enough about the style. After all, it was her business to know these things.
There was a polychrome mansard roof with iron cresting along the roofline that was more intricate than she’d remembered. She didn’t hold that against herself, though. The last time she’d seen the home, the vocabulary to describe the Victorian hadn’t existed for her yet. The third-floor windows were dormers, with the second and first floors boasting large bay windows that jutted out from the structure. It was clear the bones were good, though she was surprised at the muted, almost washed-out blue of the exterior paint.
Quinn parked her car in the gravel driveway. Farther up, a black Rubicon with an excessive number of bells and whistles sat parked. She hoped that meant the owner was home. If not, she’d need to head over to Kent Antiques, which she’d confirmed still existed through a quick Google search before her trip.
Today she’d gone a bit softer than her usual sharp Manhattan look. Instead of a pencil skirt or tapered suit with don’t-fuck-with-me stilettos, she’d worn a pair of fitted black slacks and a gray herringbone blazer. It was still cool enough to pull off in the mid-April weather, and she had her blonde hair in a low bun at the nape of her neck. She’d never wear this hairstyle to see a client in Manhattan, but the Kingsford she’d known before leaving was all about authenticity, saving its dazzle for the breathtaking views and historic architecture.
This first visit was meant to be intentionally casual, to put the homeowner at ease and start a conversation. If she came in guns a-blazing with a significant offer, she’d lose any edge she had in the negotiation. Maybe money wasn’t an object to Clark Gleeson, but Quinn’s pride wouldn’t let her settle for doing anything other than her best.
She slid her phone into her blazer pocket and checked her makeup in the visor mirror once more before walking to the front door. The steps creaked under her, and she noticed the peeling paint on the muted exterior as she got closer. Paint could be easily fixed, but it could also be a sign that maybe the new owner was in over their head—or that they weren’t as sentimentally attached as she’d thought.
After a quick knock, she took a step backward and waited, doing her best to project a relaxed demeanor.
“Please be Mr. Kent,” she mumbled under her breath as the door swung open.
“Morning,” the man said, dressed casually in a pair of worn jeans and a faded T-shirt. He had a scruffy shadow of a beard, but it was absolutely Shane Kent, all grown up and leveling a broad smile in her direction. “How can I help you?”
“You may not remember me,” Quinn said sweetly, knowing that was a lie. He may not recognize her, but she was sure he remembered her. “I’m Quinn McKinley.”
“Holy shit.” His smile faltered for a second before returning even brighter, and he leaned against the doorframe, crossing his ankles into a relaxed stance. “Of all the people I never thought I’d see around here again, you’re probably top of the list.”
It would have been hard to miss his obvious once-over. Quinn had dealt with far more lewd behavior in her life, but she could use his overt interest to her advantage. Just like she’d planned. “I’m sure that won’t be the first time I hear that while I’m in town.”
“Visiting your family?”
“Among other things,” she said, knowing it would pique his interest. The Shane Kent she remembered had always loved being the center of attention or at least knowing insider information. He couldn’t have been more different from Sawyer, who’d always lived in his shadow. In Quinn’s eyes, she’d managed to outshine her brother at every turn.
“I’d love to hear all about those other things over dinner. Are you free tonight?” Hook, line, and sinker. Maybe this was going to be easier than she’d thought.
Quinn mirrored his relaxed posture. This was the delicate part of the dance. “In the sake of full disclosure, I do have some business I’d like to discuss with you. It would be wildly unprofessional not to mention that.”
“I’ve never seen a reason why business and pleasure can’t mix,” he said confidently, if not a little smarmily. At least it seemed like he hadn’t taken her running off all those years ago too hard, which was exactly what she’d been hoping for.
“You haven’t even heard what the business is,” Quinn said with a light laugh. She felt an uncomfortable pang in her gut at the line she was toeing. It bordered on flirting which had never been a problem for her before.
“Make me an offer,” he said seriously. “My home. My business. My heart. What’s money when the one who got away walks back into your life?” God, he was laying it on thick. Quinn had to stifle an eye-roll.
Shane had been the perfect boyfriend in high school because they each always looked out for number one. She’d never worried that things would grow messy or complicated with feelings.
As he stood in front of her now, the same lack of depth he’d always had pushed to the forefront of their conversation. He said all the right words, but Quinn was confident he lacked any of the follow-through that came with maturity.
“Let’s start with dinner to discuss my offer. In the sake of full disclosure, it’s about this house. I have an interested party.” Quinn pulled out her phone. “I’m not free tonight, but how does tomorrow work for you?”
He leveled a megawatt smile in her direction and ran his hand through his dark hair. “I can make tomorrow work.”
“Perfect.” She handed him a business card. “Text me, and we can work out the details.”
Shane stayed on the porch and watched until Quinn pulled out of the driveway. She breathed a sigh of relief that her first task of the day was done, but it felt like child's play compared to what was coming next.
 
***
 
 Quinn had kept a low profile for the rest of the day, holed up in her room on calls with clients and brokers. Two of her deals in the city were close to closing, which meant a million tiny details needed to be managed to make sure the deal went off without delay.
As she got ready for the night, she wondered if a blazer was appropriate bowling alley attire. Why that was where her sister wanted to meet, of all places, was useless to think about. The bowling alley had existed when Quinn had lived in Kingsford, and she’d spent many nights there with her friends over the years.
Maybe Kelly was trying to strike some sort of chord of familiarity, or maybe she just wanted something for her kids to do while they talked. Could three-year-olds bowl? Quinn honestly wasn’t sure.
She’d decided to nix the blazer after her shower, settling instead on a soft, silk button-down that was egregiously more casual than what she wore in the city. But she loved this shirt, and she knew it would fit in better than the majority of her wardrobe. Quinn had become a bit of a chameleon over the years, morphing herself into what put her clients at ease.
When she was in her early twenties, it had meant dressing older than she was to instill confidence while she schlepped back and forth across the city for almost any client she could land. Now, in her thirties, it was about projecting success and ensuring her clients knew their millions would be well spent. “Whatever gets the job done” was her motto, and it had served her well over the years.
With fifteen minutes until they were set to meet, she headed out of the bed-and-breakfast, taking a small detour to the waterfront. The promenade along the Hudson River had been updated since she’d left, with Edison lights strung between the old lampposts that had once been gas-powered.
Families and groups of teens wandered down the stretch of pavement, with a few artists selling their wares along the path. The bowling alley was at the end of the half-mile stretch she was walking. It was close to the Kent house where she’d been earlier but tucked away so it didn’t clash with the art galleries and older architecture.
A few kids on skateboards hung outside the venue, taking videos of one another as they tried to perform tricks on a concrete slab that jutted out from the pavement. It was a liability if Quinn had ever seen one, but she shook the thought away. Tonight was about visiting her sister and meeting her nieces.
She’d closed million-dollar deals and flown across the world with an hour’s notice to discuss homes with her clients that had just come on the market in Manhattan while they were summering in the South of France or skiing in Switzerland. Seeing her sister, though it had been a long time, shouldn’t cause sweat to prickle on her palms.
Instead of giving into the discomfort, she wiped her hands on her black jeans and headed inside.
Even all these years later, it still smelled like popcorn. The carpet, while obviously newer, evoked the retro feeling, with fluorescent, geometric shapes overlapping one another in a dizzying array. Staring at it made her feel like she’d already downed a bottle of wine.
Quinn lengthened her stride, passing the shoe rental counter. She’d cross the sharing-shoes bridge when she was forced to. A concession stand and bar were next to it, with an arcade tucked away in the farthest corner of the building. Noticing the arcade was the first thing to finally make her smile, and she moved toward it instinctively. She used to spend hours there with Sawyer, well after it was no longer the “cool” thing for people her age to do.
Quinn was stopped in her tracks as a lifetime of memories came flooding back. She’d always secretly loved that Sawyer hadn’t seemed to care about fitting in, that she’d much rather spend the day wandering aimlessly down the river promenade than getting drunk in the woods at the edge of town. It had been so refreshing, during a time in Quinn’s life when everyone was trying their hardest to fall in line, regardless of whether they even liked what they were doing.
Standing in front of one of the machines, holding up a little girl so she could reach the classic Pac-Man game, was a stunning brunette who had grown up more gracefully than Quinn could have imagined. Her dark hair was wild and flowing down her back, and she cheered the little girl on. The girl shrieked with delight as she pulled at the joystick.
Quinn’s breath caught. There was no way she could stop her eyes from tracking across Sawyer’s body. It was such an innocent scene, which complicated Quinn’s feelings all the more. Sawyer had loved that game when they were kids. And she’d let out the most addictive sounds of excitement as she moved up, level by level, until she lost. Then Quinn would pull out another quarter, when she’d had them in the days before everything had fallen apart, and she’d pushed it into the machine before Sawyer could protest, just to bask in the feeling of Sawyer’s joy again.
Only now the situation was decidedly different. Her gaze caught Sawyer’s toned arms, holding the little girl up but making it look easy. And that wild hair, which Quinn knew would feel amazing to wrap her fingers around. These were all the things Quinn usually took confidence in feeling, since it was about pure, unadulterated lust, but it was the source of that lust that made it difficult to breathe.
It was a lot to process. She’d known how she’d felt about Sawyer before leaving, but she hadn’t been prepared for how it felt to finally see her again. They’d practically been kids when she left. It wasn’t supposed to be like this when Quinn came back. She’d thought she’d done a better job at putting space between her feelings then and the person she was now. 
The little girl with a curly mop of blonde hair let out a “shucks” when the ghosts overtook Pac-Man and the Game Over message flashed across the screen.
Why was sliding a quarter into the machine and trying to make Sawyer’s day all Quinn could think about?
“You rocked it,” Sawyer—it had to be Sawyer, she was sure now—said as she gave the little girl a high five.
Quinn felt the strangest sensation of nostalgia flood through her body, like she was sixteen again, with a best friend she thought would be in her life forever, a world of possibility in front of them.
“Sawyer?” she said before she could stop herself. It had been too long. Now that Sawyer was in front of her, waiting a second longer felt impossible.
When Sawyer turned around, Quinn’s breath caught again, only this time there was someone else paying attention to hear it. She was the same in all the ways that mattered. Her eyes were still the same arresting shade of blue. Her hair was wild, even if it was longer than when Quinn had last seen her. And she had this softness that radiated from her, that made Quinn still want to confide all her secrets in her the moment their eyes met.
“Hey, Quinn.” Sawyer didn’t sound slightly surprised to see her, which caused confusion to layer on top of all the other emotions coursing through her body.
Quinn smiled at the little girl now holding Sawyer’s hand before lifting her gaze. “You sound like you knew I’d be here.”
Sawyer looked down at the girl and gave her hand a squeeze. “Sweetie, why don’t you go find your mom? She’s on lane ten. Do you know which one is ten?” The little girl pointed at the lane with the large 10 above it. “Great job, kiddo.” Sawyer beamed at her. “I’ll watch you ‘til you get over there.”
“Can I have nachos?” the girl asked, not moving.
“I know you had dinner before you got here, so you need to ask your mom.” Sawyer dropped down to her level and smiled. “But maybe I’ll be hungry and get some nachos later. If I do,” she said, gently poking the girl in the belly, “you can definitely have some.”
“Whooooo,” the little girl said in a frenzy of glee before she took off in a run toward the booth behind lane ten.
When Sawyer popped up, they were almost eye level. Quinn used to have a few inches on her, but the roles had been reversed in adulthood.
“That’s your niece Ella, by the way,” Sawyer said, folding her arms across her chest. “I figured it would be best to let Kelly do the introductions.”
Quinn was saved from wondering if the little girl was Sawyer’s, though she was unsure of what she had hoped the answer would be.
That was a lot for Quinn to unpack. It seemed so obvious once Sawyer had said it. “Are you and Kelly friends?”
“We are,” Sawyer said. She could be surprisingly stubborn when she wanted.
“I—” Quinn took a quick breath and steadied herself. “I didn’t realize that.”
Sawyer shrugged. “Time moves forward.”
Quinn flinched at the obvious dig, made all the more cutting because Sawyer had said it. “I should probably head over to see Kelly. I don’t want her to think I’m late.”
Sawyer nodded but then added, “Better late than never.”
“I don’t really know how to take that.”
“You were gone for a long time. Don’t hold it against Kelly, however she feels about it. She was only a kid when you left.”
Quinn couldn’t stop herself from asking the question. She hadn’t realized how blindly she’d walked into the situation until this moment. “Does she talk about it? Talk about me?”
Sawyer smiled sadly, but it didn’t come anywhere close to reaching her eyes. “Even if she did, I wouldn’t tell you. Kelly is one of my closest friends.” If possible, her smile grew even more forlorn. “You’re an old acquaintance who’s back in town for the weekend.”
That sentence cracked something in Quinn. Though leaving had been the hardest decision of her life, once she’d resolved to do it, everything had seemed so clear. Now, minutes after she was confronted by those blue eyes, it didn’t feel so clear and easy anymore. “I’d like to catch up with you sometime, too… if you’re open to that. Not this weekend, but I’ll be back soon. Can we grab dinner or drinks? I’d love to know what you’ve been up to.” She hadn’t heard that unsure timbre in her voice in years, and she definitely didn’t know how to feel about it.
She watched as Sawyer blew out a pensive breath, her stare tracking across Quinn’s features. Once upon a time, she felt like she could read Sawyer like a book. Now, it wasn’t until Sawyer said the words that she got her answer. “Sure. We can meet up.”
Quinn nodded. “Good. I’m happy to hear that. Can I give you my number?” She pulled out her phone. “Or you can give me yours. Whichever works.” Quinn took a step closer before she over thought it. “But I’d like to get yours if possible. I want to make sure I see you again.”
Maybe Quinn was mistaken, but it looked like the faintest tinge of red ghosted across Sawyer’s cheeks. “It’s still the same from high school. I’m a creature of habit.”
“Always have been,” Quinn said, scrolling through her contacts. She’d changed her own number multiple times over the years, but she’d kept the ones that mattered. Even if she’d never planned on using them, knowing that Sawyer was a phone call away if she needed her had always been comforting. Not that she’d admit that or that she still had it memorized. “I think I have it. The one ending in 0588?”
Sawyer nodded, her face indecipherable. “That’s the one.”
“Great. Will I see you over at the booth? Are you hanging out tonight?” Quinn hated the slight desperation in her voice.
“I’m going to let you two catch up.” When Sawyer put her hand on Quinn’s arm, they both tensed at the connection. “And Quinn?”
“Yeah?”
“You can flake on me and not come back, and it won’t matter. Don’t tell Kelly you’re coming up here again unless you really mean it.”
Quinn nodded. Sawyer’s words were fair, even if they hurt. “I won’t. I promise.”
“It was nice seeing you, Quinn. Hopefully we’ll catch up soon.”
As Quinn made her way over to lane ten, she tried to focus on seeing Kelly. Her little sister, who was all grown up with children of her own. Who’d had to weather growing up with their mother after Quinn had left. The occasional calls didn’t make up for the time Quinn had missed, she knew that, but at the time, she hadn’t known what else to do. And as the years wore on, her life became rooted in New York City, and a clean break had made sense.
At least her sister had Sawyer. Quinn hadn’t expected to find out they were friends, but the idea gave her a strange sense of comfort. Her two favorite people from childhood had found one another.
When she approached the booth, her sister stood up, holding a little girl while the daughter she’d met earlier carefully studied the bowling balls in the return.
“Hey, Kelly.”
Kelly smiled and hugged her daughter against her. “Hey, Quinn.”
 



 
CHAPTER FOUR
 
 
 “ARE THE GIRLS at your mom’s?” It was Sunday morning, and Sawyer was completing one of her favorite tasks: slathering butter on her buckwheat pancakes at the Kingsford Diner. The four of them usually had breakfast together on Sundays, though Ella and Luna were conspicuously absent today.
Kelly nodded. “I figured it would give us a chance to talk. She lets them watch all the Paw Patrol their hearts can handle, so it wasn’t a hard sell.”
Sawyer smiled and chewed an obscenely large mouthful of pancake.
“Sake of full disclosure, Ella is harboring a bit of a grudge about some promised nachos.”
“I did not promise her nachos. I told her if I got nachos later, I’d let her have some.” Sawyer held up her finger for emphasis. “Big difference.”
“Tell that to a five-year-old.”
“I would if she’d show her face!” Sawyer laughed when she pictured Ella’s aghast expression when things hadn’t gone her way.
It seemed like Kelly was choosing her words carefully when she said, “You didn’t come over and hang out with us on Friday.”
“I was monitoring the situation. It looked like things were going well, so I didn’t want to throw off the vibe.”
“Who says ‘vibe’?”
“Kids on TikTok.”
Kelly laughed. “You need to get off TikTok.”
“There are people on there who post nothing but videos about antiques. It’s been a great way to source products and get inspiration for what’s popular right now,” Sawyer said seriously.
“Ella can have a phone when she turns eighteen.”
Sawyer waved her fork. “By that point, we’ll be at microchips embedded directly in our brains. A phone will be the least of your worries.”
“God, I hope not. And that’s pretty out there, even for you.”
“I have layers.”
“Antique dealer by day. Futuristic conspiracy theorist by night?”
“Time is a flat circle.”
“Are you high right now?” Kelly asked, her brows lifting upward.
“I’m not. It’s just been a weird weekend. I actually ended up talking to Quinn before she went over to see you.”
“How’d that go?”
“How’d it go for you seeing someone you haven’t seen in seventeen years?”
“It was…” Kelly put down her fork and looked contemplative. “Strangely nice. And weird. I wanted to be mad at her, but I practically melted when she gave me a hug.”
“Don’t beat yourself up. You never could hold a grudge or stand your ground like Quinn. I don’t think wanting to let her back in is a bad thing. It’s just who you are.”
Kelly shook her head, but there was a question in her voice. “No? She just up and left town. I know our mom was a mess and that our home life wasn’t the best then, but I was thirteen. I guess I really resent her for leaving me in that position.”
“Did you tell her that?”
“It didn’t really feel like the right time to bring it up, especially with the girls there.”
Sawyer nodded. “That’s totally fair. Where did you leave things?”
“I haven’t quite forgiven her. And I still have my guard up. There’s no reason to expect she won’t just disappear again. Oh, and get this,” Kelly said, slapping her hand down on the table. “She’s in town on business.”
Sawyer’s hands clenched under the table. “So making amends wasn’t even her main reason for coming here?”
Kelly wrinkled her nose. “If I wanted to be positive about it, I’d look at it as a good thing that there’s another reason.”
“How so?” Sawyer asked.
“Well, if she came back to mend bridges, I’d think she was dying or something.”
“Morbid.”
Kelly shrugged. “Probably. Doesn’t make it any less true. Why would someone just wake up one day and decide to do something completely different than they’ve been doing for almost twenty years?”
“Quinn was always a bit of a wild card. I’d have believed it. What does she do anyway?”
“She’s a real estate agent.”
“I can see that.” And Sawyer really could. Quinn had always been great with people. They wanted to be around her, and she was indifferent to their existence. It was the ultimate power position, which meant she’d always been able to talk to anyone for any reason.
“What she’s doing back in town that’s related to business is still unclear.”
“She’s probably working for a millionaire from New York City who needs another vacation home,” Sawyer said with all the ambivalence she could manage. She’d had enough of those types of people around town.
“Maybe she’ll tell you all about it over drinks,” Kelly said with a suggestive eyebrow raise.
Heat slunk across Sawyer’s chest. “She told you about that?”
“She did. And I’m only bringing it up because I want to clarify that you have a relationship with her and I have a relationship with her. You should do or not do whatever you want. It will not impact anything between us.”
“That’s sweet of you to say, Kel, but my guard is up too. It will be nice to catch up and see how she’s doing, but I’m not expecting her to remain in my life in any significant way.”
“I know. It’s just…” Kelly paused, chewing at the corner of her lip. “You have so much to offer the world, Sawyer. If you want to keep yourself hidden away in your workshop, that’s your business, but I think a lot of people would love the chance to get to know you.”
The heat licking at Sawyer’s skin intensified to an almost painful degree. “You sound like you’re trying to set me up with your sister. I thought we were ‘keeping our guards up,’” Sawyer said, making air quotes with her fingers.
“Not even!” Kelly said with a deep laugh. “You’re way too good for her.”
“That’s not fair. You don’t really know the adult version of her.” She didn’t know why she felt the need to defend Quinn.
“And whose fault is that?”
“Okay.” Sawyer held up her hands. “This conversation has gotten way off course.”
“She’s pretty, though, right? Like, unfairly pretty. Part of me is almost thankful I didn’t have to grow up in her shadow.”
“And you’re gorgeous, Kelly. In the looks department, and in all the ways that make people great. You’re an amazing mother. And you and Trevor are so much like a Hallmark movie it makes me want to barf.” Sawyer shook her head in mock exasperation. “And on top of it all, you literally spend your day saving animals.”
Kelly waved her off. “It’s a lot more holding them at the right angle so they don’t scratch the shit out of you during an exam.”
Sawyer ignored Kelly’s dismissiveness. “Yes, Quinn is pretty, but she would be lucky to get to have someone like you in her life.” The smile Kelly bestowed in Sawyer’s direction filled her heart with the warm and happy fact that she got to call Kelly a friend.
“I said it once, and I’ll say it again, Sawyer Kent: You are going to make some woman so insanely happy one day.”
Sawyer avoided eye contact. “And if that happens, great, but I’m really not looking for anyone right now.”
“It’s been almost five years. Still not ready to get back out there after Dani?”
“It’s not about Dani,” she answered, wondering if she was being honest. Sawyer had met Kelly a few months after Dani had broken up with her, and she’d made it a point to label it as a “bad breakup” instead of going into every soul-crushing detail.
“Then what’s the problem? You’re young. Attractive. Have amazing taste in friends.”
Sawyer’s brows lifted. “I can’t blatantly reject what you said because of that last point. Though I can add that I’m employed by my brother. I live in a converted woodshop. Oh, and I accidentally poked myself in the eye the other day.”
“I assumed it would have been an accident. Who does that intentionally?”
“Fair,” Sawyer said with a smile. “I’m very appreciative of your positivity about my merits. If I ever want to make a dating profile, you’ll be the first person I call.”
“I better be.” And then Kelly changed topics so quickly it gave Sawyer whiplash. “Since the girls aren’t here, I’ve been wanting to ask you: When are you going to kick your brother out of your house? Your grandmother left it to you. If you let him live there any longer, it’s going to be even more of a nightmare to get him out.”
Sawyer had done a great job of not letting herself think about this exact situation. She liked where she lived, but she also knew it wasn’t fair for her brother to live in the house she owned rent-free and to own the antiques business on top of it.
Sawyer shook her head and sighed. “It’s a big house. I don’t need all that space. It would be selfish to take it back when I don’t even know what to do with it. And Tate stays there with him sometimes.”
“Tate is almost never there, and you know it. That was just an excuse he used to guilt-trip you into getting what he wanted.” 
Kelly wasn’t wrong. She saw Ella and Luna far more often than she saw her own nephew, who’d just turned thirteen. It was a wonder Shane had only contributed to one unexpected pregnancy over the years, given the complete lack of caution and planning that permeated all aspects of his life.
“Once the business is in a more stable place, I’ll bring it up. I’d rather still have a job than upgrade to a bigger house. Wouldn’t make a lot of sense, would it?”
“He never worries, and all you do is worry. It’s like someone took a practical person and split them in half to make the two of you.”
Sawyer sat up straighter in the booth. “Are you trying to tell me I’m uptight?”
“I love you just the way you are, but I am saying that maybe letting loose could be a good thing. Get out there and live a little. Take chances. Try new things.”
“I try new things,” Sawyer said defensively.
Kelly was already laughing when she said, “Bowling in lane eleven instead of lane ten does not qualify.”
Her friend wasn’t wrong, but it still struck a chord. It was what past girlfriends had found lacking in her. It had been what had helped her brother shine while she withered in the shadows. And it had been why, all those years ago, when she’d received a text message in the early hours of the morning, asking if she’d wanted to come visit New York City, she hadn’t responded.
 
***
 
 When Sawyer arrived at her parents’ house on Sunday evening, she was finally feeling a little more like herself. After breakfast with Kelly, she’d headed back to the workshop and made progress on the Big Hunter game, also finding time to put in bids on a few items online. They’d take significant work to fix up, but day by day, her skills in this particular area continued to improve.
It wasn’t that she disliked change, she’d realized. She just liked to move at her own speed, slow and methodical. It was important to view her options from each angle to make the best decision. She’d been this way since she was little, down to agonizing over which order her action figures should line up in for their parade route through her bedroom.
Sawyer let herself into the Victorian that was smaller than her grandmother’s—actually, her house, though she still hadn’t gotten used to thinking of it as hers—and dropped her bag at the door. “Hey, Mom.”
“Hey, hon,” her mom said from the kitchen as Sawyer wandered toward her.
Since her mom had retired a few years ago, she’d been a cooking machine. If she had it her way, her children would come over for dinner every night.
Sawyer gave her mom a quick hug and peered into the large pot on the stove. “Whatcha making?”
“A bolognese that’s been simmering all day. Probably the last time I can make it before it’ll get too hot out.” When Sawyer frowned, realizing she couldn’t eat it, her mom grabbed her chin to pull her attention. “It’s plant-based; just don’t tell your brother.”
A sincere smile worked its way across her face as she stared into blue eyes just like her own. “You’re the best.”
She’d thought about telling her mom that Quinn was back in town, but something stopped her. It wasn’t just that she didn’t want to make a spectacle out of the situation. That was part of it, but she also hadn’t quite decided how she felt about it.
Quinn’s offer to grab drinks had surprised her, and Kelly’s strange behavior this morning had confused her. It had taken all day tinkering with antiques to make herself forget, and she didn’t want to push it to the forefront of her mind again.
“Smells great, Ma,” Shane said as he came in through the door leading from the backyard. He’d shaved his stubble for the first time in recent memory, and he was surprisingly chipper considering Sunday was his day to work alone at the store.
“Did things go well at the store today?” Sawyer hoped for both their sakes the answer was yes.
“I got a late start to the day, but I made a few sales.” She’d never understand why Shane wasn’t embarrassed to admit things like that.
Sawyer rounded the kitchen counter with plates to set the table. “How late?”
“It’s not really a big deal.” He sat down at the same seat he’d occupied since they were kids and clasped his fingers behind his head like he didn’t have a care in the world.
Irritation flared in Sawyer’s chest. “Shane, it is a big deal. We’re heading into the busy season. Every hour counts.”
“Which means we’ll have plenty of time to make up for it.” The condescension in his tone made her want to scream.
Instead, she placed the plates carefully in front of each chair and took a few deep breaths. She didn’t want her mom to see them arguing.
“Aren’t you going to ask me how my weekend was?”
 Sawyer finished setting the plates and returned to the counter to grab the silverware. “I saw you yesterday, so I hadn’t really planned on it.”
“I had dinner with Quinn McKinley last night,” he said so smugly that Sawyer wondered if he’d choke on his pride.
“Of all the people I never thought we’d see around here again.” Her mom didn’t sound exactly surprised, but Sawyer couldn’t figure out what the tone in her voice meant she was really thinking. 
“That’s what I told her,” Shane said with a loud laugh.
Sawyer would do the bare minimum to keep this conversation afloat. “Must have been nice to catch up.”
She and Quinn meant nothing to one another, at least not anymore. The fact that Quinn had sought Shane out for dinner shouldn’t have mattered to her. What bothered Sawyer, though, was that, just like always, she was second best. Quinn had ensured she had time to see Shane on her first visit, and had only asked Sawyer if she’d like to meet up when they’d accidentally run into one another on Friday. No doubt she’d already had her dinner planned with Shane for the next night.
This was all so stupid. The best thing for Sawyer to do, if Quinn actually texted her, was to pretend she was too busy. It wouldn’t be that hard. It wasn’t like Quinn lived in Kingsford. Worst-case scenario, she’d find a way to make Kelly be there, too, so she had her friend, and ideally Quinn’s nieces, there as a buffer.
“I can’t believe you aren’t dying for more information, Sawyer.”
She shook her head. “Don’t know why you’d think that. Quinn hasn’t been a part of my life in a long time, but I hope she’s doing well.” Sawyer added that last part so she didn’t sound like a complete monster.
Shane leaned back in his chair. “I always kinda thought you had a thing for her.”
There was a moment, though it passed quickly, where Sawyer considered stabbing him with a fork. Shit. Where had that level of anger come from?
“That’s enough, Shane.” Her mother’s strong voice should have cut the remainder of the conversation off at its knees.
Except that Shane decided he couldn’t keep his big mouth shut for another second. “I’m just saying, I don’t want there to be problems if she and I pick back up again. She seems to want to spend some more time in town, and I’ve been told I’m an excellent tour guide.” He shrugged and added, “Sorry if I was trying to be considerate of your feelings.”
God, he was such an asshole. Between the store and the house, adding Quinn’s return to the mix could spell disaster for Sawyer’s ability to deal with her brother. She couldn’t stop herself when she said, “You’ve never cared about other people’s feelings before. I’m not sure why you’d start now except to try and rub something in my face that doesn’t even bother me.”
“Seems like you’re pretty bothered from where I sit.”
“You sit there so often instead of helping that I’m surprised your ass hasn’t melted into the seat.”
“Sawyer,” her mother said in warning.
“I’m sorry.” The contrition in her voice was genuine, though not at all for her brother’s benefit. She hated for her mom to see this side of her.
But more than that, she hated that Shane constantly underestimated her, and even all these years later, he still knew exactly where to stick the knife to goad her.
Quinn’s return had upended Sawyer’s routine in a matter of days. She hadn’t had enough time to consider all the angles because, even though she’d been gone for seventeen years, she was still deeply ingrained in Sawyer’s life. Sister to Kelly. Ex-girlfriend to Shane. Former best friend to Sawyer herself. Was nothing safe from the havoc Quinn could wreak on her life?
Whatever Quinn’s return to town signaled, it wasn’t going to be good.
 



 
CHAPTER FIVE
 
 
 ON WEDNESDAY MORNING, Quinn finally had a chance to sit down in her office and start working on her offer proposal for Shane Kent. She’d headed back to the city Sunday morning, knocking out back-to-back showings that had set the tone of her week so far.
She’d already drafted an offer for a $5 million loft in Williamsburg on Monday, and she’d hear back from the sellers by end of day today.
Belinda, just like she’d anticipated, had done a fantastic job keeping things running in her absence. That woman was a whiz with getting clients to reschedule and having them think it was their idea. A Saturday morning viewing request had become Sunday evening with Belinda’s skills, perfectly in line with Quinn’s availability.
When Belinda walked into her office ten minutes later with a parfait in hand for her boss, Quinn nodded a thank-you toward her assistant before getting down to business. “How’d you get Dana Dreyer to accept the Sunday showing? She loved the space, by the way.”
Sitting down in the wingback chair, Belinda crossed her legs at her ankles and gave a coy smile. “I told her viewing the apartment in the early evening light would mean she could stop her search now.”
“Impressive,” Quinn said, and she meant it. “Thank you for doing that. I needed to spend a little more time in Kingsford.” She peeled the lid off her parfait and dipped the spoon in. “I think I may need to take this one slowly.”
“Is the buyer not interested in selling?”
Quinn wavered. She didn’t know how much would be appropriate to admit to Belinda, even though she knew she could trust her with her life. “He’s… someone I knew from my past,” she settled on.
The implication in Quinn’s words was clear, which earned the expected head tilt from Belinda, who’d only ever needed to schedule dates with women in Quinn’s planner. 
“I was young,” Quinn said with a laugh. “Let’s call it a last-ditch effort to make the person I thought I should be work out.”
Belinda nodded. “Right.”
“He seems more interested in wanting to reminisce about the old days than in discussing the deal.” When Quinn couldn’t keep the words to herself, she added, “And my god, he’s boring. I don’t think he’s had a new thought in his head since I knew him at eighteen.”
“Sounds like you made the right decision leaving him behind. Professionally and personally.”
It was the understatement of the century that made her bite back a laugh. “I’d always thought he was confident, but now it’s just arrogance that doesn’t seem backed up by anything.” The exact opposite of another Kent sibling, whom Quinn still hadn’t texted about dinner the next time she was in town.
“Do you get the sense he’s stringing you along?” Leave it to Belinda to cut to the chase, thankfully distracting her from thinking about Sawyer.
 I’m not sure. Something seems… off.” And it had bothered her more than a few times over the past few days.
Belinda leaned forward. “Off how?”
Quinn tried to find the right words to explain Shane’s behavior at dinner. “While I do think pretty highly of myself,” she said with a grin, “all he wanted to do was talk about the past. Any time I tried to bring up the house, he got dodgy.”
“It sounds like he’s not really interested in selling but does want to monopolize your time.”
“Yeah, that’s probably it.” It seemed like more, though Quinn didn’t want to admit that yet. Her intuition was usually spot-on about these things. She knew when a buyer was getting cold feet, even if they’d never expressed it. She knew what angle to work with the sellers to ensure they always felt like they were getting the better end of the deal, though that was almost never the case.
It was like her superpowers had been dampened by the history of the town and she couldn’t get a clear sense anymore of which way was up. It was driving her more than a little crazy, but negotiations were still in the very early phases. With any other client or seller, she wouldn’t have been worried.
“Are you working on the proposal?” Belinda said, nodding toward the papers on Quinn’s desk.
“I am, though I’m going to initially go a little lower than planned. He’s going to drag this out, I can already feel it, so I may as well shift the starting point.”
“When are you going back? I didn’t see it on your calendar.” Being great at her job meant having the ability to juggle things until she achieved her mission. Belinda knew this, and her assistant’s help was the reason Quinn was able to do what she did.
She’d made plans to meet up with Kelly and the girls on Saturday morning, but she still needed to find time to give Shane the offer. On top of that, she hadn’t texted Sawyer yet. Was she afraid she’d say no? Sawyer hadn’t been exactly hostile when they’d run into one another, but Quinn could tell she wasn’t head of the Quinn McKinley fan club. Hadn’t been for a long time, in fact. But that was Quinn’s fault, and they both knew it.
Belinda gave her a strange look, probably because Quinn had been silent for the last thirty seconds.
“I’ll leave Friday morning hopefully. I can work from the bed-and-breakfast during the day, and I’ll drop off the offer.”
“Back Saturday?” Belinda had her iPad open to Quinn’s schedule, ready to block out the time.
“I’m seeing my sister and her daughters on Saturday. Probably meeting the husband too,” Quinn said, hoping she didn’t sound nervous.
Belinda lifted her stare to look across the desk at her boss. “Quinn McKinley at a family event. I’d pay money to see that.”
“Her husband owns a bowling alley. It’s so much small-town sweetness that I think I might get a toothache.” Her sarcastic words covered up the uncomfortable feeling that had settled through her body since she’d seen Kelly. It had been nice, in a strange way, how Kelly had talked about her life with her husband and their daughters, how the girls had played and run around the bowling alley, so obviously comfortable with the place.
“Why don’t I keep the weekend free? If you come back early, we can schedule some last-minute showings if needed. How’s that?”
“Perfect.” Yet again, Belinda was saving Quinn from herself, and from the possibility of flaking on her sister because a lucrative deal came up. She’d never said no to one before, clearly illustrated by her chasing a commission check to a place she had no business going back to.
Standing up, Belinda straightened her skirt. “I’ll let you work on the proposal.” When she got to the doorway, she stopped and turned around. “I think it’s good you’re spending time with your family. I lost my parents young and don’t have any siblings, so I’m always happy when people get to spend time with loved ones.” She didn’t give Quinn a chance to respond before she walked out and headed toward her office next door.
Quinn sat with Belinda’s last words, which gave new fuel to an idea that had been already nagging at her for the last few days. For a long time, she’d only allowed herself to think about what she’d gained by leaving town, but since she’d been back, she couldn’t stop thinking about what she’d undoubtedly given up.
 
***
 
 Quinn could handle any level of complexity as long as it was about work. The Kent house was blurring a lot of lines that were becoming difficult—though not yet impossible—to navigate around.
She’d hung on for fifteen-month deals when she knew the owners were serious but picky. She’d mediated relationship problems and buyers’ cold feet to get the ink dry on paperwork days later. It was a very practical application of her skill set, where the gain was clear. Money was deposited in her bank account at closing, and sometimes she’d receive a bottle of exorbitantly expensive champagne delivered to the office. 
A copy of the contract was in her briefcase, and she was dropping it off tomorrow morning at Shane’s house. There would undoubtedly be some need to evade his interest while still presenting herself as friendly, but that was sadly the life of many women, even if a deal wasn’t involved.
When she’d found out that Shane owned the house, the knowledge had come with a combination of relief mingled with sadness. If Sawyer had owned the house, they’d have a reason to communicate, a reason for Quinn to show her the skills she’d developed and the type of woman she’d become. And most importantly, Quinn would be able to prove to Sawyer through her success that the path she’d taken, leading them up to this moment, had been the right one.
Sawyer’s response to Quinn’s homecoming was frustrating, though not unexpected. They hadn’t been on great terms when she’d left. Quinn had believed she’d forgiven herself for those regrets long ago, but seeing Sawyer in person again, with an essence that was so real and grounded that it felt like the world had stopped moving, was a lot to deal with.
Quinn had texted her Wednesday, after she’d solidified plans with Kelly for Friday night, but Sawyer and Kelly’s friendship had thrown an unexpected wrench in Quinn’s plans. Sawyer was already aware of her planned time with her sister and had asked to see her then.
Which was how—for the second week in a row—Quinn found herself heading to a bowling alley, of all godforsaken places. Her skinny jeans were skin tight, and her blonde hair was tied up in a high ponytail, which she knew accentuated her cheekbones.
It was busier this week than last as they moved into the tourist season, and she’d had to switch to a hotel this time, since all the rooms at the bed-and-breakfast had been taken.
Kelly was already in a booth behind lane ten with the girls, and Quinn did her best to look nonchalant as she walked up. “Hey.”
“Hey, Quinn.” Kelly looked over at her daughters. “Girls, my sister, Quinn, is here. Do you want to come say hello?”
Luna stopped trying to shove her tiny fingers in the bowling ball holes, and Ella finished connecting the velcro on her shoes. Quinn didn’t miss that she wasn’t introduced as their aunt. Fairly so, since that was nothing more than a term on paper.
“It’s good to see you guys again,” Quinn said, waving to them. She had no idea what kids this age wanted to talk about. She doubted they were interested in the macroeconomics of the real estate market, but at least they weren’t picking boogers out of their nose like the boy on lane twelve.
Ella wrapped her arms around Kelly’s side and looked at Quinn expectantly. “Why don’t you live here?”
“I live in New York City. Have you ever been there?”
“Duh,” Ella said. The five-year-old’s confidence made Quinn smile, and she wondered if she’d been that bold at the same age. 
Ella had apparently decided that was all the necessary information, so Quinn looked at Kelly who answered, “We took the girls to see the Christmas tree this past December.”
She wasn’t surprised Kelly hadn’t let her know she was in town. Last Christmas, Quinn had been in Barbados, staying in a villa on the beach with palm trees decorated with festive lights and wearing little more than a bikini for the week.
Quinn nodded agreeably once she was on the same page. “The Christmas tree is very pretty.” 
“I like our one at home better.” Ella took a quick breath and kept talking. “It gots all the ornaments we make, and we decorate it together.”
Quinn was struck with a chord of sentimentality, remembering how she’d held Kelly up when she was little to decorate their own tree. “That does sound pretty great.” And, surprisingly, she meant it.
As she was trying to think of something else to say, Luna, who’d been wandering around in their lounge section, let out an excited sound. She held her tiny hands out and started running past Quinn. “Saw-saw!”
“Well, don’t you just look prettier than the full moon,” Sawyer said, picking Luna up and bouncing one of her blonde ringlets. She booped the little girl on the nose and added, “And kind and smart too.”
Luna did the same to Sawyer’s hair, pulling the dark, loose curl down and watching it spring back in place. “It doesn’t bounce as much,” Luna said, eyeing Sawyer with suspicion.
“If she’d let it dry after being in the water it would,” Quinn said before she could register her words. It was the type of memory she hadn’t thought about in years, when they’d go kayaking on the river and Quinn would tip their shared boat over because it was fun and exhilarating and felt like the height of living at fourteen. They’d pull themselves back into the boat sopping wet, and Sawyer would glower at her for a whole three minutes before admitting that the water was a nice change of pace from the hot sun. And then they’d paddle around, and Quinn, at her seat in the back, would watch Sawyer’s hair dry. At one point in her life, she felt like she’d known every wild, tangly curl.
Sawyer gave her a look that carried a distinct amount of weight, but it passed quickly when Ella wrapped her arms around Sawyer’s legs, wanting attention. “Are you gonna bowl? You gotta bowl. I’m getting so good.”
With Luna still in her arms, Sawyer hunched down and focused her attention on the older girl. “Are you challenging me, Ella?”
Ella looked around nervously and stubbed her bowling shoe–clad toe into the carpeted floor. “Maybe.”
It was comical how Sawyer lifted her brows up high and leaned forward. “You know what happens if I win, right?”
“What happens if you win?” Quinn asked curiously.
Both sets of eyes turned their attention to her, but it was Sawyer who spoke. “If I win, I get to pick which TV show we watch next.”
“It’s a cost too high,” Kelly said, aghast, putting her hand up to cover her mouth in horror.
“You never pick cartoons,” Ella whispered, her eyes wide.
Sawyer nodded somberly. “And sometimes… what I pick doesn’t even have songs in it.”
Quinn felt like she was intruding; the connection between Sawyer and the girls was as obvious as her lack of one with them. “And what if I win?” Quinn asked.
Instead of answering right away, Sawyer put Luna on the ground and plucked a few coins from her pocket. “Why don’t you girls go play some arcade games?” she said. Her voice grew more serious when she added, “Ella, make sure you can see your sister at all times. You can each play a game and then come back. Got it?”
Ella nodded and reached for the coins. “Got it.”
Kelly watched them scamper away hand in hand before standing up. “I’m going to see how things are going with Trevor.”
“And to spy on the girls?” Sawyer added with a smile that Quinn wished was bestowed on her.
“Maybe just a little.”
When Kelly walked away, Sawyer turned her attention back to Quinn, the smile gone.
Quinn didn’t really do “unsure,” but that was exactly how she felt standing in front of Sawyer’s intense gaze. “Did I say something wrong? I feel like I just did the equivalent of yelling ‘fire’ in a crowded theater.”
Sawyer shook her head slowly, resignation written across her features. “I just don’t want you to make promises to the girls if you don’t plan on keeping them.”
“That’s not what’s happening here,” Quinn said. She stood up a little straighter and crossed her arms over her chest.
“You can’t just show up and pretend like you were never gone.” Sawyer took a small step forward. “Especially if you don’t have plans to keep coming back.”
Quinn felt her lip twitch, and she dropped her arms to adopt a more relaxed posture. “Are you talking about the girls? Or Kelly?” She scanned Sawyer’s face and said the words hanging between them. “Or are you talking about you?”
Sawyer let out a deep, throaty laugh that would have been much better received by Quinn if the situation had been about anything else. “Don’t flatter yourself.”
“Have dinner with me.”
The way Sawyer’s blue eyes widened told Quinn she’d succeeded in knocking her off balance, but she recovered quickly. “We can get dinner here. Ella is a fan of the nachos.”
Quinn shook her head. “The two of us. I want to catch up and know what you’ve been up to all these years.”
Sawyer shrugged. “There’s not much to tell. I work at the shop my grandparents owned. I’ve lived in Kingsford my whole life. Now you’re caught up. I think your time in town would be better served with Kelly and your nieces.”
“I’m an excellent multitasker,” Quinn said earnestly. She wanted Sawyer to say yes. 
“And modest too.”
“You don’t make it in New York City in my line of work without a little confidence.”
Sawyer leveled a stare at Quinn that told her exactly what Sawyer thought of her. “A little?”
“Look, I’m not pretending that I’m planning to move back to Kingsford or that I’ll be here every weekend, but I’m not trying to upend everyone’s life by being here. I’m in town for work, and I wanted to see Kelly and her family.” Quinn wavered, wondering if she should admit the next part. Sawyer had always appreciated honesty. “I wanted to see you too.”
A little scoff worked itself free from Sawyer’s lips. “It’s been a long time. I really don’t think we’ll have a dinner’s worth of conversation between us.”
“Give me a little credit.” Quinn took a small step closer so they were almost touching. “And give yourself even more than that.”
Sawyer had always been it, as far as Quinn was concerned. Which she knew, against all the better judgment she’d forged over the last twenty years, was a terrible thing to be thinking.
The woman standing in front of her was beautiful and smart and sincere. She’d been all those things when they were younger too. A little reserved, sure, but she’d always been passionate in that geeky way where Quinn just had to figure out what made her tick to get her going. In the present moment, it wasn’t so much a challenge to herself as a desire to know if that excitement was still there, buried under her prickly exterior at Quinn’s return.
Sawyer mulled over the idea, shifting her weight from foot to foot. “Just dinner?”
A smile worked itself across Quinn’s lips that she couldn’t help. She hadn’t had to work this hard for anything in a long time, and she was finding she liked it. A lot. “What else do you think I’m proposing?”
The blush that fanned across Sawyer’s cheeks was like the first flower blooming after a long winter. 
Sawyer cleared her throat and waved her hand in front of her, taking a step back. It created space that Quinn wanted to close, but she stayed rooted in place. “Nothing. I just wanted to be clear… ya know, busy schedule and all,” she finished, her face brighter than before.
Quinn nodded and allowed herself one more indulgent look at the blooms on Sawyer’s neck and chest. “Dinner. Only dinner. Does tomorrow night work for you if you can work me into your busy schedule?”
“Do I get to pick the place?”
Sawyer’s excitement took Quinn by surprise, but her response came easily. “You’re the Kingsford expert. Seems only fair.”
“Okay. Seven? I’ll text you the details tomorrow.”
“That works for me. I do have a very serious question, though.” Sawyer’s brow furrowed, and Quinn stepped into her space again, leaning closer and dropping her voice. “Am I about to get my ass handed to me by a five-year-old?”
Sawyer’s laugh cut through the din of the bowling alley, sweet and light like there weren’t a million unspoken things between them that made the idea of them ever becoming friends again seem impossible. In this moment, Quinn pretended they could go back. And then, she thought, for the first time since coming back to Kingsford, that it may actually be possible. Sawyer nudged her shoulder lightly, like she’d done when they were kids. “Guess you’ll just have to stick around to find out.”
 



 
CHAPTER SIX
 
 
 SAWYER WOKE UP on Saturday morning unsure if she wanted to run a marathon or crawl back under the covers and sleep until Sunday. Neither option was possible, so she dragged herself out of bed at six a.m. to get a few hours in on the newest piece in her workshop.
It was a 1968 Bryans Double Decker Penny Pusher, which was a rare find. It only had one of the buses, but it was still a beautiful specimen of the era. She’d purchased it at an estate sale for a fraction of the value, working or not. Sadly, it was currently out of commission, but she was committed to fixing it up.
Until she took it apart piece by piece, she wouldn’t know what she was dealing with. That idea got her moving faster than any cup of coffee ever could, though she did grab one on her way to her workshop.
By eight a.m., she’d gotten the glass front removed and was moving closer to the mechanisms typically hidden behind it. The next layer was proving more difficult. Sweat dotted her brow as she carefully unscrewed the backing that made up the player’s view. Underneath it, she found a horizontal link attached to a slotted pulley that allowed the sweeps to be centralized.
The game, though archaic now, had been a marvel at the time. Coins dropped down the central chutes, bouncing randomly to the left or right, which made playing unpredictable. A favorable bounce could mean pennies getting pushed over the edge as a prize, similar to the quarter-pusher machines that still existed in some arcades.
She found it easier to appreciate progress when she understood where things had started. For as different as every generation felt like they were from the one before it, people had always loved games. It was human nature, and it helped her feel a little more connected to society.
And maybe she appreciated the machines a little too much, glancing at the clock to see that another thirty minutes had passed without her realizing it.
“Shit,” she said, like she did most days when she worked longer than planned. She didn’t have time to shower before making it over to the shop, but it was hard to make herself care. Shane should be there, though she knew he wouldn’t be.
She pulled her wild mane into a ponytail and took off the overalls she loved to work in. The front pocket was the perfect place to store her most useful tools for any given project. They were grease-stained and paint-splattered, but that only made her like them more.
Fifteen minutes later, she looked presentable enough to hold her own with the over-sixty crowd who treated antique shopping like a bloodsport.
The building was unsurprisingly quiet when she arrived five minutes before opening. After a quick sweep to make sure everything was in the same place she’d left it the night before, she unlocked the front door and flipped the sign to “Open.”
As she was heading back to the counter, the bell above the door jingled. She let out a sigh of relief when it was Kelly who breezed through the door holding two cups of coffee.
Sawyer extended her hands. “You’re too good to me.”
“Love you, but this isn’t for you.”
Sawyer pouted from behind the counter. “Why would you taunt me like this?” 
“I’m meeting up with Quinn in five minutes, but I wanted to stop by.”
Sawyer’s stance softened. “Back-to-back days. Looks like things are going well.”
“Let’s call it cautious optimism,” Kelly said. “I feel like, in a lot of ways, I’m getting to know a stranger, but there are also these pangs of familiarity that take me by surprise.”
Sawyer knew the feeling exactly. Last night, when they’d been bowling, Quinn had hit a strike that had surprised them all, and her face lit up with pure excitement. Sawyer had felt like they were kids again; that same look used to take over Quinn’s entire face when she excelled at something. Which, honestly, was everything Quinn had ever tried. Sawyer would have hated her for it if they hadn’t been best friends.
Instead of admitting all of that, Sawyer settled on, “I totally get that.”
“I wanted to talk to Quinn about seeing our mom. I haven’t told her Quinn’s in town yet, and it’s starting to feel like a lie by omission.”
It was a tricky balance, and Sawyer didn’t relish Kelly’s position. “How do you think she’ll respond?”
“I think she blames my mom for a lot of things that happened when we were kids. And I think that Quinn absorbed the brunt of it since I was younger.” Kelly’s usually bright smile dimmed. “I don’t expect for her to be excited about the possibility of reconnecting, even if it’s what I want.”
“Your mom isn’t the same person she was all those years ago.”
“And I don’t think that someone leaves town and stays away for seventeen years if they’ve moved past something.”
Sawyer nodded in understanding. “This situation is still so new. No one needs to decide anything right now.”
“I know,” Kelly said with a dramatic sigh. “I just hate that it’s like this.”
“Let me know if you want to talk about anything.”
“Well, there is the fact that I heard you’re having dinner with Quinn tonight.”
“That’s not the ‘something’ I meant.”
Kelly flashed a toothy grin. “No take backs.”
Sawyer scoffed. “I hope you aren’t planning to instill this barbaric code in your children.”
“You’re being evasive. She mentioned it last night after you left the bowling alley.”
Sawyer tried to figure out exactly what to share. Probably just the facts, not how she felt about them. Unfortunately, it was difficult not to let the hurt mingled with annoyance seep into her voice. “She asked to catch up, though she did have dinner with Shane last week, so it seems like she’s just making her rounds.”
“Eww.” The way Kelly scrunched her face made Sawyer laugh.
“I know. But she was insistent, and you know I’m a pushover.”
“You aren’t a pushover; you just like to keep the peace. There’s a difference.” Kelly smiled sincerely and added, “I think Quinn values your opinion and time a lot. At least, that’s the impression I got.”
“I just don’t know why she had to ruin me wanting to catch up with her by spending time with Shane. I mean, talk about having bad taste.” Sawyer made a fake gagging sound.
“I want to say he’ll grow out of it, but he’s already at the point where he has a child who’s growing into it.”
Sawyer frowned. “Is Tate causing trouble at the bowling alley again? I can have Shane talk to him.”
Kelly waved her off. “He’s just acting out. He’s a kid who sees his dad go there multiple times a week without saying hello. No wonder Tate’s upset.” The anger in Kelly’s voice was palpable. “If anything, it’s Shane that needs his head screwed on straight.”
“I’d cheers that, but someone didn’t bring me coffee.”
“And I will be eternally regretful and never make the same mistake again.” Kelly looked down at her watch. “I need to get going.”
“Good luck with your conversation. I hope it goes the way you want.”
Kelly sighed. “I’d almost forgotten in my righteous anger toward your brother, so thanks for reminding me.”
“Love you. It’ll be what it is, and we’ll deal with the fallout.”
“More like you’ll have to deal with it tonight at dinner if she’s in a bad mood. At least you’ll know it wasn’t you.”
“That does take a surprising amount of pressure off of me,” Sawyer said with a thumbs-up.
“Atta girl.” Kelly picked up the cups of coffee from the counter and waved goodbye with her fingers before she left.
For the first time in a long time, Sawyer hoped the store was busy and that Shane didn’t show up. Having more work to focus on than she could handle would be far more welcome than agonizing over her upcoming dinner with Quinn.
 
***
 
 Sawyer had gotten her wish. After Kelly left, the store was nonstop chaos from open until close. And, like she’d manifested it into existence, Shane hadn’t shown up until noon.
He’d been surprisingly quiet, except when he had to deal with customers. Any time someone wasn’t in the store, he’d disappear into the back so they weren’t in the showroom together. She wondered whether he was still bent out of shape about their fight on Sunday, but he’d been fine all week so she didn’t think that was it.
By the time the last customer left, she had less than an hour to shower and get ready. Which was probably a good thing since she didn’t have time to agonize over the next few hours she’d spend one on one with Quinn McKinley.
As she was headed out the back door, she heard Shane’s voice from the store’s small office. “Sawyer?”
She popped her head in the doorway. “Yeah?”
He sat at the oak desk her grandmother used to sit at, leaning casually back in the chair. “I wanted to run something by you.”
A million things flashed through her mind, though she hoped he was willing to consider selling some of her mechanical antiques in the store. Seven had been fixed and were now in pristine, working order. On top of that, space was growing sparser by the day to keep them in the workshop.
“What’s up?”
Shane glanced at the stack of papers on his desk before meeting Sawyer’s gaze. “I know you’ve been doing a significant amount of work around here, and that hasn’t gone unnoticed.” 
Well, knock her over with a feather. “I appreciate you saying that.”
“I’ve been giving some thought to the coming years, and I’m trying to figure out how it all works.” He gestured toward the desk, like he was working out the secret of life instead of how to make payroll next month.
The hair on the back of her neck stood up at his uncharacteristic pragmatism, but she tamped down the feeling. She wanted to hear what he had to say before launching herself over the moon. “Have you come up with anything?”
“I’d like to make you a co-owner of the antique store.”
It took a few seconds for her to absorb his words. “I’m a little surprised to hear this. How are you thinking this partnership would be structured?”
“Similarly to how things already work. You do sourcing, and I do selling. This would just make it more official.”
Sawyer leaned against the doorframe, a whole mix of confusing emotions coursing through her. This was a lot for her to take in, and it sounded too good to be true. “You’re just giving me half the business?”
It was then she noticed the slight twitch in his lip and how, even though his posture was meant to look relaxed, his fingers were intertwined tightly against the back of his head. “Not exactly. I’d be willing to sell half of it to you.”
Sawyer deflated. There was always a catch, especially with him. “I don’t have the kind of money I’d need to buy you out.”
“Which is what I’ve been thinking about. The value of the house is about half of what it would cost to buy a stake in the store. I’d be willing to trade half ownership for the house.” He smiled his charming smile and did his best to look earnest. “If that’s something you’d be open to.”
Again, she felt the prickle on the back of her neck that something was off. Why now, so suddenly, was he trying to own a place he already lived in for free? “I need to think about it.”
Shane nodded. “Please do, but I’m serious about this, Sawyer. If you say yes, I’m ready to move on the paperwork when you are.”
She nodded and slipped out the back exit. Once she was safely inside her house, she closed the door behind her and leaned into its solidness. It wasn’t a horrible idea. If she was half owner, she could finally have a say in how things were run. By selling the house to Shane, it would stay in the family, and she’d have capital to buy into the business.
In her adult life, things hadn’t changed all that much aside from the passing of her grandmother. Now, she was set to have dinner with a woman she hadn’t been alone with in close to two decades, and her brother had just offered to buy the house that had been left to her. There was no time to pick apart all the angles, and every second that passed had her feeling more frayed around the edges.
By the time she showered and got ready, it felt like her brain was going to melt inside her head. At least her skull was holding it all in place because it was difficult to string a coherent thought together. What she needed was a good, uninterrupted day to work on fixing her newest project. It was a meditation of sorts, and she always felt more clearheaded after staring at intricate mechanisms.
She was walking toward Murph’s, a bar and restaurant situated a few blocks from the river, before she’d processed her feet underneath her. It was situated far enough away from the hyper-touristy area that mostly locals visited, though it was growing more popular with the seasonal crowd as the years wore on.
When she rounded the corner, she took a deep breath. Quinn stood near the entrance, dressed in an outfit that no one had any business looking that good in. Her simple navy blazer with matching tapered pants was cut perfectly for her figure, and a white silk shirt with navy polka dots contrasted the casual suit. Her blonde hair was down, tousled perfectly and falling below her shoulders. Sawyer had always loved her hair—shiny and magnetic, just like Quinn.
She’d need a drink if she was going to get through tonight in one piece.
Psyching herself up, she ran her hands down her soft, gray sweater. Her fingers found purchase in the long necklace she wore, the metal smooth and soothing against her skin.
“You’re impressively on time,” Sawyer said when she reached Quinn, hoping her voice didn’t betray her.
“Being fashionably late isn’t really my thing anymore,” Quinn said with a sincere smile as she pulled open the door. “After you?”
Sawyer gave their name to the host, whom she’d met a few times before. When she checked their names off the reservation list, Sawyer spoke up. “If you have anything at the bar, we’d love that.”
Quinn shot her a confused look but didn’t say anything.
“Sure thing. A few spots just opened up.” The host grabbed two menus from her stand and led them over to the last two seats at an L-shaped bar running along the side of the room. The bartender greeted them quickly to take their drink orders.
When they situated themselves next to one another, Quinn tilted her body toward Sawyer. “Making reservations just to sit at the bar?”
Sawyer shrugged. “I like sitting at the bar. I made reservations in case it wasn’t free.”
Quinn looked contemplative. “I guess I’ve never seen you at a bar.”
And there it was, the central theme that was likely to permeate the entire night. “We knew one another for about four years before you left, so by my calculations, you’ve been gone for four times longer than we were friends.”
“We did a lot of living, though, didn’t we?” Quinn said, her eyes tracking Sawyer’s every move.
“If you count constantly tipping our kayak and trying to drown me, then sure. Let’s call that living.”
Quinn laughed but didn’t look contrite. Sawyer had always loved her unapologetic streak. “I hadn’t thought about that memory in years until last night.” She leaned her elbow on the bar and turned her body toward Sawyer. “It’s really good, seeing you. I’d hoped we’d bump into one another when I came back.”
“I’m…” She stalled, looking for the right words. “It’s good to see you too.”
“But you aren’t necessarily happy to see me?” Quinn took a sip of the water the bartender had put in front of them. “And don’t bother lying. You wear your heart on your sleeve, and even if you didn’t, I’m good at reading people.”
God, she’d never been good at lying. “I’m conflicted.” Quinn was the only person she’d never felt as passive with, for reasons she still didn’t understand as an adult. Apparently, that hadn’t changed.
“About what?”
“We weren’t on the best of terms when you left. I’m not opposed to catching up, but I’m not really sure what I have to offer you. Nothing’s changed.” And whatever you found lacking is still probably there, were the words she left unsaid.
An apologetic look flashed across Quinn’s face. “That was never about you. I hope you realize that.”
“I appreciate you saying that, but it was a long time ago.”
Quinn put her hand on top of Sawyer’s and squeezed it gently, capturing her attention. “We can reminisce about the past or talk about the present. Selfishly, I’m just really enjoying seeing you again.”
It was so easy to want to fall back into Quinn’s orbit. She exuded an energy that made Sawyer want to lean in and let herself go along for the ride. Against the odds, they’d worked well as best friends. Quinn, the popular, outgoing one. Sawyer, the practical, introverted one. When they’d met in high school freshman year, paired up on a Spanish project, their friendship had evolved naturally. Sawyer had never had a best friend before. Quinn had more friends than she knew what to do with. Somehow, they’d stuck with one another. 
But those were dichotomies for a simpler time, when the life they’d both lived was impressed upon them by outside forces like parents and schools. In the here and now, they were two people who’d taken vastly different paths in adulthood, and Sawyer needed to remember that she really didn’t know the woman sitting next to her.
Sawyer didn’t want to talk about the past, and she had enough to worry about in the future. Maybe it would be nice to get lost in learning about someone else for a few hours. “Well then, let’s start with how your life is in New York City.”
Quinn’s hazel eyes focused on her with a meaningful stare. “I’m successful, which is something I’d always wanted.”
“And that was important to you? I always felt like you kinda marched to the beat of your own drum.” To Sawyer, Quinn was the most confident person she’d ever met, and understanding she’d been striving for some measure of success all these years she was away was more than a little jarring.
It took Quinn a few seconds to respond, and she took a long sip of her gin and tonic while she mulled over the question. Sawyer was surprised at the raw honesty in Quinn’s voice when she finally answered. “When I left, things weren’t great at home. My parents had split the year before, and I watched my whole world get upended. I didn’t want to feel that way again.”
“Have you seen your mom since you’ve been back?”
Quinn bristled. “Are you in cahoots with Kelly?”
“Only so far as my bowling allegiances go,” Sawyer said, taking a sip of her drink before adding with a smile, “and she’s my best friend.”
“Touché.” Quinn lifted her drink. “I’m glad you two found one another. She was barely a teenager when I left so I’d never considered it, but it makes sense.”
“Because I have a youthful spirit?”
Quinn rolled her eyes but then said seriously, “Because, from what I can tell, you’re both grounded, amazing women.”
Sawyer’s cheeks heated with the compliment. “Kelly’s the amazing one. She makes it look so easy, but I’m in constant awe of what she’s able to do in a single day. Have you met Trevor yet?”
“I caught up with him and the girls yesterday after I hung out with Kelly. He’s great, and I’m so happy for her. It seems like she’s built a wonderful life for herself.”
“And you? What about the life you’ve built? What’s that like?” Sawyer asked, unable to keep the curiosity from her voice. She’d be lying if she hadn’t wondered about Quinn over the years. What she was doing. What she’d made of herself. Where she’d ended up.
“I’m… conventionally successful,” Quinn said after a beat. “I moved to the city and ended up in real estate.”
“Do you like it?”
“I like things about it, so generally, yes. I feel fortunate to have fallen into a career path so young.”
Sawyer leaned against the bar and mirrored Quinn’s position. There were so many questions she never thought she’d get an answer to, all just waiting for her to ask them. “What do you like about it?”
“I like working with people.” Sawyer made a face that attracted Quinn’s focus. “Not you?”
“I like antiques.”
“You run the family store, right?”
“I do. I’ve worked there full-time since I graduated high school.” She tried not to feel embarrassed by saying that. She hadn’t gone to college or even struck out on other career paths. She’d liked the family business, and she wanted to make a go of it. What she hadn’t expected was for her grandmother to leave the store to her brother, making Sawyer the collateral damage to his less-than-stellar ability to plan.
“I’m sure you’re great at it.” Even when it wasn’t deserved, Quinn had always believed in her. That had meant something to Sawyer once upon a time, and she felt the backward pull into nostalgia that came from basking in Quinn’s focused glow.
When the bartender came over to take their order, they finally picked up their menus. “We’ll need a few minutes,” Quinn said before turning her attention back to Sawyer. “So, what’s good here?”
Sawyer tried not to get lost in staring at Quinn for too long. Calling her pretty the other day had been an understatement. She dropped her focus back to the menu and scanned it, though she already knew what she was ordering. “Everything.”
 



 
CHAPTER SEVEN
 
 
 “WHY DOES AN Irish bar serve Italian food?” Quinn asked.
They were walking along the promenade near the water, and she didn’t want the night to end. Once her nerves had settled, which hadn’t been a problem in decades, conversation had flowed between them. They’d stuck to safe topics mostly. Ideas and current events and how Kingsford had changed since she’d lived here. She’d ask almost anything to hear the soft, lilting sound of Sawyer’s voice as she patiently answered questions.
“The Irish bar owner and an Italian chef became friends. I think their kids like one another. It’s sweet to watch them try to fumble behind one another at the bar and not touch.” Sawyer still saw far more than she let on, evidenced by the smallest details she’d drop into conversations, maybe without even realizing it.
Quinn slowed her walk and looked toward Sawyer. “Who? I didn’t see them.”
“Bianca, the tall waitress with the dark hair, and Maeve, the shorter blonde with all the ear piercings.”
“That’s sweet,” was all Quinn managed, hoping her face concealed the little flip she felt in her stomach. Young love had always been a complicated topic for her.
“It is. I don’t know if they know it yet, so I’ll never ask either one of them.” Sawyer sighed almost wistfully. “Plus,” she added with a laugh, “they both give me free bread, so I’m not rocking that boat any time soon.”
It was just dark enough that the streetlamps began to flick on along the promenade as they walked, like the world was unrolling right in front of them. Quinn took in the sight for a few seconds before responding. “Everything seems a lot more obvious when you’re on the outside of it.”
“That it does,” Sawyer agreed. They continued to walk along the river. People were still enjoying the unseasonably warm May night, and a boat horn sounded somewhere in the distance.
“And what about you?” Quinn kept walking as she spoke.
“What about me?”
Quinn clarified her question, one that she’d wanted to ask more than a few times already. Under the darkness of nightfall, in between the light from the lamps above, it somehow felt safer to say the words out loud. “Anyone in your life?”
Sawyer fumbled over her words, which was unfairly adorable. She’d always been shy talking about anything remotely romantic. “No. I’m not seeing anyone. There hasn’t been anything I would qualify as serious in a few years now. How about you? Do you have a fancy partner to match your fancy life?”
Sawyer’s words weren’t imbued with judgement, but Quinn felt their sting anyway. “Nope. I tend to fly solo.”
When Sawyer stopped, so did Quinn. Turning toward her, Sawyer gave her an inscrutable look as she searched Quinn’s face. “That surprises me.”
Quinn lifted a brow and tried to read Sawyer’s usually expressive eyes, though she failed. “Why?”
“I mean… it does and it doesn’t. You were always independent, but there was never any shortage of people clamoring for your attention.”
They moved over to the edge of the promenade, and Quinn leaned against the wooden railing. “Being wanted and wanting someone back aren’t the same thing.”
Sawyer took a few seconds to really consider Quinn’s words. A sadness settled over her expression when she said, “I guess that’s true.”
It seemed like Sawyer’s last relationship had messed her up. “You said there hadn’t been anyone in a few years. What happened, if you don’t mind me asking?”
The despondent look on Sawyer’s face made it clear she’d rather talk about anything else. “We just grew apart, I guess.”
Quinn frowned, trying to find the right thing to say, which wasn’t usually so difficult for her. “It’s disappointing when that happens.”
Sawyer shrugged like it wasn’t that big of a deal. The hurt in her eyes said otherwise. “Things change. I don’t always like it, but I’ve had enough practice at this point.”
“I know it sounds like a platitude, but really, it’s their loss.” Quinn rested her hand on Sawyer’s forearm, warm against her skin. “You deserve someone who’s good enough for you. You always have.”
“I think unfortunately it’s a matter of me not being good enough for them,” Sawyer admitted.
Quinn’s fingers unconsciously pushed harder into Sawyer’s soft skin, willing her to understand. “They’re wrong. Trust me, I can see this situation clearly because I’m on the outside of it. Your ex is an idiot.”
“It was years ago now, but I was really enamored with Dani.”
“Well, now I have a name, so I can say that, officially, Danny is an idiot.”
“She was anything but an idiot…”
Quinn tamped down on her surprise and all the complicated feelings this kicked up inside of her. Realizing that Sawyer was interested in women was not what the conversation was about, even if Quinn desperately wanted to ask more. Instead, she waited for Sawyer to continue, knowing she would if given the time and space to form her thoughts.
After a few seconds in which Quinn could almost see the gears moving in Sawyer’s mind, she started to speak. “She was exciting and fun. I couldn’t believe she was interested in me, but I should have kept my guard up better.” Sawyer smiled sadly and ran her hand through her curls. “Or not let myself get so serious thinking about a future with her.”
Quinn shook her head forcefully. “You can’t grow with someone unless you let yourself be vulnerable.” Not that she ever took her own advice.
“Sometimes you just want something to be true, and you ignore all the other signs.”
“And sometimes people only show you what they want you to see because it makes them feel better about themselves.”
“I don’t think she meant any ill will. Her delivery of my shortcomings at the end could have been a little softer, but she’s not wrong.”
“Trust me, she’s wrong,” Quinn said seriously. The idea of someone telling Sawyer she was “less than” made her want to combust.
“You can’t possibly know that. You haven’t seen me in seventeen years.”
She wouldn’t stand for letting Sawyer think this way. Stepping into her space, she lifted Sawyer’s chin with her finger so she was forced to look at her. “I knew you were kind then because you always helped other kids with their homework after you breezed through yours. I know it now because Ella and Luna adore you.” Quinn was transfixed by the open, sincere stare Sawyer was leveling in her direction. She couldn’t help but continue. There were so many things she should have said to Sawyer all those years ago. She couldn’t go back, but she could be more honest now. “I knew you were generous then because you’d always share your lunch with me when I didn’t have one. I know it now because I saw the tip you left for the bartender. And...” 
Sawyer went to say something, probably to try and stop Quinn as a blush fanned across her cheeks, but Quinn ghosted her knuckles along Sawyer’s jaw before toying with a dark, loose curl that rested on her shoulder. “You were always pretty, but you wouldn’t have believed me if I’d told you then. Now you’re gorgeous and all grown up, but I doubt you’ll believe me about that either.”
“Oh god,” Sawyer said with an embarrassed laugh. “You’re giving Kelly a run for her money on my favorite McKinley sister right now.”
Quinn took a quick inhale, surprised at everything she’d just admitted but happier for having said it. “Like I said, Dani is an idiot. And anyone who’d let you go is an idiot.” She gave Sawyer’s curl the same light spring she’d seen Ella do at the bowling alley and took a small step back.
“That was all just…” Sawyer let out a long breath and smiled. Quinn relished the heat coming off Sawyer’s skin. “Those were very nice things I’m not used to hearing about myself. And they mean a lot coming from you.”
“All I’m doing is telling the truth.” Quinn ran her hand down Sawyer’s arm, ignoring the little sparks of awareness flickering across her skin. Finding out Sawyer was interested in women was… something. Doing something about it was another thing entirely.
“Well, that was a torturous walk down my memory lane. Since we’re putting it all out there, are you going to see your mom while you’re in town?”
Quinn’s nostrils flared. Was she not entitled to one nice moment without the bad things from her past careening into it? “Seriously, did Kelly put you up to this?”
“Absolutely not,” Sawyer said quickly. “She has nothing to do with this. While I know that you two seeing one another would make Kelly happy, I’m asking for you.”
Insecurity soaked her words. “I haven’t made up my mind.” 
“And that’s okay.” Sawyer leaned forward and wrapped her arms around Quinn, enveloping her in an unexpected hug. And then she spoke softly in Quinn’s ear, holding her close in a way that was so foreign yet familiar, like she’d done so many times when they were younger. “I know that time in your life was difficult. I know that your mom disappointed you. I’m not telling you what to do, only letting you know that I’m here for you if you need a friend.”
When Sawyer moved to step back, Quinn kept her arms around her, keeping her close. “Can we do this for just a little longer, maybe?” she asked, her face buried into Sawyer’s neck.
Wrapping her arms together around Quinn, Sawyer whispered softly, “Sure we can.”
Sawyer was the only person she had always felt safe with, no matter what in her life was going on. Given her reticence to let go, apparently that hadn’t changed. What did that mean? A whole hell of a lot of trouble at the very least. She became aware of the light breath from Sawyer’s lips on her cheek, how good it felt to be wrapped up in her arms, like Quinn could fall apart and she’d have a safe place to land.
Did Sawyer feel it too? She didn’t have to think about the question for much longer when Sawyer let out a small sigh and smiled against Quinn’s cheek. “The lighthouse just came on. You always loved watching the lighthouse.”
Turning, Sawyer slid her hand down Quinn’s arm and removed herself from the hug, though she kept their arms linked as they faced the water.
“Some things never change,” Quinn said, her voice thick.
She turned then, meeting Sawyer’s slightly lopsided smile. “And some things do.”
Quinn whispered quietly to herself, her words drowned out by the soft sounds of the Hudson. “I hope not this.”
Quinn had been wrong. She thought she’d wanted to see the lighthouse because it reminded her of safety, a place where she had the space to exist and pretend for a few minutes that her life wasn’t falling apart around her. Realizing the truth was much harder to grapple with. It wasn’t this place; it was who had always been standing next to her.
 
***
 
 Emotional meltdowns weren’t really Quinn’s thing. She planned her life purposefully, avoiding distractions that weren’t work-related. And it worked… until it didn’t. In thirty minutes, she was meeting up with Kelly, her mom, and the girls at a park near the river. She didn’t know how to feel about it.
After her conversation with Sawyer, she’d decided to bite the bullet. Sawyer had a way of guiding her to a decision without being pushy about it. And, realistically, no good would come from prolonging the inevitable. 
It felt like now that she’d come back, her emotions and the complications associated with them were increasing exponentially. She was mad at her mom for how she’d fallen apart all those years ago when her dad had left them. And she was sad that she had been robbed of a childhood. And then, layered on top of it all, was the fact that she didn’t know how she’d respond to her mom once she saw her.
Seeing someone she’d held such animosity toward for so long was new to her. How could she predict how she’d feel once it happened? She hated it when people shared how they’d react to something without having actually experienced it. A person could hope, but the reality of the situation was usually far different than it was in one’s imagination.
“I don’t have time to lose my mind over this,” Quinn said to herself in the mirror. She pushed her wavy blonde hair behind one ear and put in one small diamond earring before switching sides to do the other. Running her tongue along her teeth to clear any rogue lipstick, she gave herself one last appraising glance. “Let’s do this.”
It was about a ten-minute walk to the park. Church bells signaled a new hour as she rounded the corner to Kingsford Community Park, situated one block back from the river. To say it had been updated since she’d last lived here would be an understatement. When she was a kid, there had been a jungle gym and monkey bars, along with a few picnic tables situated around the edges of the play area.
Now, it boasted a large pirate ship with a small climbing area, two slides, and fake cannons running along the sides that looked like they could be shifted back and forth.
Kelly stepped up next to Quinn and put her hand up to block the morning sun. “What a time to be alive—at least if you’re five.”
Quinn nodded in agreement. “Truly.”
“I’m really glad you decided to do this,” Kelly said sincerely.
“I talked to Sawyer about it last night.”
Kelly cocked her head to the side. “She’s weirdly convincing for being so unassuming, right?”
Quinn laughed. “I’m glad I’m not the only one she has that effect on. She didn’t even tell me what to do. All she did was ask what I was doing and then give me a hug.”
Kelly looked at her curiously, like she was studying Quinn, before her face split into a smile. “Oh, you don’t know the half of it. I’m pretty sure she could convince Ella and Luna to mutiny against me if she felt so inclined.”
That earned a laugh from Quinn in spite of the nervousness racing through her. “I’m sure she’s a good captain in a storm.”
Kelly cocked her head toward Quinn and smiled. “Are we doing boating puns because of the pirate ship?”
“Arrr we?”
“I forgot that you can be funny,” Kelly said, knocking their shoulders together.
“I wasn’t that funny before I left. I was mostly an angsty teenager.”
Kelly shook her head. The look she gave Quinn punched at her heart. “You weren’t. You were always there, willing to cook me dinner or help me with my homework. You made sad things fun, and you always made me laugh.”
Quinn didn’t quite remember it that way, but she liked Kelly’s version better. “How are things between you and Mom?”
Kelly pointed over to the play area where a woman, unmistakably Quinn’s mother, just seventeen years older than she remembered, pushed the girls on swings. “She absolutely adores the girls. When you left, she finally got serious about getting better. I don’t think she realized how bad things had gotten until you were gone.” Kelly looked at her pointedly and added, “How much you’d been doing to hold things together.”
“I’m glad to hear she’s doing better now.” There were too many days where her mother wouldn’t—or couldn’t, she now understood with the passing of time—get out of bed. Too many days where Quinn had opened the fridge to find it empty. Missed appointments. Even a time when the electricity had been cut off because her mom hadn’t paid the bill.
“I’m going to grab the girls and take them on the pirate ship so you two have some time to talk. Is that okay?”
“Sure,” Quinn said, hiding the crack in her voice by clearing her throat.
She followed Kelly across the rubber chips underneath the monkey bars and then through the well-maintained grass to where the row of swings was set off to the side.
“Girls,” Kelly said, gesturing toward Ella and Luna. “Let’s go play on the ship for a little.”
They hopped down from their swings, and Ella skipped up to them. She put her hands on her hips and squinted into the sun. “Hiya, Quinn. You comin’ to lunch after?”
Quinn, like a deer in the headlights, looked toward Kelly, who stepped in. “We’ll see, sweetie, but it was nice of you to make sure she was invited.” It took a few more seconds of wrangling for Kelly to walk away with the girls, who now ran excitedly in front of her toward the ship.
Time was a strange thing, memory an even stranger one. She’d made it a point when she left for New York City to put the past behind her. To forgive, but also to forget. Over the years, she’d done a better job than she’d expected, but in an instant, standing in front of her mom, so many memories—good and bad—came flooding back.
Jane McKinley had the same blonde hair Quinn and her sister had, with a few gray streaks running through it that added maturity. She was prettier than Quinn remembered, but then again, near the end, it was a struggle to get her mom to shower, let alone look presentable. Now, at sixty, she looked fifty at most. 
It was her mom’s smile that pushed Quinn’s emotions into making a decision about how she felt, a genuine happiness in her mother’s face she never thought she’d see again. In that moment, it made Quinn happier than anything. She’d never wanted her mom to suffer, only to get better. But Quinn had understood, even at eighteen, that burning herself to keep her mother warm wasn’t the long-term solution.
Her mom’s hands were clasped in front of her. “Hi, Quinn. It’s good to see you. It’s been a long time.” She could tell her mom was already on the verge of tears.
She smiled in response, her voice thick when she said, “It’s good to see you too.”
“I wasn’t sure if you’d feel that way.”
“To be honest, I wasn’t sure how I’d feel until I saw you.”
Her mom stepped forward but kept her hands clasped together. “Would it be okay if I gave you a hug? I understand if the answer is no.”
Quinn nodded, and for the second time in twenty-four hours, she found herself wrapped up by someone she never thought she’d see again. Her mom still smelled like lilacs. She wasn’t expecting that to be the thing that broke her, but the fragrance made her remember sitting on her mom’s lap in front of her vanity, watching her get ready in the mornings. Before things had gotten bad.
Her mom let out a sniffle as she pulled one of her hands up to wipe away her tears. “I’m just so happy to see you again, Quinn. I’m so sorry for everything.” After she took a few deep breaths, she leaned back to look Quinn in the eyes. “Not today, but if you ever want, I’d like to talk to you about what happened. I’d like to do my best to explain things. Not excuse them, just say all the things I should have said a long time ago.”
Quinn wiped a tear away from her own face and nodded. “Sure. We can do that.”
“And I want to hear all about your life in New York City.”
Another nod was all she could manage in response.
“Do you want to come to lunch with us? I’m sure the girls would love to spend some time with you.”
For the first time in memory, she thought about calling Belinda to cancel her evening showings. She wavered, but a nice visit wasn’t going to change the habits she’d built up over the last few decades. And regardless of how well things were going with her return to Kingston, this place was no longer her home. “I would love to, but I need to get back to the city. I have a few showings tonight that I can’t rearrange.”
Her mom nodded in understanding. “I’d love to see you again. Will you be back in town?”
“I will be. I’m working on a deal for a client in the area.” 
“Let me know. Whatever you want to do, whenever you want to do it.”
“I need to head out in a few minutes,” Quinn said after she pulled out her phone to check the time, gathering a few necessary seconds to compose herself. “Do you want to head over so I can say bye to Kelly and the girls?”
As they walked over to the pirate ship, Quinn could feel her mom’s eyes on her. There was a point where she worried that she’d trip, given her unwillingness to pull her stare away. Quinn wasn’t going to disappear again.
Nothing was fixed, exactly, but Quinn had done something she was proud of by ripping the Band-Aid off on a reunion that had been a long time coming. Maybe she’d realize that too much time had passed and there was no going back to feeling like they were a family, but it felt good to see possibility where a closed door had once been.
After she said goodbye to everyone, which took longer than expected with the second hug her mom gave her, she got in her car to make the drive back to the city. With her uncertainty over their reunion put to rest, her thoughts drifted while she drove down 87, already comfortable with the route. She whistled along to a song on the radio while she thought about last night—and, not for the first time in her life, just how pretty Sawyer Kent had looked in the moonlight.



 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 
 
 ON WEDNESDAY MORNING, Sawyer waited inside Kent Antiques, checking her phone every few minutes. The kids’ bowling league she managed with Kelly was set to start in twenty minutes, and Shane still hadn’t shown up. Besides Sundays, her day off, she never asked him to cover the shop. She was always there, always willing to push her life around to make sure she was available for prospective customers.
By ten ‘til eleven, he still hadn’t arrived. It was then that Quinn’s voice floated through her mind, repeating all the nice things she’d said about Sawyer on Saturday night, things that made her smile indulgently as confidence flowed through her.
She wanted to be all those things that Quinn seemed to see in her. And she couldn’t do that if she was always waiting around for Shane to be able to live her life.
After she turned off the showroom lights, she headed to the front door and flipped the sign. As she was about to turn the handle, Shane appeared on the other side of the glass door, hair disheveled.
Sawyer stepped through the door before he entered. “Late night?”
He nodded, bleary-eyed. When she made it to the sidewalk, his head jerked around like he’d remembered something. “Have you given any more thought to what I asked?”
“About what?” He could have asked about any number of things, from coming in early to staying late to doing the invoicing. In fact, there were a million things that the “master of leveraging other people” had asked in the past week alone.
“Co-ownership of the store.”
She bristled, having just done the invoicing last night. “You mean the store that is barely breaking even?”
Shane grinned broadly. “We’d be a good team.”
Sawyer crossed her hands over her chest. “Why now?”
Undeterred, he continued to smile. “Like I said, I know how hard you’ve been working. I want to acknowledge that.”
Something still wasn’t sitting right with her. Shane had rarely, if ever, done an altruistic thing, but she was running late to meet Kelly and didn’t have time to push him on it. “We can talk about it later. I need to get to the bowling league.”
“You’re coming back today, right?”
She’d turned away so he didn’t see her roll her eyes and said, “Sure,” as she headed down the block.
Next weekend, the town would come to life with the Kingsford Jazz Festival that happened over Memorial Day each year, officially kicking off the summer season. The store would be open for as long as there were customers who wanted to shop, and Sawyer was already dreading the long hours.
But she’d take this last week and enjoy it while she could. It was a warm late morning, and she’d taken off her jacket already as she picked up the pace to get to the bowling alley. When she pulled open the double doors, about twenty kids were already seated around four of the bowling lanes, but Sawyer could see the tension mounting as the bolder ten-year-olds began to crawl on the furniture and poke curiously at the things around them.
Kelly, clipboard in hand, was assigning them to lanes. She focused her attention on one of the kids, pointing her pencil at him. “Michael, do not put your hand in the ball return. It will not end well, and you will not be happy.”
He gave her a sheepish grin and extracted his hand. “Sorry.”
When she noticed Sawyer, she smiled gratefully. “Okay, kids. Please head to your assigned lanes.” The kids stood up with varying degrees of speed and coordination, rearranging themselves across the lanes.
This was the start of the bowling league, with school having ended the Friday before. Sawyer saw a few familiar faces for this age group, but the interest had doubled in size over the last year.
Trevor, with his shaggy beard and tattooed sleeves, came out of the office behind the shoe counter and walked over to the group. Sawyer was mostly there for supervision, though she could provide one-on-one instruction if one of the kids was struggling. Trevor looked menacing until he smiled and clapped his hands together excitedly. “All right, future pro bowlers. Some of you have met me before. I’m Trevor, and I’ll walk you through some of the basics of bowling along with a few safety tips.”
“Trevor!” one of the kids yelled while he fist-pumped into the air. Trevor had a very well-deserved fan club.
He walked over to the kid and gave him a high-five. “Hey, Drake. Good to see you back this year.” Moving back in front of the kids, he leaned conspiratorially forward. “Now, we tell your parents this is a league since they seem to like that, but these two hours can be whatever you want them to be.”
A few kids looked around at one another expectantly, trying to see if it was a trick. They’d just spent an entire year in school, being told what to do and when to do it. Sawyer had thrived in the structure, but she knew that wasn’t the case for a lot of kids.
“If you want to play and throw the ball down the lane, that’s cool. If you’d like to learn some extra tips to improve your form, we can help with that.” He shot Kelly a sweet smile that made Sawyer melt a little at the strength of their connection. “We want you guys to have fun, be active, and maybe make some friends.”
“That’s it?” a boy with floppy brown hair asked suspiciously. “Just have fun?”
Trevor shrugged. “Only if you want to.”
While Trevor kept the kids focused on him, Sawyer moved over to where Kelly had sat down in an area running behind the lane lounges. “You two make it look so easy.”
Kelly shot her a grin. “So do you.”
Sawyer shook her head. “Not with groups like this. With Ella and Luna, maybe, but that’s only because I get to bribe them with food.” But then she laughed as she saw Trevor throwing Starbursts to the kids one by one after he confirmed they were wearing bowling shoes.
“Pavlov ain’t got nothing on him,” Kelly said before asking, “Shane running late again today?”
“What gave it away?”
“You being anything other than ten minutes early.”
“He’s… devolving. If that’s even possible.”
Kelly made a sour face. “He really needs to get his shit together.”
Sawyer had been putting off telling Kelly about the offer until she’d ruminated on it a little more. Now seemed like as good a time as ever. “He offered to buy the house from me for co-ownership of the store.”
Kelly’s head whipped around. “What? The house has to be worth way more than what half the store is worth right now.”
“I know, but where else would I get the capital to buy the business? And he’s already living there rent-free.”
“So charge him rent and keep drawing your paycheck. It seems like it’s a win-win for you.”
Sawyer picked up the pencil on Kelly’s clipboard and started absently playing with it. “Maybe.”
“Look, I know it’s uncouth to speak ill of the dead, but I honestly don’t know what your grandmother was thinking, leaving the store to him. It’s like she wanted it to be underwater within a year.”
She didn’t like what Kelly was saying, mostly because it was the truth. “I don’t get it either,” Sawyer admitted, though she hadn’t said that to anyone in her family since the will had been read thirteen months ago.
“If you do anything, you absolutely need to talk with a lawyer first. No gentlemen’s handshakes and all that business because Shane is absolutely not a gentleman.”
That made Sawyer laugh. “I will. I was actually thinking about talking to Quinn about it. Not in any legal capacity, but she is a real estate agent.” Just saying Quinn’s name made her stomach flutter uncomfortably.
“Speaking of which…” Kelly’s eyes were laser-focused on Sawyer, like she was trying to figure something out. “How was dinner?”
The flutter in her stomach turned chaotic. “It was fine. Nice to catch up.”
“You’re blushing, Sawyer Kent.”
Sawyer covered her face with her hands. “Because I’m an awkward person. It doesn’t mean anything. I blush all the time.”
“Quinn came to the park with us on Sunday.”
Dropping her hands, Sawyer met Kelly’s stare with wide eyes. “I hope it went well.”
“It was a start. I half expected Quinn to yell at Mom or something, but it was nothing like that.”
Sawyer smiled sadly, remembering Quinn at sixteen years old. “There were moments of anger, sure, but she was mostly a sad, lost kid.” It was so strange to think about the Quinn she knew then juxtaposed with the woman who’d returned to Kingsford. Last night, though, Sawyer had seen a glimmer of the Quinn from her past when she’d melted into her arms and allowed herself to be comforted, and Sawyer in return had run her hands gently along Quinn’s spine to sooth her choppy exhales.
There was a time in her life when she’d felt like Quinn’s safe harbor. And then, for reasons she still didn’t understand, Quinn had decided that wasn’t the position Sawyer should hold in her life anymore. 
Kelly choked up when she spoke. “She never let me see that side of her.”
“You were just a kid too,” Sawyer said, putting her hand on Kelly’s shoulder. “She wanted to protect you.” And I’d wanted to protect her.
“Things got better so soon after she left that I always hoped she’d come back. And she just never did.”
The weight of the loss rippled through Sawyer. A hole had been left in both of their lives when Quinn moved away. “I know. Did she make plans to visit again?”
Kelly’s frown whipped upward into a smirk at the same time she raised an eyebrow. “I figured you’d know that as likely as I would.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about, and no, she didn’t tell me if she’s coming back.” And Sawyer wasn’t going to ask. Nothing scared a wounded animal more than trying to put it in a cage.
“We made plans for next weekend. I think we’re going to go to the jazz festival together.”
Unexpected disappointment soaked into her voice that Quinn hadn’t mentioned she’d be in town. “Good luck finding a hotel room.”
“She said she already had a place,” Kelly said, her tone full of implication.
Sawyer held her hands up. “Not with me.”
“Well, I’m sure she’ll text you. You’ve been about the only constant besides visiting us since she’s been back.”
“She had dinner with Shane,” Sawyer pointed out.
“Maybe to apologize for running off all those years ago. Just because he’s a dumbass doesn’t mean she isn’t trying to make amends for things from her past.”
Sawyer considered the idea. “Maybe. But I’m not going to let hanging out with someone a few times make me feel like I know them or what they want.” Scanning the room, Sawyer saw a little girl, smaller than the rest of the kids, struggling to get her form right. “I’m going to go help Trevor out. Seems like we’ve got an eager but inexperienced bunch this year.”
Kelly nodded, seeming to know that Sawyer didn’t want to talk about this anymore. Her ability to drop a subject when Sawyer wanted it dropped was one of the things she most appreciated about her friend.
Maybe she’d see Quinn next week, and maybe she wouldn’t. One night where she felt like they’d captured some of the closeness of their past friendship wasn’t going to change anything. Her life would continue moving forward, just like it always had.
 
***
 
 In the week leading up to the official start of the jazz festival, the town swelled in size with an influx of tourists. By Friday morning on the first day, Sawyer knew they’d be busy at the store from open to close. She was already bracing herself for the relentless haggling she’d be forced to endure.
It was becoming apparent, and more pronounced as they got busier, that Shane was only good at closing sales because he really did let the customers pick their own prices. Noticing it wouldn’t have been obvious, but since Sawyer had sourced the majority of the pieces, she knew exactly what they’d paid for them.
Would they make it through the summer at this pace? 
She shook the anxiety-inducing thought away and finished tying her running shoes. It was early, just after eight a.m., and a run seemed like the best way to clear her head before the start of another hectic day. Fixing up her mechanical antiques would have been the preferred way, but she’d be lost in her own world and resentful toward herself when she had to hang up her magnifying goggles and head into the shop. At least this way, she’d be happier to do anything else, including work, by the time she was done.
A creature of habit, she always ran the same loop. First, she’d head away from the water, up to where the houses thinned out near the highway coming into town. Once she hit that, she’d turn right and run along the last block of houses. At the end of that one-mile stretch, she’d turn right again to head back toward the water and pass by her grandmother’s house and the bowling alley. She always ended with a run along the promenade, guaranteed a breeze and a beautiful view to cool herself down.
Her muscles were tight for the first two miles, but by the time she neared her grandparents’ house—it would be hard to ever think of it as anything else—she’d hit her stride. Her breathing had evened out as she reached the block the house was situated on, right next to where the residential area ended and the commercial businesses began.
She glanced toward the house, her run slowing to a jog and then to a dead stop. Shane’s Jeep was in the driveway, another car parked behind it. A sleek Tesla, which she doubted belonged to anyone else except Quinn McKinley. And, if she was being honest with herself, she knew for a fact it was Quinn’s, since at dinner she’d mentioned there only being one charging station in town.
When Quinn had told Kelly she’d found a place to stay, apparently she hadn’t meant a hotel or a bed-and-breakfast. It took Sawyer by surprise how the heat flooded through her veins. Hot and itchy, it felt like someone had shoved sand down her throat and forced her to swallow.
She was frustrated at Quinn for having anything to do with her brother, but more than anything, she was frustrated with herself. Quinn hadn’t wanted her then, and she didn’t want her now. Maybe as friends, but even knowing that Quinn was spending time with Shane for any reason made Sawyer want to gag. She wondered if sand would come up if she did.
Instead of torturing herself, standing there and thinking about what was going on inside the house, she forced herself to move, putting one foot in front of the other. It didn’t help her righteous anger much, but by the time she hit the promenade, she was focused on her breathing again, on how she inhaled and then exhaled and then did it all again infinitely.
It felt like she could fix anything in the world except herself. 
When she was about a quarter of a mile from her house, she slowed down and began to walk next to the water. The promenade would usually be deserted at this time of day, but with the festival, people were already out getting coffee or setting up tables to sell their art pieces during the day.
The festival took place in a large, grassy park a few blocks from the promenade, but most businesses in town worked to lure tourists to them. The city had created maps this year. Sawyer had submitted the forms to have Kent Antiques included, which was having a noticeable impact on their foot traffic.
She’d almost moved past her irrational anger at what she’d seen at her grandparents’ house when a voice called to her from the other side of the promenade. 
“Sawyer?”
Looking up, she was met by the stare of a sun-kissed brunette with a smile that had always made her go a little weak in the knees.
Dani.
Walking over, Dani looked flawless in a sundress, her hair done in an ornate braid that wrapped around her head. “I wondered if I’d run into you,” she said good-naturedly, like they’d left things in any sort of good place years ago.
But Sawyer was never one to cause a scene. She wiped her sweaty hair away from her face and smiled. “Still here. Are you in town for Jazz Fest?”
Dani nodded. “I am. A few friends are in town, and I’m meeting with two galleries about some new pieces I’m working on.”
“Sounds like the life of a professional artist isn’t as bleak as they make it sound,” Sawyer said, working to keep things light. Beads of sweat had begun to drip down her back, and she desperately wished she could run away.
“Things went well in New York City. A few new doors opened, which led to a few more.” Well, at least Dani was less self-congratulatory than the last time they’d known one another.
“That’s great to hear.” All Sawyer could think about was shedding her clothes as soon as possible and hopping in the shower.
Dani gave her an appraising glance. “You look good.” She had always been direct. It was one of the things that both terrified Sawyer and attracted her to Dani at the same time. “How have you been?”
Sawyer lied through her teeth. “I’ve been good.”
“I’m glad to hear it,” Dani said sincerely, like she hadn’t ripped out Sawyer’s still beating heart and stomped it into mush.
Knowing the longer she waited the shorter her shower would be, Sawyer looked down at her watch. “I’m running late as it is, so I’ve gotta get going. It was good to see you though,” she said, already jogging away.
Sawyer gave a halfhearted wave as she ran diagonally across the promenade and onto the path leading up to the streets. She didn’t stop running until she hit the back of her block to go through the back entrance to her house.
On the way, she thought about the last things that Dani had said to her when she’d broken up with Sawyer. That she lacked spontaneity. Lacked passion. That she was content to watch the world pass her by instead of taking chances.
Leaning against her door, she let out a frustrated groan, remembering the pain she’d felt almost as acutely as when it had happened the first time. God, could this day get any worse?
 



 
CHAPTER NINE
 
 
 QUINN’S DAY COULD not be going any worse. It was barely ten a.m. on a Friday, and she was already waist-deep in work problems to solve. Usually, that got her excited. Today, all it did was make her tired.
She had Belinda on speakerphone as she paced back and forth across one of the last hotel rooms that had been available in Kingsford when she’d booked a few weeks ago. It was expensive and cramped and made her feel more than a little like a caged animal.
The inspection on one of her current pending sales had come back with some issues, and her buyer had cold feet. Not the end of the world, but they were flying out of the country on business today.
“Where are things at with Dana Dreyer?” she asked when she turned around to move closer to the phone.
“I checked in with her assistant this morning. Dana’s flying to the UK in an hour, but she’ll be back on Tuesday.”
Quinn clenched her teeth, happy Belinda couldn’t see her. “This is the house for her, I know it.”
“She didn’t seem keen on it not being move-in ready.”
That made Quinn pinch the bridge of her nose. “I understand that. I’m going to give her a call, but I’d like for us to have a few solutions to present. At minimum, sellers should give us a credit at closing. Can you work that into the amended contract?”
“Sure.”
“Are there any other offers?”
She could sense Belinda was scanning through the details on her iPad before answering. “Not that I’ve heard about or that the seller’s agent has brought to us.”
Quinn nodded into the empty room. “Great. That means we have bargaining power. If I’m remembering correctly, the sellers need the equity in this home to close on a new house. It’s in their best interest to work with us to make this happen. The only issue is the electrical, right?”
Another pause. “Yes. Everything else is good to go.”
“Perfect,” Quinn said, the idea coming together in her mind. “Call Sal. Tell him I’m calling in my favor. Put the seller’s agent in contact with him immediately.” She paused to wait for Belinda to jot the notes down. “After that, draft a second contract. This one waives the credit since the issues will be fixed. Don’t send it to them until after they’ve seen the first contract I mentioned. They’ll see the lower price differential if they simply do the work themselves and think they’re making out like bandits.” She smiled, envisioning it playing out like she knew it would. “Dana Dreyer will get her move-in ready house, and the sellers will be saving money.”
“Just that easy?” Belinda said with a laugh.
Quinn smiled. “If we do it right.”
“Perfect. Kristen also wanted me to check in on Clark Gleeson’s sale.”
“It’s taking longer than expected, but I still anticipate we’ll close the deal,” she said confidently, though it was all for show.
Shane had already had two weeks to think about her first offer, which was what he’d said he needed. She’d expected to come into town this weekend with a definitive path forward. Instead, she was stuck in a holding pattern.
This morning, when she’d stopped by to discuss it with him, he’d been dragging his feet. He wanted at least two more weeks. He wasn’t trying to change it or ask for more money, just take some more time.
Instead of having a conversation about what it would take to make him sell, he’d wanted to have morning coffee and pester Quinn about whether she remembered the good old days again.
“Do we need to draft up a new offer?”
“Not yet,” Quinn said, distracted by the noise of a group of people walking below her room’s window. Literally nothing about Shane Kent, even in a professional capacity, could hold Quinn’s attention.
Belinda’s voice centered her back on the conversation. “That makes my job easy.”
“You only make it look easy because you’re the best, Belinda.”
After a second, Belinda responded. “Thank you, Quinn. How are things going in Kingsford?” With her weekends taken up by travel, she’d been in the office less over the past few weeks to keep up with showing requests.
“They’re going. It’s been…” She struggled to find the right words. “It’s been a new experience, and I haven’t had one of those in a while.”
“Good. Make sure you have some fun while you’re there.”
Quinn rolled her eyes good-naturedly. “I’ll try.”
 
***
 
 In the real estate business, the idea of “quitting time” didn’t exist, but as Quinn shut her laptop at six p.m., the sounds from the street below her were too much to fight. She’d smoothed things over with Dana Dreyer on a quick call before she’d boarded her flight to Europe, confident she’d have good news on Tuesday when she returned from her trip. Sal, dependable and ornery as ever, was heading over to the Brooklyn home to start working on the electrical tomorrow.
Everything was going exactly like she’d planned in spite of the speed bumps. Why then didn’t she feel more excited?
After close to twenty years in real estate, thirteen of them as an agent, there was a time when she’d thought the high would never fade. She’d been pushing the discomfort of the fading high out of her mind more and more lately.
Instead of dwelling on it or trying to make another run at Shane to push things forward with the house, she decided to make the most of her unexpectedly free weekend.
She pulled out her phone and called Kelly.
“Hey, Quinn. What’s up?” Kelly sounded like she was moving around, Ella and Luna squealing in the background.
“I was just seeing what you were up to tonight.”
“Currently, I’m trying to encourage two very independent children to put on clothing.”
“That sounds… wild.”
Kelly laughed. “Trust me, it is. I know we have plans to visit the festival tomorrow together, but we’re going to see the fireworks tonight. I would have invited you, but I didn’t know what time you were getting in this weekend. Do you want to come?”
Quinn was surprised when she didn’t hesitate. “That sounds fun.”
“Perfect. Sawyer’s meeting us there. Do you wanna grab her on your way?”
Sawyer. She’d missed her over the last two weeks, more than she cared to admit. It felt so easy to slip back into wanting. For Sawyer to be close. To know she was by her side. “Sure, I can swing by.”
“Great. The store closed at six, but you can just head through the block behind the store and knock on the door to her house. We’re not meeting until seven thirty.”
Quinn liked that answer since it meant she got to see Sawyer within the hour, so she didn’t spend too much time parsing out whether it was a good idea or not to show up unannounced. “Will do.”
She hung up with Kelly and hopped in the shower, moving quickly to have as much time as possible to get ready. She wasn’t exactly trying, but she also wasn’t… not trying. It was complicated, even to herself. So Sawyer liked women. And Sawyer could make all of Quinn’s fears and doubts melt with a hug. And Sawyer had only grown more beautiful since they were younger.
Someone could accuse Quinn of being a lot of things. Reckless wasn’t one of them. She’d known since their dinner a few weeks ago that she was interested in Sawyer for far more than friendship, which wasn’t fair to her. 
So, like she told herself for the tenth time, she’d stop by, say hello, and then walk with Sawyer to a very public park where fireworks would be set off at dusk.
But that didn’t stop Quinn from keeping her hand extra steady as she applied her mascara and lipstick. Sawyer had never cared how Quinn looked. She’d never cared how popular Quinn was in high school. Nothing about the person everyone else expected Quinn to be had ever mattered to Sawyer.
They had a chance to start over, even if it was just as friends, which was more than Quinn thought she’d ever get.
At seven, she made the quick walk over to Kent Antiques. She hadn’t been there since coming back to town, thankful she hadn’t needed to involve Sawyer in any of her dealings with Shane.
Instead of heading to the main entrance, she turned right and walked to the first side street, which created a small alley behind the buildings. The lots were deep, with many of the stores much larger than the antiques shop. She couldn’t pretend that curiosity wasn’t getting the better of her.
The building behind the store, which was previously a workshop, now seemed to be where Sawyer lived. This was honestly not an unexpected thing to find out about her. She’d always loved spending days there with her grandfather, refurbishing antiques.
Part of Quinn felt wrong for dropping by uninvited, but as she unlatched the gate onto the property, it was too late to turn back. At least that’s what she told herself. She stepped up to the unit, the wooden exterior painted a bright blue with white on the window trim and shutters.
After she knocked, it took a painfully long time for the door to open. Long enough for Quinn to wonder again if this had been a bad idea. In spite of how many times she thought about it, she didn’t walk away.
“Hi,” Sawyer said as she opened the door, but her face dimmed when she saw Quinn in front of her. “Oh, I thought you were Kelly.”
Sawyer’s hair was down, freshly showered, with her loose curls flowing wildly around her face. Her short-sleeved button-down was adorned with tiny sharks, navy against the lighter blue cotton. The shirt, while great in itself, only highlighted the different hues of blue in Sawyer’s eyes.
“She invited me to watch the fireworks and asked if I wanted to swing by and grab you.”
Sawyer’s hand flexed against the door. “Good to know.”
“I’m sorry. I should have let you know I was coming over. I can just meet up with you guys at the fireworks.” Quinn moved to leave, heat flooding her cheeks, when Sawyer called her back.
“Sorry,” Sawyer said, her voice soft. “It’s been a long day.” She gestured into the house. “I just need a few minutes to get ready. Do you want to come in?”
Quinn had been here a few times over the years, before Sawyer’s grandfather had died. Back then, it was a nondescript wooden building, a single large room inside that was filled with all the antiques that needed to be refurbished before hitting the showroom floor.
The home she stepped into couldn’t have been more different. It was exactly what she’d expected from Sawyer, in the best possible way. Homey and well-decorated, there was a thoughtfulness to the space that exuded comfort.
“Did you do this?” Quinn asked, slightly awestruck.
Sawyer gestured toward the sofa, her posture stiff. “I did. Can I get you a drink? I have beer, wine, and water.”
Quinn sat down. Whatever had caused it, their familiarity built over the last few weeks was gone. She ached as she missed it. “Whatever you’re having.”
Thirty seconds later, Sawyer returned from the door that led from the kitchen with two bottles of beer. “I just need a few minutes,” she said before disappearing through another doorway.
Tense was the only way Quinn could describe the situation unfolding in front of her. Or, more accurately, around her, since Sawyer had fled into the bedroom. She waited for a few minutes until Sawyer returned, looking exactly the same as when she’d left. Which was a very good look, with zero room for improvement in Quinn’s wholly objective and not at all predatory opinion. 
Quinn stood up. “Is everything okay? Again, I’m sorry if I overstepped by coming here.”
Sawyer waved her hand dismissively and blew out a long, frustrated breath. “Long day. Weird day.” As if that clarified anything the second time she said it.
“I can be a good listener,” Quinn said, taking a small step forward. She wanted to bridge the gap, to recapture the closeness she’d felt when they’d walked along the promenade a few weeks ago. And, if she was being honest, she’d found herself chasing that feeling more than a few times since it had happened. With it so acutely gone, a little well of emptiness sat heavy in the bottom of her stomach.
Leaning against the wall, Sawyer took a sip of her beer. It seemed like she was mulling something over when she pulled her lip between her teeth. Finally, she spoke. “Listen, it’s been great to catch up, but I don’t especially love complicated.”
Quinn cocked her head to the side. “Complicated?”
Sawyer shook her head. “Never mind. I don’t want to talk about this.”
“I don’t even know what we’re not talking about.” She tried to search Sawyer’s stare, but Sawyer was refusing to make eye contact.
“I have to see my brother often enough. I’d rather not have to pal around with him as your third wheel tonight,” Sawyer said, her chest rising and falling with the admission.
“Third wheel?” Quinn asked. She put her beer down on an end table and moved over to where Sawyer stood.
When Sawyer met her stare, there was fire in her blue eyes that drew Quinn in. It was passion, even if it wasn’t the good kind. “I’m not doing this again. I may not be bold or brave or charismatic, but I’m not an idiot.” She let out an indignant huff. “And, contrary to popular belief, I do have some pride left in me.”
“Again?” Quinn asked. The word scratched against her throat with its implication, the air heavy with what felt like a lot of unsaid words.
“You’re asking an awful lot of questions considering I said I don’t want to talk about this.” Sawyer put her hand up to Quinn’s chest like she was going to push her away, but she held it steady, insistently, against Quinn’s rapidly beating heart.
The air crackled with electricity between them, and Quinn didn’t care what they were talking about anymore. She only wanted to get closer. She stared indulgently at Sawyer’s lips, an ache coiling low in her stomach when she thought about kissing her. Kissing Sawyer.
“What do you want from me, Quinn?” Sawyer’s quiet voice sounded exasperated more than anything, but her fingers had begun to toy with the necklace that rested against Quinn’s chest.
Instead of answering, she ghosted her knuckles across Sawyer’s jaw, her other hand coming up to brace against the wall behind her. She imagined closing the gap and pushing Sawyer up against it, slotting their bodies together. When she tilted her head forward at the same time her hand moved from Sawyer’s jaw to cup the back of her neck, she felt Sawyer’s exhale against her cheek. 
“I want to know if your lips are as soft as they look.” Quinn waited, giving Sawyer a chance to tell her no, before dipping her head to pull Sawyer’s bottom lip gently between her own. When she got her answer—which was a resounding yes on the softness—along with a desperate tug in her center, she pulled back, keeping their faces close together. “There is no world in which you aren’t the first choice, Sawyer. Whether we do that again or not, you need to know that.”
Sawyer dropped the necklace and flattened her hand against Quinn’s chest. “And how do we decide whether we do that again or not?”
“It depends on whether you liked it, on whether you want me too,” Quinn rasped when Sawyer slid her fingertips upward.
Every nerve ending in Quinn’s body was on fire as Sawyer switched directions to rake her fingers down Quinn’s stomach. An involuntary sound fell out of her mouth, encouraging Sawyer to continue her explorations. Her other hand brushed a piece of hair from Quinn’s face, so tenderly that it almost made her forget the want bubbling up inside of her. 
But Sawyer still hadn’t answered, instead taking her time to think over the decision while she continued whipping Quinn into a frenzy with just a few touches. They weren’t even kissing and Quinn felt like this. She couldn’t imagine what would happen if finally, after all these years, she got to know what it was like to make Sawyer Kent fall apart, into oblivion.
When they’d been younger, it had been in the abstract for Quinn. All stolen glances and confusing awareness whenever Sawyer was near. It wasn’t like that anymore. This was real. It was present and consuming and Quinn knew exactly where she wanted to put her hands and her tongue and her body to make Sawyer come so hard that any other name except Quinn’s would never sound quite right against her lips.
Finally, Sawyer spoke, her voice full in a way Quinn felt everywhere. “I like it. I like it a lot.” 
Leaning forward, Quinn said her next words just as softly. “Then kiss me.”
 



 
CHAPTER TEN
 
 
 SAWYER HAD BEEN up since sunrise. How was she supposed to do anything remotely relaxing when she could still remember the taste of Quinn’s lips? God, that woman was a good kisser. Languid, like they’d had all the time in the world. But then there was also a purposefulness in her touches, almost needy as she’d held Sawyer close.
All Sawyer had wanted to do was pull Quinn up against her and forget about the fact that they needed to be at the park in ten minutes.
It had been Quinn who’d stopped them, pulling her lips away as she ran her hands down Sawyer’s sides. She’d wanted to chase Quinn’s kiss to recapture the moment, but she stopped when she’d heard the softness, maybe almost nervousness, in Quinn’s voice when she’d said, “I don’t want Kelly to think I flaked.”
Sawyer had nodded dumbly and tried to come back down to Earth. Quinn’s words had stripped the heat from the moment and left a vulnerability in its wake, with Quinn looking slightly unsure.
Squeezing gently at Quinn’s hips, Sawyer pushed herself flat against the wall to create a few inches of space between them. “Absolutely. I know you’re trying your best to do right by Kelly.”
Quinn’s shoulders had sagged then, and instead of speaking, she’d brushed a stray tendril of Sawyer’s hair unnecessarily from her forehead, her fingers lingering against the heat from Sawyer’s skin.
And that’s how Sawyer had found herself impatient, with a need unlike anything she’d ever experienced, like a wind-up toy with no track underneath her, uncomfortably surrounded by what felt like the entire town of Kingsford. As the night had worn on, the glimmer of confidence Sawyer had found under Quinn’s skillful kisses had waned, replaced with uncertainty and confusion.
She’d watched Quinn as Quinn had watched the fireworks, her profile silhouetted against the explosions of light. She was more than pretty. She was soft but strong. Patient yet demanding. Thinking about it had made Sawyer feel more nervous than lucky. When the fireworks had ended, she couldn’t pluck up the courage to invite Quinn home with her. And maybe Quinn, having realized this was a bad idea for a million reasons, hadn’t asked.
A night of what would have almost certainly been sex that Sawyer would think about forever hadn’t materialized. Instead, she sat in her favorite overalls and a tank top, working on fixing up her latest mechanical antique as the sun finally lifted over the horizon.
The piece was fully disassembled, and she’d documented the process with photos and videos along the way to upload later. She’d probably regret her decision in a few hours when she had to be at the store, but for now, she enjoyed cataloging the pieces, understanding how they all fit together so thoughtfully.
A knock on her front door grabbed her attention. After making sure everything was safely put away, she headed to the workshop door that led directly to the outside, about five feet away from the front door.
Standing in a pair of skinny jeans and an oversized linen shirt, with two cups of coffee and a small bag in her hands, was Quinn, who looked like perfection personified as far as Sawyer was concerned.
Quinn’s eyes met hers when the door opened, and she walked across the grass to where Sawyer stood. Lifting up the cups, she smiled. “I brought you coffee. I figured you’d already be up.”
“You always hated getting up early.”
“But I always did it for you.” When she shrugged and cocked her head to the side, her messy bun did a cute little bounce that made Sawyer practically melt.
“Smooth talker.” Digging into the thoughtful gesture was more than Sawyer was prepared to handle—especially before she knew how this conversation was going to play out.
Quinn peered around Sawyer. “Did you keep part of this as a workshop?”
“I did. Do you want to come in?”
“I like your overalls,” Quinn said before she walked into the room, taking in the exposed wooden walls and mechanical antiques of varying levels of functionality positioned on every available surface.
Sawyer pointed to the front of the garment and the little tools poking out of the top. “It has pockets.”
“Practical.”
She flinched at Quinn’s assessment. “That’s me.”
“That’s part of you, and don’t ever think it’s a bad thing.”
“So you like women,” Sawyer blurted out at the exact same time Quinn said, “We should talk.”
Quinn took a step forward. “I do.” Something Sawyer mistook for silence but wasn’t crackled around them until Quinn’s next words cut through it. “But I also very specifically like you. That’s what I wanted to talk about.”
Sawyer’s cheeks heated under Quinn’s stare. They’d kissed last night like the world had been ending, but hearing those words still made surprise lodge in her throat. Clearing it, she forced herself to speak. Good or bad, they needed to have this conversation. Quinn had always been the person she hadn’t wanted to hide herself from. 
“Sure. Except I’m not the best at talking. I tend to prefer this.” She gestured around the room and all the disassembled machines strewn around her.
“I can do the talking, and you can do the thinking. It’s how we work best.” Quinn smiled sincerely and pointed to her coffee cup and then to a piece of plywood laid out as a table. “Can I put this here? 
“Yes.” Sawyer put her cup down too.
“My life isn’t here, and I can’t promise how often I’ll be back.” An exasperated sound freed itself from Quinn’s throat. Her stare was focused on Sawyer’s lips until Quinn lifted her hazel eyes, raw honesty shining through them when she said quietly into the space between them, “But I can’t stop thinking about you.”
Again with the confusing stillness. It enveloped them like the past and the future didn’t matter. All that stood between them was the present, in which one of them needed to take a step forward. 
Sawyer realized, as she focused on the roaring heartbeat in her ears, the moment hovering all around them wasn’t still and silent. Quinn’s chest rose and fell slightly out of tempo. Sawyer’s fingers were fidgeting at her sides to keep herself from reaching out. That air that she’d felt they were suspended in was really a flammable gas, ready to ignite with the smallest spark.
This was a bad idea for a million reasons, but she couldn’t stop the heat threading through her body. She hated that she thought about Dani’s words when they’d broken up, about how she wasn’t passionate or willing to take chances because here, in front of her, was Quinn McKinley, wanting her to take a very messy and complicated chance that would never end well.
She knew all of that intellectually, but her brain wasn’t at the helm when she took a small step toward Quinn so only a few inches of space separated them. “No expectations.”
The way Quinn’s lips tilted into a lopsided smile and her eyes roamed across Sawyer’s features was everything. It made her feel vulnerable and wanted. Sexy, even. Because there was no other way to feel when someone like Quinn looked at you like that.
“Was that an agreement or a clarification?” Quinn placed her hand lightly around Sawyer’s hip and pulled their bodies together. “Because I really hope it was a wholehearted agreement.”
Was there a word for when your fantasies actually happened? Because that was happening to Sawyer.
She bit her lip before managing to get her words out. “Agreement. Definitely agreement.” For the first time in her life, she’d worry about the consequences later.
“Whatever you’re comfortable with. I just can’t imagine not kissing you again.”
“Is that all?” Sawyer asked with more strength in her voice than she usually possessed, spurred on by the heated look in Quinn’s eyes.
Quinn shook her head.
With the hand not holding her in place, Quinn traced along her collarbone, where light freckles dotted Sawyer’s skin. She’d always hated them, but Quinn eased her mouth forward and began to kiss the same path her hand had taken, like they were a map to guide her exploration. “I can try to go slowly,” she said in between kisses. “But I can’t make any promises.”
The ache between Sawyer’s legs grew insistent. She would have let Quinn take her on the floor of the workshop if that was what she’d wanted. Why then wouldn’t her stupid brain shut up? “Why this morning? Why didn’t you tell me this last night?”
Quinn nipped gently at Sawyer’s collarbone once more before lifting her head to meet Sawyer’s stare. “I wanted to give you time to make sure this is what you wanted.”
With those words, Sawyer didn’t fall over the ledge; it crumbled beneath her. At the same time she pulled the small tools out of her front pocket and placed them on a table, she grabbed Quinn’s hand and led her through the doorway into the living room.
Quinn interlaced their fingers as Sawyer walked toward the bedroom, but that was where Quinn’s deference ended. When they reached the bed, Quinn moved her deft hands up to the buckles on Sawyer’s overalls, her voice breathy. “Can I take these off?”
Any words she could find couldn’t encompass the magnitude of what was happening right now. Quinn McKinley. In her bedroom. Asking to undress her.
This wasn’t just some beautiful woman. It was Quinn. Except the woman in question didn’t seem to be struck by the weight of what this meant for Sawyer, an adolescence of yearning and wanting and fear of rejection coming full circle toward a chance she’d never expected to have. 
She pushed the thoughts from her mind. Whatever had happened before, Quinn wanted her now.
That was enough. It had to be enough.
Sawyer nodded and tugged her own lip between her teeth to stop her voice from betraying her.
Quinn made quick work of the garment, and once it hit the floor, her hands were already on Sawyer, pulling at her top. “And this?” she asked as Sawyer helped her maneuver it off. It happened so quickly, Sawyer being fully clothed to dressed in nothing but underwear. “You’re not wearing a bra,” Quinn groaned, her voice thick, almost pained by her discovery.
It caused a heady rush of confidence to roll through Sawyer, knowing that, even if it was just pure, simple lust, Quinn wanted her, and was delighted and turned on and frustrated by what she was discovering.
She was going to respond, but Quinn’s hand reached out, and she toyed lightly with Sawyer’s nipple. It was torturous in the best possible way, how Quinn’s fingers encircled the bud before she palmed Sawyer’s breast in her hand. “Do you like this?” Quinn asked softly, her eyes lidded and her lips wet from dragging her own tongue across them as she’d undressed Sawyer.
They hadn’t even kissed yet this morning and Sawyer felt like she was close to something more intense than she’d ever felt before. The ache in her center was already building to an insistent throb, heightened by Quinn’s desire to check in with Sawyer as she pushed things further. “Yes,” she said, sighing as Quinn moved her hand over to her other breast, holding its full weight before plucking at the nipple.
She’d known, deep down, that Quinn would be a good lover. She hadn’t let herself consider it in a very long time, but the thought had flitted through her mind more than a few times over the years when she’d been with other women. The first time she’d thought of it, when she was twenty-two and slept with a woman whose family had a house here, the idea had filled her up angrily like a balloon that she’d wanted to pop. It had been four years since she’d seen Quinn by that point. Life and loss and separation had stretched between them. Sawyer had been more than a little frustrated at the intrusive thought, which had invaded an experience that had nothing to do with Quinn.
But maybe a lot of things had at least a little bit to do with Quinn, even if Sawyer didn’t want to acknowledge it.
“God, Sawyer.” Easing forward, Quinn brought their lips close together. “You’re gorgeous.” And then she kissed Sawyer with an intensity that made everything else melt away. It was hot and desperate and made her feel like the luckiest woman in the world.
She didn’t pray Quinn wouldn’t flit through her mind because, for once, she was the right person to be thinking about. Her hands slid along Sawyer’s rib cage softly and reassuringly, ghosting just below the bottom of her breasts without touching them. Teasingly because, well, it was Quinn after all, who’d always loved pushing Sawyer’s buttons.
Quinn’s tongue slid inside, like they’d done this a million times before. She pushed their chests together, Sawyer naked against the softness of Quinn’s shirt. The friction made Sawyer ache, and she desperately wanted to see Quinn. To touch her.
Sawyer was breathless when she finally came up for air. “Can you take off your clothes?”
Without hesitation, Quinn unbuttoned her pants and shimmied out of them. It was the heated look Quinn gave her before she spoke that did Sawyer in, as if she hadn’t been a goner before. Quinn pointed to her shirt, toying with one of the buttons. “I want you to take it off of me.” Sawyer gulped, and Quinn leaned forward to kiss her gently. When she leaned back, she gave an encouraging smile. “Sawyer Kent, I want you to undress me. Will you do that?”
Sawyer flexed her fingers experimentally to make sure they still worked. Moderately confident they did, she nodded and reached out to begin unbuttoning the shirt that hung down to Quinn’s thighs. At the top button, Quinn gave her another encouraging smile when Sawyer’s knuckles ghosted across her collarbone. On the second button, she was able to move a little faster, her fingers calming under Quinn’s stillness. Like a statue, Quinn encouraged Sawyer to continue with nothing except soft words and sighs. With each button, more of Quinn’s creamy skin was exposed, and Sawyer felt a little lightheaded with what was happening. With the last button undone, the shirt fell open. Reaching up, Sawyer slid her fingers against Quinn’s shoulders and watched it flutter to the floor.
“Thank you,” Quinn said, stepping forward to run her fingers down Sawyer’s stomach. “I don’t think you realize just how enjoyable that was for me.” She kissed Sawyer again and backed her up to the bed. “I’d be happy to show you.”
The confusion on Sawyer’s face must have been evident. Quinn made quick work of removing her bra and underwear. At the same time, she eased herself between Sawyer’s legs, placing her hands on Sawyer’s shoulders in what she took as a request to sit down.
It was absolutely what Quinn wanted, given how she was already straddling Sawyer’s thighs by the time they hit the mattress. Quinn rocked her body forward, her hips easing outward to accommodate Sawyer between them.
Sawyer let out a gasp when Quinn’s center brushed against her stomach. Tossing her head back, Quinn let out the most satisfied sound Sawyer had ever had the pleasure of hearing. It was soft and low and silky. Combined with Quinn’s weight on top of her, pushing her insistently into the mattress, Sawyer knew she was maybe wetter than she’d ever been.
“Can I touch you?” Quinn asked when Sawyer’s eyes met hers, pupils so blown she almost believed that Quinn was enjoying this more than she was.
She managed to respond—barely. “Mhmmm.”
Quinn slid her right hand against Sawyer’s underwear-clad center as she leaned forward and bit gently against Sawyer’s earlobe. “Will you touch me?” she asked, her breath hot and needy in Sawyer’s ear.
Anticipation raced through Sawyer when she slid her fingers against Quinn’s center, unable to continue at the teasing pace Quinn was setting. She may never get this chance again, and her nerves be damned, she didn’t want to waste it. Her fingers were enveloped in hot, wet heat so intoxicating that they twitched, looking for deeper purchase. Sawyer wanted to chase this feeling forever, but she’d settle for right now.
“Right there. Just like that.” Quinn sighed as her hips began to rock against Sawyer’s hand. Apparently she’d decided the time for waiting was over, too, and Quinn slid two fingers inside. “God, Sawyer. You feel so good.” Quinn circled her index finger against Sawyer’s clit, and they both moaned.
Quinn’s movements were already pushing Sawyer to the edge. She marvelled at how Quinn’s back arched, her chest pushing forward. It was an opportunity she couldn’t waste, and she dipped her head to take one of Quinn’s nipples in her mouth, swirling her tongue against the taut bud.
Things escalated quickly after that. Quinn bit along Sawyer’s shoulder, but she continued to rub her fingers against Sawyer’s clit, which made it exponentially more difficult to stay focused on the rhythm she’d set with her own fingers. And then there was a moment—like two gears locking into place in perfect sync—when what they were doing to one another became what they were doing together, their bodies finding a flow. Quinn wrapped her free hand around Sawyer’s neck and pulled her in for a searing, messy kiss that made the edges of her vision go blurry. 
That is, until Quinn said, “Please, Sawyer,” and every molecule in Sawyer’s body snapped to attention. The “I’m so close” that followed made it impossible for her to do anything except watch the depth of emotions flicker across Quinn’s face.
Sawyer thrust her fingers in and out of Quinn as her own orgasm ripped through her. And true to her words, Quinn was close behind. Quinn shuddered, her thighs tensing hard as her fingers dug into Sawyer’s neck. She felt like she could have floated off the bed, but Quinn had her hips and legs pinned in place against the mattress, her arm wrapped around Sawyer while she rode out her orgasm. Sawyer didn’t know how long it lasted, didn’t even register the passing of time until Quinn’s hold loosened on her neck so that she could stroke along Sawyer’s spine, helping her to come down.
“God,” Quinn said with a light laugh, dipping her head to rest on Sawyer’s shoulder. She nipped gently before kissing the skin. “That was better than I’d even imagined.”
Sawyer leaned back to look at her, taking in Quinn’s sated eyes and wet lips, watching how her chest still heaved slightly from the exertion. “You imagined this?” 
Fingers stilled against Sawyer’s spine. “Anyone would be a fool not to want this.” It was the matter-of-factness in Quinn’s voice that made it necessary for Sawyer to will the flutter in her heart away.
She had to ask. “Whatever this is,” Sawyer said, concern lacing her voice, “we’ll still be friends, right?”
“Yes. I don’t want this to impact things between us.” Quinn lifted her head up then, searching Sawyer’s eyes. “Are you having regrets?”
Sawyer shook her head. “No. Not about this. About a lot of other things in my life, but not this.”
Quinn smiled and brought a hand up to cup Sawyer’s jaw. “Maybe you can tell me about those things one day, and I can help.”
“I’d like that. And as much as I’d like to stay in this position all day, I need to shower and get ready for work.” Honestly, Sawyer was impressed with herself for the internal fortitude she was displaying right now.
“I have to meet Kelly, Trevor, my mom, and the girls later at the festival.”
“Ella will ask you for candy relentlessly. It will make you feel like you have an in, but she will throw up if you keep giving it to her.”
Quinn laughed and continued running her fingers along Sawyer’s back soothingly. “You’re good with them, and I will absolutely keep that in mind.”
“I learned the hard way.” The domesticity of the moment that caught Sawyer off guard, holding Quinn close while they talked about her nieces.
“Will you…” Quinn sounded slightly unsure. “Will you be meeting us later? I promise I’ll be on my best behavior.”
Sawyer lifted a brow. “And what does that mean?”
The devilish grunt Quinn leveled in her direction made Sawyer’s whole body hum. “That I won’t jump your bones in public.”
She was becoming acutely aware of how good Quinn still felt against her. Coupled with the admission that Quinn wanted to do this again, it was making her more than ready to go for round two. But that couldn’t happen right now. She wrapped her arms around Quinn and stood up. 
Only, her effort to extricate herself wasn’t going at all according to plan. 
Quinn wrapped her legs around Sawyer’s hips and locked them together at her ankles. A shiver ran down her spine when Quinn bit gently at her pulse point and said, “I can’t make any promises if you do something like this, though.”
Sawyer turned around and eased Quinn back on the bed, hovering over her. “I promise this wasn’t a come-on.”
“I’d like it better if it was.” Quinn kept her legs locked in place and pulled Sawyer against her. “Plus, I have it on good authority that the store doesn’t open until ten. That’s two hours from now. Won’t you regret not using this time to the best of our ability if we don’t have the chance to do it again soon?”
She regretted lots of things, and she didn’t want this to be one of them. Whatever was happening, she’d never forgive herself if she shied away from it.
A smile worked itself across Sawyer’s face, and she leaned down and braced her forearm against the bed, easing one of her thighs between Quinn’s. “You make a compelling argument.”
 
***
 
 Not even the most harrowing customer could dim Sawyer’s shine that day. And really, some of them had tried. Nothing, not even Shane, who’d shown up an hour after the store had opened, had an impact on her mood.
And why? Because she’d slept with Quinn McKinley. She, Sawyer Kent, had been given the amazing opportunity to see what Quinn’s body looked like up close, to kiss and lick and touch places she’d never thought possible.
It had gone well in the obvious ways. They were in sync sexually, and Sawyer loved that Quinn wanted to draw out her more reserved nature without ever pushing her too far.
But it was the other ways that had had Sawyer smiling hours later as she remembered her morning. Quinn was sweet and attentive and so fucking sexy that sometimes Sawyer forgot to breathe when she replayed every detail in her mind.
For a few hours, she’d finally turned off her brain and had just given in—existed in the moment and allowed herself to feel every sensation that Quinn pulled from her body. And surprisingly, she had no false ideations about this thing between them. They were two adults who’d felt an attraction and acted on it. Sawyer was okay with that. More than okay, in fact.
Between trying to decide what to do with the house and keeping the business afloat, she didn’t have time for more complications in her life. While the situation with Quinn didn’t seem simple on paper, it really was. Or, at least, it could be if Sawyer didn’t poke and prod at it from every conceivable angle.
When Quinn was in town, maybe they could connect. And beyond that, there was no expectation between them. Sawyer liked sex, and since she wasn’t the one-night-stand type, having someone who could fulfill that need on a casual basis might be just what could keep her sane as she figured out the next steps in her life. If she happened to meet someone, which was wholly unlikely, she’d cross that bridge when the time came.
She shook the thoughts away. For once in her life, she didn’t need to make things complicated. Instead, she basked in the lightness in her limbs and the lingering memory of Quinn’s lips.
Unfortunately, in her naked excitement, she’d forgotten all about asking for Quinn’s opinion about the house. Shane had brought it up twice today, so it was becoming a more pressing issue to resolve.
The store had been busy, and most importantly, Sawyer had managed to sell a few of the larger pieces that had been taking up space on the showroom floor. Instead of replacing them with what they usually stocked, she wanted to have another go at Shane to add a few of the mechanical antiques she’d recently finished. If the attention her TikTok videos were getting was any indication about their popularity, she had no doubt they’d sell well. But with the nonstop flow of people in the store, her reminiscing about this morning and her planning for the future had been put on the mental backburner.
By six o’clock, she was dead on her feet. All she was thinking about was her bed when the bell above the door chimed. In her sluggishness, she hadn’t gotten to the entrance fast enough to lock it.
Looking up, though, she saw Quinn strolling through the store, dressed in the same outfit from that morning. A wave of want rolled through Sawyer. She focused on that instead of the small flutter in her heart.
“Heya, stranger,” Quinn said when she reached the counter. Easing her palms against the countertop, she leaned halfway across, her bra visible just below the last undone button. “I was given very clear instructions to bring you over to the festival.”
“Are you sure you’re the best person to accomplish that?” Sawyer said, surprised at the flirtation seeping into her voice, her exhaustion forgotten.
The look on Quinn’s face told her that maybe she hadn’t been the only one replaying the day’s events. “You’d be surprised what I can accomplish when I put my mind to it.”
“I don’t doubt that.”
“Or my fingers.” Sawyer’s cheeks were already turning bright red when Quinn leaned closer and added, “Or my tongue.”
The fact that Quinn wanted her—and still seemed to want her, after this morning—made it a little difficult for Sawyer to think. “How am I supposed to act in public when you say things like that to me?” she asked honestly.
Quinn smiled. “There’s always been something about you that just makes me want to go full force.”
Whatever it was that Quinn saw in her, Sawyer wished she could see it in herself. “So you like to torture me?”
Quinn shook her head, strands of blonde framing her face. Hair that Sawyer had wrapped between her fingers only hours ago. “Not torture. Tease. There’s a big difference, and if I remember correctly, you seemed to enjoy it this morning.” 
Even though she’d been an active participant in this morning’s activities, it was still a little difficult to wrap her head around. It was all too perfect, too easy with how it had come together. But then again, Quinn had always been goal-oriented. For once in her life, Sawyer needed to stop worrying, especially about something they’d already set clear boundaries on.
“I did enjoy it,” she admitted. “A lot.”
Quinn licked her lips. “My legs have been sore all day.”
“Oh my god,” Sawyer said, dropping her head into her hands.
“Come on.” Quinn grabbed Sawyer’s hand and pulled her up from the stool she sat on. “There are two very sugar-fueled children who will kill me if I don’t get you over to the event.” She lifted their interlaced hands above the items on top of the counter and walked Sawyer along it, the two of them on opposite sides until they met at the end. “Are we the only ones here?” Sawyer nodded, and Quinn slid her hands around Sawyer’s waist. “You’re a little bit addictive, you know.” She leaned in and placed a soft kiss against Sawyer’s neck.
It felt good to be wanted like this. Sawyer hadn’t felt so desired in a long time. “And you are a bad influence.”
“So nothing’s changed then?” Quinn said with a light laugh before she dipped her head again and sucked against Sawyer’s pulse point.
Sawyer was helpless to do anything but melt into the touch, leaning into the coil that settled low in her abdomen. “I’d say a few key areas of our friendship have definitely changed.”
Quinn looked at her unabashedly, eyes full of want. “I have to head back to the city tomorrow, and I’m not due back here for a few weeks. Can I come over tonight?”
This was the plan. This was the agreement. Sawyer only had one job to do—besides giving Quinn toe-curling orgasms—which was to not get attached. She dipped her head down and took Quinn’s bottom lip between her own, sucking gently before letting go with a light pop. “Absolutely.”



 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
 
 WITH SAWYER’S HEAD tipped back, her neck straining against the pillow, Quinn had a few indulgent seconds to stare. This woman really was a marvel. Toned arms pressed against the bed. Her long legs were bowed out as Quinn rested between them. Light freckles dotted across her skin, and it was especially difficult not to pay special attention to where they patterned her chest. But she had a different focus right now, one that she was rather enjoying.
They’d managed a few hours of sleep, but since she was leaving soon, Quinn wanted to make the most of this time together. She’d waited too long to do this. Kissing Sawyer’s soft thigh, she wrapped her arm around a long leg to shift it over her shoulder. That earned a moan from Sawyer, which only made her want to keep going.
Usually quiet and thoughtful, Sawyer made the most expressive moans when she was close to coming. This created a situation where all Quinn wanted to do was start again as soon as they finished, intent to pull the sound from her again and again.
“Quinn, my god, you’re going to kill me,” Sawyer said breathlessly from where her head rested on the pillow.
“Will you die happy?” Quinn asked before she eased her tongue against Sawyer’s center. Even with their history, it was easy. Being with Sawyer was comfortable yet thrilling. Up and down, she explored unhurriedly, working to draw the moment out. When she reached Sawyer’s clit, she wrapped her lips around the sensitive nub and sucked, swirling her tongue before flattening her stroke. Sawyer’s legs buckled, and Quinn’s hand dug into where her thigh and torso connected to hold her in place.
With a few more purposeful strokes, Sawyer’s stomach clenched, and she balled the comforter between her clenched hands. And there it was. The sound that Quinn would hear in her dreams. It was a little loud and a lot wanton, all things that Sawyer wasn’t in public. Maybe it made Quinn feel special, to get to see this part of her that no one else did. To know that for all Sawyer’s composure and focus, there was a part of her beyond her own careful control, a part of her that acted on impulse and responded to need.
And it wasn’t just about getting to see it—it was being the one who’d caused it that made Quinn’s own center ache.
As Quinn crawled up the bed, Sawyer had come down enough that she could form coherent sentences again. “If you feel anything like me, I don’t know how you’re going to drive back to the city today. My legs feel like jelly.”
Quinn kissed her shoulder. “I drive a lot for work. Trust me, a two-hour highway drive is a dream compared to Manhattan traffic.”
She sighed when Sawyer started playing with a tendril of her blonde hair. “That sounds stressful.”
“The driving is, but I like the rest of my job.” And she did, mostly. Not as much as she used to, but enough to still feel proud of how good she was at it. Which was surprising, considering that, all morning, she hadn’t thought about the litany of things she needed to do when she got home.
Sawyer turned and eased onto her forearm so she could look at Quinn, blue eyes bright. “Is being a real estate agent what you’ve always done? You know, since leaving Kingsford,” she clarified.
The passage of time had dulled the intense emotions that Quinn had felt when she’d left. It wasn’t hard to talk about anymore, but she didn’t usually have the conversation with people she’d known then, people who were connected to that time in her life. 
“When I left, I landed a job as a host at a decent restaurant in Midtown and eventually became a server.” Given her sparse employment history, Quinn had no false ideas that she’d been given her job based on anything except her looks, but she’d worked hard to prove herself. “I didn’t really have money for anything except rent, so I walked around the city a lot when I wasn’t working. About a year after I moved to New York, I became friendly with one of the regulars, who was just starting her own real estate brokerage.” Quinn smiled when she thought of those first conversations with Kristen, when she’d been so enamored with the possibility. “She needed an assistant and asked if I’d like to give it a try. And she was honest with me, which I liked. Decent pay but long hours. I basically had to be her shadow, and that woman worked around the clock.”
“You were always willing to work hard.”
It wasn’t until Sawyer said the words that Quinn realized she’d needed to hear them.
“I guess it was nice to feel tethered to something that didn’t feel like an obligation.”
Sawyer ran her fingers down Quinn’s arm, deep blue eyes studying her intently. “Is that how you felt in Kingsford? Obligated?”
Quinn pursed her lips. Talking about facts and talking about feelings were two totally different things, but she wanted to be honest with Sawyer. She owed her at least that much after all these years. “My dad left, and it was like my mom’s whole world fell apart. She couldn’t cope. For a long time, I hated her for it,” she said softly. They were words she’d never said to anyone before.
“I think that’s fair. You basically lost your dad and your mom at the same time, and you were saddled with keeping your home life together for Kelly. It’s a lot for one person to handle, especially a kid.”
Quinn shrugged, like it wasn’t that big of a deal. With the past hanging between them, clouding the enjoyment of what they’d just shared, she found she didn’t want to talk about it anymore. “I’d rather not dwell. I’m working to build a relationship with my mom and sister again, and I love my life in New York. It all worked out in the end.” Leaning forward, she distracted Sawyer with a quick kiss. “I’d much rather know what you’ve been up to. I was sorry to hear about your grandmother, by the way.”
Sawyer’s eyes dimmed, but she recovered quickly. “I appreciate you saying that. It’s been a weird transition year, but we’re making it work.”
“I didn’t see anything like the things in your workshop up in the store already. What are those?”
Sawyer blinked at her before her eyes lit up, and Quinn knew she’d found one of the things that got Sawyer going. “They’re mechanical antiques. Mostly early to mid-twentieth century. I try to find broken ones for cheap and then fix them up.”
Quinn thought about the room filled to the brim. “Seems like you’ve found a lot of them. Can they be saved?”
“They just need a little help.” The earnest note in Sawyer’s voice made Quinn’s stomach flutter.
“Will you show me one?” She’d always loved listening to Sawyer talk about her passions. It was how she’d always gotten the other woman excited before she’d realized that sex acted as a similar vehicle. But she had to leave soon, and if she didn’t get out of bed now, she probably wouldn’t.
Sawyer nodded, and it took every ounce of Quinn’s willpower not to kiss her again. 
After she slid out of bed, Quinn put on her oversized shirt and buttoned enough of it to prevent any unintended flashing. “Is this okay to wear in the workshop? Do I need safety goggles or something?” The sweet laugh that pushed out of Sawyer made Quinn smile in response.
“You’re fine in that, though I would recommend wearing shoes.”
“I’m not sure I know where they are.” When they’d gotten back last night, clothes had come off quickly. Finding her shirt so easily had come as a welcome surprise.
Sawyer pointed toward the door leading to the living room. “You can borrow my slippers.”
When Quinn returned, Sawyer had on a T-shirt and her overall shorts, her hair pulled up on her head in a messy tangle of curls. 
“You have a very sexy neck,” Quinn flirted, unable to help herself. It was true, and she liked the little splashes of color that blossomed across Sawyer’s chest and neck whenever she was complimented.
With a noncommittal sound, Sawyer walked out of the bedroom. On her way through the living room, with Quinn following, she said, “I don’t know what you hope to accomplish saying things like that. You already got me in bed.”
Quinn shrugged. “No sense in keeping a deserved compliment inside.”
They entered the workshop and Sawyer’s demeanor shifted back into relaxed excitement. “Do you want to see a machine I’m repairing or one that I’ve already fixed?”
Quinn still felt their closeness from having sex, but she found herself surprised when she realized she wanted to slip behind Sawyer and wrap her arms around her. Instead, she forced herself to wander around the room, her hands clasped in front of her. “This is your arena, so I want to see whatever you want to show me.” When she reached the biggest table, she noticed a tripod and ring light. “What’s this for?”
“It’s for making videos.”
Lifting an eyebrow, Quinn smirked and dropped the timbre of her voice. “What kind of videos?”
“Pull it together, McKinley,” Sawyer said before she walked over and playfully slapped her arm. “You really have a one-track mind.”
Quinn gave Sawyer a once-over, lingering on her lips. “It was really good sex.” At the very least, Sawyer needed to accept that as a fact.
Sawyer blushed again, which was the intended response. This was what she’d wanted so many years ago, and maybe her newfound ability to flirt with Sawyer made her feel drunk with power. It didn’t mean anything, even if Quinn was more than a little wary about how quickly she was falling under Sawyer’s spell again.
“Anyway,” Sawyer said, moving around her to the table. “This is the piece I’m working on right now.” She pointed over to the corner. “Eight of the other pieces are already done and functioning.”
Quinn did exactly what she told herself she wouldn’t do, wrapping her arms around Sawyer’s waist and placing her head on her shoulder. “Tell me about it.”
Sawyer leaned back into her touch and sighed. Quinn was surprised; Sawyer wasn’t a woman who was easily distracted. “When you touch me I can barely remember my own name, let alone the names of all these pieces.”
Quinn slid her hand around to Sawyer’s stomach and drew them closer together. “Is that a bad thing?”
“Maybe yes and maybe no.”
“I’d like to see you again,” Quinn whispered in her ear before nipping at it playfully. “We can even meet in a public place if you want.”
With a groan, Sawyer turned around and wrapped her arms around Quinn’s neck. “I still feel… connected to you. Even after all these years. It’s confusing.”
Quinn couldn’t have looked anywhere else except Sawyer’s expressive eyes, even if she’d wanted to. She could do it no more than she could stop herself from admitting the truth. “I do too.”
“I was really mad at you when you left. Even if we weren’t friends anymore, and even if you were dating my brother.”
“Is that why you didn’t answer my texts?” Quinn tried to hide the disappointment in her voice, unsure if she succeeded.
“To say what? I didn’t know what you wanted, Quinn.”
“All I wanted was to hear your voice again. And believe me, if I’d have known this chemistry was here the whole time…” It wasn’t exactly the truth, but it also wasn’t a lie. Admitting anything beyond that wouldn’t do either of them any good now.
“I’m not usually like this.”
Quinn licked her lips. “Like what?”
“With everyone else, it feels like I’m being pushed against my will. But with you, I always felt like I was being…” Sawyer shook her head. “I don’t really know how to describe it, and it’s not important.”
She pushed a rogue curl behind Sawyer’s ear. “Whatever you have to say is always important.”
“There,” Sawyer said, exasperation in her voice. “That’s what I mean. That unabashed support and confidence in me. Why?”
It wasn’t like Quinn could explain it either. It was what had kept her in Kingsford for so long and what had scared her more than anything. “Because you deserve it.”
“I just… I have a lot going on right now.”
She nodded. “And I get that,” she said, but Quinn was also used to getting what she wanted, and what she wanted was Sawyer. “I am insanely attracted to you. I’ll be open about that, but I’m not asking you to do or be anything you don’t want or can’t fit into your life.”
The look on Sawyer’s face was one of pure frustration. “Twenty-four hours ago I was fine with all of this. Hell, twelve hours ago I was fine with all of this.”
“And now?”
Leaning in, Sawyer kissed Quinn softly. “Let’s just say that you’re a bit addictive too.”
“We can keep it casual,” Quinn said. Was it still a lie if she hoped for it to be true?
Sawyer eyed her warily. “Can we?”
Quinn nodded. “Sure. We’re both adults. We both have lives outside of this. We both seem to really enjoy giving one another orgasms. I’m not seeing how sleeping with someone I actually like is a bad thing.”
“Why do you always say things in a way that makes them sound so simple?”
“It only sounds simple because you want this too.”
“So when there’s time, we’ll meet up. And we won’t deviate from our normal lives to make it work.”
Quinn nodded, excitement racing through her that she tried to temper. “Seems fair.” Sawyer let out a long breath and blinked a few times. Quinn knew she was studying the angles, working out the feasibility. Ghosting her fingers across Sawyer’s lips, Quinn pulled her attention back. “It works because you’re not supposed to have to think about it.”
Sawyer’s eyes snapped to Quinn. “Right.”
“I’ve got to get going.” She placed a chaste kiss on Sawyer’s lips, cautiously so that it didn’t turn into anything more.
Thirty minutes later, Quinn was on the road back to New York City, already thinking about her return trip in two weeks. By the third time she’d thought about hauling a U-turn on the highway and going back, she forced herself to think about work. She had a new client, and she needed to give Sal a call to make sure he was on track to finish his work at the Brooklyn brownstone. 
See? She could do it. She had to do it because anything else would be disastrous. Not hurting Sawyer was priority number one. After that, it was refusing to let herself consider, for the first time in a long time, that Sawyer still held a force over her that she was powerless to fight.
 
***
 
 It was Thursday of the first week in June, and Quinn had already changed into another outfit by midmorning. The first one had become too sweaty for her liking as she’d hurried across the city to get to a last-minute showing request. Generally, she didn’t handle these, but Clark Gleeson had seen another property come up in his building and was interested.
She hadn’t closed the Kingsford house yet, but asking her to show him another home was a sign of confidence that he thought she’d get the job done. And she would. Shane Kent was an absolute pain, but reluctance over selling a family home was nothing new. He still had eight days left to reply to the extended timeframe on the original offer. Even once that happened, the battle was far from over. If he accepted, they were off to the races to work out closing. If he declined the offer, she’d offer more money.
At twelve o’clock on the dot, Belinda breezed into her office with a salad and utensils. She placed them down next to Quinn’s laptop. “Kristen asked if you could stop by her office before the end of the day.”
Quinn resisted making a face. It was probably about Clark Gleeson. At least she had good news on the front of the other viewing. “Thanks for letting me know.” She pointed at the salad. “And thanks for this.” Instead of digging in, she looked at Belinda, realization dawning on her.
Belinda took notice, looking confused. “Is everything okay?”
“You remind me of someone I know. I don’t know why I didn’t realize it sooner.”
“I hope you like this person,” Belinda responded with a tentative smile.
Quinn nodded. “I do. She’s great. One of the most capable people I’ve ever met.”
Belinda seemed to like that answer. Her smile widened. “Happy to hear it. Was there anything else I could help you with?”
“I was wondering…” Her conversation with Sawyer last weekend had gotten her thinking. Kristen had given her a chance all those years ago, and she wanted to make sure that she was doing enough for Belinda and the path she wanted to take. “Are you interested in using your licence?”
A glimmer of something Quinn couldn’t quite interpret crossed Belinda’s face, but it was gone quickly. “I hadn’t really thought about it. I enjoy working for you a lot.”
That made Quinn smile, but she pushed on. “And you are, without a doubt, an indispensable part of this team. I just want to make sure that you’re happy and feel like your growth isn’t stagnating. And…” She tried to find a way to phrase this next part delicately. “Your schedule is completely tied to mine. I know that can make it difficult to have a life outside of this. While it may not necessarily be less work as an agent, you have more control over certain aspects.”
Quinn didn’t consider herself especially selfless. She had her allegiance to Belinda and Kristen, but that was symbiotic in that it allowed her to shine brighter. Belinda striking out on her own would be a blow to her own productivity, something she’d probably never recover from. Somehow, that didn’t seem to matter much.
Giving Belinda a chance felt more important, and that surprised Quinn even more.
Belinda considered the words carefully, though she didn’t answer immediately. It was exactly what Sawyer would have done, and now the similarities seemed painfully obvious. It made why this seemed like the right decision painfully obvious too. 
But maybe it was her mind playing tricks on her. Away from Sawyer for the last four days, Quinn had still expected that she’d bump into her, which was only a reality in a town like Kingsford. But that didn’t stop her from seeing a woman with dark hair on the sidewalk and crossing the street to say hello only to confirm that she was just imagining things.
And now, staring at Belinda, she wondered if her last weekend with Sawyer had imprinted more insistently on her than she’d wanted to believe at the time. Because she wanted Sawyer to be close, she was grasping at straws to make it seem like reality.
“Anyway,” Quinn said, shaking her head. “No expectation to do anything, I just wanted to have the conversation. Whatever you do or don’t decide to do, you have my full support.”
“I appreciate that.” Belinda moved toward the door. “Let me know if you need anything after you meet with Kristen.”
She stifled a groan and pasted on a smile instead. “I will.”
Quinn didn’t get back to her apartment in Chelsea until well after dark, which was all the more impressive as they inched toward the long days of summer. She thought about texting Sawyer, but she didn’t want to complicate things. They’d agreed to see one another when it made sense. With how bent out of shape Quinn already was, she knew that no good would come from further entrenchment.
Still, that didn’t stop the little pang in Quinn’s heart when she thought about the fact that she wouldn’t see Sawyer until next weekend—if Sawyer was free. And once she closed on the Kent house, there’d be even less of a reason to go to Kingsford besides the occasional visit to her family. What would happen then?



 
CHAPTER TWELVE
 
 
 KELLY STARED AT Sawyer, who stared back. This dance went on for close to a minute, the rest of the patrons at Kingsford Diner oblivious to the staring contest happening in their midst. They hadn’t seen one another all week, so they were grabbing breakfast on Friday morning before work.
Sawyer broke first, squirming uncomfortably on her side of the booth. “Why are you looking at me like that?”
“What’s going on with you?”
It wasn’t like she was going to admit that she’d slept with Kelly’s sister. “Not sure what you mean. I’ve been busy at the store, though. Did I forget your birthday or something?” She knew that wasn’t the case, but maybe it would put Kelly off the scent.
“You’re being… evasive,” was the word Kelly settled on. And she wasn’t wrong. Sawyer had cancelled brunch last week, desperate to catch up on sleep after Quinn headed back to the city. Then, she’d skipped the kids’ bowling league on Thursday, though that wasn’t really her fault. “I told you, Shane decided to go fishing, and I had to cover the store on Thursday.”
It was the way Kelly’s eyes narrowed that told Sawyer they weren’t even close to being done with this subject. She tried not to waver under a stare that felt uncomfortably similar to one she’d spent hours memorizing last weekend. “That’s not it.”
“I don’t know what to tell you then.” It also didn’t help that Sawyer was a terrible liar. She could feel the truth trying to claw its way out of her throat.
“I just… feel like we’re a little out of sync lately. I miss you. I hope you know that you can tell me anything.” 
Well, that wasn’t fucking fair.
Oh no.
It was happening.
The words started to bubble up. Sawyer couldn’t stop them, though she was trying. This was exactly why she’d been avoiding Kelly all week. She hadn’t thrown up in a long time, but figured this was what Ella felt like after she’d gorged herself on candy, betrayed by her own body. Quinn McKinley had quickly become Sawyer’s favorite indulgence, and now she was paying the price.
Maybe the truth would make her feel better. Maybe… but probably not.
She was about to find out. “I saw Dani at Jazz Fest,” she said before quickly following with, “And I slept with Quinn,” mumbling that part in the hopes Kelly would think she’d misheard.
Kelly’s eyes went wide, fingers stilling against her coffee cup. Finally, she blew out a breath. “Do those things have anything to do with one another?”
There was no point in lying to Kelly. That wasn’t the type of friendship she wanted them to have. “Maybe, at first. But then I slept with Quinn again, and that definitely had nothing to do with Dani.” Maybe that last part was overkill, but it was too late to take it back now.
To her friend’s credit, she was keeping herself more composed than Sawyer would have been if the roles were reversed. Kelly picked up her coffee and took a long sip, not saying anything.
“I just word-vomited to you. The least you can do is respond.” She dropped her head; anxiety was rising with each passing second that Kelly didn’t speak.
Sawyer braced herself for impact.
“I’m happy for you.”
Her head shot up from where she held it between her hands. “You’re happy for me?”
“Yeah. I like you. And, while I’m still getting to re-know Quinn, I like her too. If you guys like one another, more power to you.”
Sawyer couldn’t shake the feeling this was all for show on Kelly’s part, which was absolutely a projection of her own insecurity. “It’s just… it feels like a disaster waiting to happen, even though we’re keeping things casual.”
“I mean… it’s not like you’ve been holding some sort of torch for her all these years.” Sawyer didn’t speak, and, worse than that, she didn’t do a great job of hiding the emotions that she knew flashed across her face. Kelly let out a soft “oh,” and leaned back in the booth. “Well, that does complicate things a little bit.” Her stare softened. “You never told me that.”
Because it was mortifying to admit. “I never told anyone. We fell out. She started dating my brother. Then she left town. There wasn’t a great time during all of that to bring up the fact that I’d loved her since she sat in front of me in Spanish class and distracted the teacher so he wouldn’t call on me.”
“Have you told her?” Sawyer shook her head. “Are you going to tell her?”
“I wasn’t planning on it. We’re keeping things simple. And,” Sawyer continued, like she needed to prove to Kelly the exact opposite of what she’d said a minute ago, “it’s not important. It was a long time ago, and we really are different people.”
“But…” She could see Kelly was working on a way to express herself tactfully. “You liked her then, and you fell into bed with her now. Seems like some things haven’t changed.”
“Going back in time and rehashing something that can’t be changed doesn’t matter.”
“She kinda broke your heart, though, didn’t she?” Kelly asked sympathetically, a look of concern on her face. It was the same voice she used with the girls when they were having a rough day and she was trying to help them work out their emotions.
“But she didn’t know that. And knowing it now would probably only cause guilt that serves no purpose.” 
Surprisingly, that answer seemed to satisfy Kelly. “God, small towns really do have the best drama. And right under my nose!”
Kelly’s newfound acceptance was a great reprieve to Sawyer’s worry that she’d be mad at her for sleeping with Quinn, but it didn’t stop the other worry expanding rapidly through her body. “I would prefer it if you kept this between us. No pillow talk with Trevor. Definitely no mention to Quinn.”
Kelly held her hand over her heart dramatically in mock pain, but the tone in her voice was more serious than Sawyer had expected. “I’m hurt that you even need to say that.”
“I’m sorry. It’s just that… if you kept something tucked away for twenty years, you may feel a little vulnerable that it’s running wild in the world now.”
“You don’t even feel a little bit better?”
Sawyer shook her head. “I’m scared shitless. If I was alone in my house I’d probably be on the verge of a panic attack.”
Kelly must have noted the frantic tone in Sawyer’s voice, as she reached across the table and grabbed her hand. “Hey,” she said, trying to make Sawyer look at her. “I won’t say anything, and thank you for trusting me enough to tell me. Your secret is safe with me.”
With a nod, Sawyer took a few seconds to compose herself. She knew she could trust Kelly. The problem was, she didn’t know if she could trust herself. She and Quinn had gone from zero to one hundred in a weekend. Sawyer was more than a little annoyed at the accuracy of lesbian stereotypes right then. But there was chemistry between them that she didn’t want to deny. If anything, it would be stupid to let the past ruin the present. Quinn really hadn’t done anything wrong all those years ago.
 
Kelly’s voice cut through Sawyer’s wandering thoughts. “Do you have plans to see one another again?”
“We’re keeping things—”
Kelly cut her off. “Casual. I know. Did you have any plans to casually tell her that you’ll be in New York this weekend?”
She’d considered it—more than a few times in fact—but she didn’t want to come off as desperate. “I hadn’t really thought about it.”
“You’re such a bad liar.” It was annoying how both McKinley sisters had her number like that.
Maybe it would help to talk about it. She’d been replaying the situation in her mind all week. The good parts, obviously, like how Quinn’s body had felt against her own. But also the anxiety-inducing parts like what this all meant, which continued to sneak up on her and make it feel like she couldn’t breathe. “Do you think it would be weird to tell her?”
“You should do what you want, but I think it’d be weirder not to tell her. If you’re actively avoiding conversations because you’re worried about the reaction, it’s already bad news.”
Sawyer nodded at Kelly’s irrefutable logic. “God, both of you just make things sound so simple. It really is a gift.”
Kelly waved her off. “Well, I’m terrible at taking my own advice but great at giving it. I don’t know what Quinn’s deal on that front is.”
“So I’ll text her,” she said, then groaned at her own delivery. A hint of insecurity would have been nicer than the complete lack of confidence her words were imbued with.
“If you’re going for fun and casual, what’s better than meeting up in a city for a day and seeing where things go?”
“She’s probably busy.”
Kelly leveled a comforting smile in her direction. “And that may be the case, but it’s not like you’re showing up outside of her apartment with a stereo professing your love. You have a reason to be in town, and you’re just letting her know.”
“Right,” Sawyer said with a self-deprecating smile. “Because I’m Sawyer Kent, a fun, carefree thirty-something with a casual…” She got stuck on the word to describe whatever this thing between her and Quinn was. She liked absolutes. She liked feeling centered. Knowing how the pieces all fit together was important to her. Under Quinn and Kelly’s persuasive words, everything seemed to make perfect sense. It was only when she let her mind wander that things became murky, nebulous even.
“You have a lover,” Kelly said with a maniacal laugh that attracted more than a few stares.
Sawyer blushed profusely and dropped her head again. “You cannot tease me right now. I am not emotionally strong enough to withstand it.”
Kelly quieted down and grabbed Sawyer’s hand away from her face. “I’m sorry. I will let you tell me the preferred term when you’re ready, and until then, I’ll just call her your…”
Sawyer regretted looking up and seeing Kelly’s mischievous smile.
 
***
 
 Sawyer wasn’t meeting up with her fuck buddy, as Kelly had called her before Sawyer had melted into a puddle of embarrassment. There was no world in which she was cool enough to make that work. She was meeting up with her friend, Quinn, who had decided to tag along to the estate sale in Brooklyn.
She’d taken the first train out of Kingsford on Sunday morning, finishing the better part of a book while she’d made the four-hour journey. It was a long trip, but it was nicer than driving, watching the scenery and small towns float past.
New York City wasn’t her favorite place in the world, but she ended up in the boroughs at least once every few months, combing through estate sales to find lost treasures perfect for the antique store. There was something about the anonymity that scared her, that she could drop dead on a busy city street and no one would know who she was. Kingsford wasn’t a tiny town, but given her family’s business, it wouldn’t be long until someone passed the information onto the right people and it eventually got to her parents. Who needed cell phones when you had the town gossip grapevine? She knew that mindset was her anxiety talking, the fear of being out and alone in the world. Quinn’s situation, all those years ago, was practically unfathomable to her. She would have withered under the same circumstances, alone in a giant city with no one to call a friend.
When Quinn had left, it had seemed almost unfair how she’d reached out to Sawyer a few months later. They hadn’t talked much before her departure, and she’d been angry. Angry that Quinn had left without telling her. Angry that now that she was gone, Quinn wanted her in her life. And then Sawyer’s grandfather had gotten sick, and everything else took a seat on the back burner.
She’d still thought about Quinn—how could she not—but it had become less acute, more of a wondering if she liked where she lived or what she was doing for work. Had she gone to college? Did she have a boyfriend? It was easier to tell herself that Quinn had headed for greener pastures, destined for something more than Kingsford.
With their conversation last week, she realized how wrong she’d been. Quinn had wanted to leave, but it wasn’t to find something more. All she’d wanted was to escape the overbearing and crushing expectations placed on her at an unfairly young age. Understanding that meant something to Sawyer, and in doing so, it further complicated an already tenuous situation.
After switching trains to get to Brooklyn, she took a cab to the estate sale, which was happening at an industrial building near the waterfront. When she arrived, the gravel parking lot was speckled with different types of vehicles, from rundown trucks to luxury sedans. Antiques, for their stereotype of wealth and decadence, could be democratizing if you went straight to the source. Estate sales were most beneficial for people who knew what they were looking for since pricing was usually based on a desire to sell quickly, not an adherence to the item’s actual worth. The markup came when the antique sellers got their hands on the items, ensuring they were put in front of the eyes of the right collectors, who would pay top dollar to add to their collection.
That was why, for the millionth time, Sawyer shook her head in frustration over her brother’s reluctance to sell mechanical antiques. It was a growing market, especially alluring to millennials and tech aficionados, who appreciated pieces that harkened to an earlier time but that were still cultural touchstones for them.
Sawyer looked up, distracted from her internal monologue, when she heard a car door open and saw Quinn stepping out of her Tesla. She wore a pair of skinny jeans and a blouse with a light jacket layered over it, her hair pulled up in a high ponytail. 
Quinn walked over to the side of the building where Sawyer stood and extended a small paper bag. “I brought you a bagel. I remember that train ride being a bitch,” she said with an easy smile.
It was impossible not to mirror the same smile back. She’d been worried that seeing her would feel strange given their current situation, but staring at Quinn, so effortlessly breathtaking yet real, calmed Sawyer instead of making her nervous. “Thank you. You’re a lifesaver.”
“Should I read anything into you actually taking me up on meeting in a public place?”
Sawyer shook her head and took her sunglasses off. Even if keeping their relationship situated in Kingsford was probably safer, whether in public or not, it hadn’t been what she wanted to do. “Just that I had no doubt that you’d have a fine appreciation for dusty warehouses.”
Quinn leveled a charming smile in her direction. “It’s not my usual venue, but I think I’ll manage.”
“Okay, so these things are usually pretty low-key,” Sawyer said, explaining what Quinn should expect while she unwrapped the bagel. “This is one of the bigger sales, but everyone is probably here looking for different things.” Quinn nodded, absorbing the words, and Sawyer took a second to bite into her bagel. “Oh my god, this is good,” she said as a quiet moan of satisfaction escaped her lips.
A cloudy look settled on Quinn’s face, and she took a small step closer. God, Sawyer didn’t even begin to know what to do with a look like that, intense and unsettling as Quinn’s eyes roamed across her features.
“Do I have cream cheese on my face?” she asked quietly, unsure what the right thing to say was. She lifted her hand up to touch her face, but Quinn grabbed it, pulling Sawyer toward her.
Her voice a little low, a lot wanting, Quinn said, “If we’re going to do public things together, you cannot, I repeat cannot, make sounds like that.” It was accusatory in the best way, like, for once, it was Sawyer doing the torturing. Not that she knew that was what she’d been doing, but she liked the rise it inspired in Quinn all the same.
“It was a sound of appreciation,” Sawyer responded as she tried not to press their bodies together, the memory of last weekend lingering on her skin.
“Which sounded unfairly similar to the sounds you make when I… appreciate you.” There was a possessiveness in her voice that made desire slide through Sawyer’s body.
“Are you jealous of a bagel right now?”
Quinn licked her lips. “No,” she said, but her eyes trained on Sawyer’s mouth told a different story.
It was heady, to know that what had happened last weekend wasn’t a fluke. Quinn had felt it too—was still feeling it—and there was more than a good possibility that it would happen again.
Sawyer pointed at the bagel in her hand. “I am going to finish this… and try to be respectful of your sensitivities right now.”
“Thank you,” Quinn said seriously, if not with a little annoyance. It made Sawyer want to laugh.
“And then we are going to go into that building…” Sawyer didn’t know what was coming over her. Something about the unabashed want on Quinn’s face—the overt way she acknowledged the desire flowing between them—made Sawyer want to volley it right back at her. And for once in her life, being outside of Kingsford felt safer, because Quinn was with her, but also because it felt a little unreal, like this moment was happening to someone else. Someone braver. Someone who had the courage to lean into the moment and kiss Quinn before saying, “And I will absolutely not be thinking about making you come.”
 



 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
 
 EVERY TIME QUINN thought she was standing solidly, Sawyer would do something that disintegrated the ground beneath her. The bagel sound had been an accident, she knew that, but everything after… whew. She barely knew which way was up or down anymore. It took an hour of wandering through the aisles of antiques before she finally started to regain some composure. 
When they’d walked in, Sawyer had been given a set of stickers that she’d initialed with a scrawly SK. As they’d roamed the aisles, Quinn tried, not with a great deal of success, to focus on anything except the sensitivity between her legs while Sawyer placed stickers on unclaimed items she wanted to buy.
Two hours in, and with most of the building scoured, Sawyer stopped in front of an array of old items and said breathlessly, in a way that made Quinn’s body snap into awareness, “I was hoping I’d find some.”
It looked like a very old slot machine, though the glass was dirty and the metal of the case matted from what was probably once a shiny lustre. “What is it?” Quinn asked, squinting at the piece that was currently capturing Sawyer’s attention.
“I think it’s a Columbia Mech by Groetchen.” Sawyer’s excitement was contagious, even if Quinn had no idea what that meant. Her stomach did a little somersault when Sawyer grabbed her hand and pulled them closer. “See,” she said, pointing at the machine. “It has five reel strips, and if I’m right, inside is a single rod that moves into the mechs when a payout is detected. It even has the circular glass-fronted reel.” What could only be described as wonder had seeped into Sawyer’s voice, and she leaned closer like a kid to get a better look. 
Quinn knew that Sawyer wasn’t looking at what was physically in front of her—she was looking at possibility, at making something better than it had been when she’d found it. It was one of the things she’d always lo… liked about her friend, and she was happy to see it hadn’t abated with the years.
“Is it valuable?” Quinn asked, not knowing exactly what questions to ask. This was wildly foreign to her area of expertise, but she wanted to keep Sawyer talking just to hear the sound of her voice.
“Not especially compared to other antiques. It’s just… so cool.”
Quinn smiled and squeezed Sawyer’s hand. “Tell me about it.”
Sawyer’s whole face lit up. “Well, it was a lot cheaper to make than other slot machines at the time, but it was also prone to jamming. I don’t expect this one will work, but I know I can fix it.” She took a deep breath and then started rattling off more information from her encyclopedic brain. “See there,” she said, pointing, “an operator could switch the coin denominations on-site if you wanted to charge more per play.” Sawyer leaned closer, and when she did, her fingers interlaced through Quinn’s and held her tight.
It had been so long since Quinn had felt this excited about anything, and it was easy to get swept up in Sawyer’s enthusiasm. “You’re going to get it, right?”
“I don’t think I could forgive myself if I didn’t.”
“Have dinner with me?” It was the same question she’d asked a few weeks ago, though the nature of their relationship had changed significantly since then. And yet again, like she was stuck in some weird, infinite time loop, she hadn’t planned on asking, but the words had come out before she could worry about how they’d be received. It was just a friend asking another friend to grab dinner. Only now they’d had sex. Really, really good sex, but still, just sex. It wasn’t a date, and it didn’t have to be complicated, but the idea of parting ways with Sawyer after watching her unabashed enthusiasm felt wrong. She wanted to hold on to it. Wrap herself in this feeling, in the closeness she hadn’t felt with another person in a long time.
Judging from Sawyer’s expression, she wondered if she’d misstepped. Finally, with her cheeks a light shade of pink that Quinn wanted to touch just to see if they were as soft as they looked, she said, “It’s not that I don’t want to, but I can’t miss the last train.”
“You can stay at my place,” Quinn offered, again refusing to use the cognizant part of her brain and deciding to act on pure emotion. Because, sure, the right tack to take when someone is concerned about dinner is to offer for them to stay the night.
Sawyer’s blush intensified tenfold, like Quinn had asked her to run naked through Times Square. There were times when Quinn was content for Sawyer to go at her own pace—and then there were times, like now—when decisiveness felt like the only option.
“Does that make you nervous?” Quinn brushed a strand of Sawyer’s curly hair away from her face just to enjoy the contact.
“It makes things… complicated,” Sawyer said after seconds of thoughtful contemplation, but she didn’t miss how Sawyer leaned her cheek into Quinn’s touch.
“Why? I spent the night at your house.”
Sawyer let out a laugh. “Yeah, but this seems more intentional.”
Quinn nodded, not really understanding because she refused to understand. “I am very intentional about wanting to spend time with you.” She wrapped a curl around her fingers and toyed with it. “And I think, as long as we’re honest with one another, everything will be fine.”
“Well, if I’m being honest,” Sawyer said, finding her voice, “you flirt with me, and it makes me want to fall into bed with you.”
Heat whipped through Quinn’s body at Sawyer’s earnest words. There really was no end to the surprises that this woman unintentionally threw her way. Truly, she knew that Sawyer was just being honest, like Quinn had asked, and not flirting with her. The problem was that only made Quinn want her more. “And that’s a problem?”
Sawyer shook her head. The lingering blush on her cheeks had calmed but not abated. “But the agreement was that we keep doing what we’re doing and when it works, it works. And my plan was to head home on the train tonight.”
She’d forgotten about how logical Sawyer could be. And maybe, if Quinn really searched inside herself, she would know that Sawyer staying with her tonight would add a layer of complication to this good thing they had going.
But she wanted Sawyer in her bed, with her dark hair fanned across Quinn’s exorbitantly expensive bamboo sheets. And she wanted to know, if given the chance, whether Sawyer would grip her metal headboard to get more leverage while Quinn elicited her new, most favorite sounds from Sawyer’s lips.
Her wants aside, Sawyer deserved respect, and to never be pushed into something she wasn’t comfortable with. Blowing out a tempered breath, she took a small step back and ran her hand through her ponytail. “You’re right. You’re absolutely right.”
Sawyer’s head tilted to the side. “I am?”
She nodded. “I am. I had a fun day with you, so we can just leave it at that.”
“I’m not…” Sawyer blew out her own unsteady breath. “I’m not trying to send mixed signals. I promise.”
“I know you’re not. This situation, for as casual or uncomplicated as we want to make it, has some delicate aspects.”
“Because your sister is my best friend?”
“Sure, let’s go with that,” Quinn said, which earned her an eye roll from Sawyer.
“But… next weekend?” Sawyer asked, in her soft voice that was a mix of hopeful and nervous. It reminded Quinn of when they were sixteen and Sawyer had finally started to take small steps toward her, before everything had fallen apart. 
Quinn felt her lips curl into a genuine smile in spite of how much was not going the way she wanted it to. Her stomach fluttered with anticipation, like she really was a teenager again, at the possibility unfolding in front of her. “Next weekend.”
 
***
 
 The following weekend came faster than Quinn had expected—but not for the reasons she wanted. While Sawyer had lingered in her mind all week like a song stuck on repeat, it was her upcoming Friday plans with her family that had Quinn more bent out of shape than usual. 
Even if her first meeting with her mother had gone well, it was an opening, not closure. This new, tentative version of their relationship was just starting out. Quinn felt the acute sting of old wounds as the week wore on. With time and space to let herself remember, memories had taken shape that left her a little more unsteady than she liked.
It had been easier to keep everything boxed up in a corner of her mind that she didn’t often venture toward. Between work and, well, more work, along with the casual flings she allowed herself as long as they fit into her schedule, there wasn’t a lot of time to be introspective. And really, she preferred that. Looking inward meant poking blindly, which could have a nasty habit of reopening old wounds. It was like running a finger over a scab you thought had healed, only to find the recovery was superficial and the wound lingered underneath.
She was happy that her mom was doing better, but would she be able to ever truly forgive her? More than a few times, she’d wondered if starting down this path was just a long, miserable trudge toward disappointment. But no, she still had to do it. At the very least, she wanted to keep Kelly in her life, and trying with her mother was the bare minimum to make that happen.
Kristen, in her very Kristen way, had popped into her office on Friday morning and made it clear in no uncertain terms that she was expecting a positive update on the Kent house by the end of the weekend. Work was the last thing on her mind, and it had been almost an afterthought to schedule time with Shane. Which was unlike her, another thing she didn’t know quite how to feel about. Between Sawyer and her family, she’d felt off her game. Usually, she’d have been working on alternate proposals or looking for insider information to help seal the deal. Instead, she was simply going through the motions on what could be one of the most important deals of her life. At the very least, it was a deal that could open a world of new doors to her.
As she drove up to Kingsford, anticipation settled low in her stomach, the only door she thought about was the one leading into Sawyer’s workshop. Sadly, any rendezvous would have to wait. She’d left the city around three, and after hitting weekend traffic, she rolled into Kingsford three hours later. It was just enough time to drop off her bags back at the bed-and-breakfast she’d stayed at the first week, freshen her makeup, and head right back out into the lingering summer heat.
The promenade along the water was busy with tourists. Kids of varying ages stood along the wooden railing looking out toward the water. Some had parents with them, and the children gestured excitedly as a boat passed by. Others, who were older, looked disaffected in the way only teenagers could pull off. Quinn remembered that age well, but for her, it was like a giant line had been drawn through it. She could see two versions of herself standing at the railing. There was the time before her father had left, when he’d been emotionally absent but physically present, and Quinn had done a good job of going about her life, pretending that everything was fine. She’d laughed and participated. Things weren’t good, but they were functional, stable even. When he told her he was leaving, the time to adjust lasted no longer than a five-minute conversation when she’d come home from school to see his bags packed. 
After that, everything was different.
It had been a Monday during basketball season, a few weeks before winter break during her junior year. She’d been able to pretend everything was fine that first week, going through the  motions of school and practice. Being busy had helped, and it wasn’t until the first weekend he was gone that her new reality began to take shape. It felt somehow wrong to say that she settled into it. More accurately, it settled around her, and she was left to learn how to wade through a world that felt like an alternate existence, forced to live in the space that remained. As the days passed, her mom receded more and more. Packing a lunch turned into leaving lunch money on the table, which eventually turned into nothing at all, as a confused Kelly asked Quinn what was happening.
And yeah, if she poked at the wound until it hurt, she was resentful. Toward her mother. Toward her father. Toward circumstances outside of her control that pulled her along like a piece of driftwood. She’d spent the next almost twenty years of her life ensuring that, no matter what, she was in control.
If she poked at the wound harder, pressing her finger insistently until it numbed with the aching pain, then she thought about Sawyer. Sawyer, who’d been the perfect balance of quiet and strong to help Quinn get through those first months. Who always seemed to be carrying extra snacks in her backpack and was just willing to be with Quinn, whether it was a good day or a bad one. Sawyer at sixteen wasn’t afraid of difficult situations, especially when her role was to offer support.
Ultimately, Quinn had pulled away. It was something she never planned to admit because it would defeat the entire point of why she’d done what she’d done. Dragging herself through her existence was one thing… but Sawyer? It hadn’t been fair to her.
Regret was a funny thing. Would Quinn do it differently if she had the chance to go back? The answer didn’t really matter because it had already happened, but it didn’t stop her from asking the question.
She arrived at the bowling alley right on time. The smell of popcorn and the slightly nausea-inducing carpet were a welcome distraction from memories that wouldn’t help her make it through the next few hours.
Kelly, her mom, and the girls were already there when she turned left and headed down the few stairs to the lounge area behind the lanes.
“Hi,” her mom said, turning her attention from Ella, though she made no move to hug Quinn. Quinn appreciated that, and took it as an acknowledgment that her mother understood things weren’t magically better after a single, tearful conversation.
“Hey, Quinn,” Kelly said, a bright smile on her face as she tried to wrestle Luna into pigtails.
“I want Saw-Saw to braid my hair,” Luna complained, her tiny body struggling from where she was nestled between Kelly’s legs.
After a defeated exhale, Kelly leaned back and let Luna run wild. “They call them threenagers at this age.”
Quinn didn’t try to hide her laugh, but a surprised exhale got stuck in her throat when Luna rounded the ball return and smashed her body into Quinn’s legs, wrapping her tiny arms mostly around them. “Hiya, Quinn. I like your hair. It looks like mine.”
Kelly looked at her with an arched brow, watching the scene play out between them. Her mother was also allowing the moment to evolve organically, keeping her focus on Ella while she colored at the small table between the sofas that faced one another.
She gave Kelly a questioning stare and mouthed at her sister, “Is this okay?” to which Kelly nodded. Dropping down, she met Luna’s bright, curious stare. “Well, your mommy told you that she’s my sister. That means that you and I are also related. Sometimes people who are related look alike.”
Luna furrowed her brows and stuck her tongue out while she used her tiny mind to what looked like its full capacity. “Like me and grandma?”
“Exactly like that! Your grandma is my mom.” She wondered if she was getting too in the weeds when she said, “So me and your mom are like you and Ella. We’re sisters.”
Luna’s whole face lit up, and her eyes went wide with surprise. “Like Anna and Elsa,” she whispered.
“Are those girls in your class?” Quinn asked.
The little girl laughed like it was the funniest thing in the world before she let out a dramatic sigh. “No, silly. They’re from Frozen.” Oh, like the movie. “Have you seen it?” Luna asked, her tiny hands coming up to play with Quinn’s hair.
Quinn didn’t want to consider all the things Luna’s tiny fingers had probably touched that day as she let her toy with her ponytail. Somehow, it didn’t really matter. “I have not.”
“Mmmk. We’ll watch it when you come over.” When did Kelly find time to sleep with these two? Her girls were bright and curious and constantly espousing a “more the merrier” ideology, and Quinn was surprised they didn’t have standing visitor hours at the McKinley-Warren residence.
It was nice, in a way. It had been a long time since she’d been invited anywhere that didn’t have to do with work. “That sounds fun, but we have to make sure it’s okay with your mom.”
Luna craned her neck back and yelled, “Mommy, can Quinn come over to watch Frozen?”
Kelly nodded. “She sure can, but Quinn is very busy, so it may not be this weekend.”
“I can…” Quinn cleared her throat. “I mean, I’m free this weekend.”
“Cool,” Luna said, already wandering away to see what Ella was doing. 
 
“Awesome.” Kelly’s entire face blossomed into a smile, and it reminded Quinn so much of when they were kids and Kelly thought she’d hung the moon. Standing up, she gestured toward Ella and Luna. “Girls, you can each pick something from the snack bar, and we can say hello to Daddy.” Markers were dropped. Distractions forgotten. Quinn was pretty sure that Ella was already halfway to the snack bar before Kelly had finished her sentence. “Do either of you want anything?” she asked, making it clear that neither Quinn or their mom was invited to come along. 
Which left them alone. 
Together.
To start having conversations twenty years in the making.
Instead of thinking about what was about to happen, she thought of Sawyer again, and about the question she’d asked herself on the walk over. 
Would Quinn do it differently if she had the chance to go back?
The answer left her with indecision, no matter which choice she’d made. Staying had felt like a slow death with the uncertain possibility of young love. Leaving had been shutting the door on her favorite person in the world but giving herself a chance at freedom and autonomy. But when she looked inward and poked that wound until her vision blurred and she thought she might pass out from the pain of it, she knew the truth. It had sat on a shelf, tucked away in the back of her mind, for all these years. If she’d been brave enough to tell Sawyer how she felt back then, and if by some miracle of the gods Sawyer had felt the same, she wouldn’t have been able to make herself leave.
Quinn shook the feeling of regret away and sat down on the lounge sofa next to her mom. She was emboldened by the knowledge that even though she’d lost time with Sawyer, she hadn’t lost her chance. 
With a cautious smile, she looked at her mom and said, “So I think we were going to talk about a few things.”
Her mom looked back at her with such a potent mix of sadness and hope and love that just seeing her have the capacity for those emotions again—to feel something after being the ghost of a person Quinn had known when she’d left—made Quinn want to cry tears of happiness.



 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
 
 MOVIE NIGHT AT the McKinley-Warren household was dramatic. Between which movie to watch, the battle over snacks, and the ability for two small children to make themselves larger than life sprawled out on the sofa, Sawyer had to be ready to do battle when she walked in the door.
But she still smiled thinking about it as she locked up the store on Saturday night. Because Luna would crawl all over her like an excited puppy. And Ella would get so lost in the movie that sometimes she’d miss her mouth when she tried to eat a piece of popcorn. And Kelly, who was a literal superhero as far as Sawyer was concerned, would have a chance to fall asleep on the recliner chair she always commandeered, knowing that the girls were being watched for a few hours.
Trevor’s family had always owned the bowling alley. When his mom had unexpectedly died a few years ago—the reason Sawyer had become such great friends with Kelly—they’d had to decide what to do. Trevor had already managed some aspects of the family business, but taking on the day-to-day responsibilities in addition to handling the loss of his last living parent was no small feat. Ella had been one, and Kelly was pregnant with Luna at the time. Trevor and Kelly had navigated it as well as could be expected, leaning on one another for support with Sawyer there to help them both whenever possible.
Sawyer had never told Kelly, but there was a part of her that was thankful she had gotten the chance to be there for her, to support her friend during a difficult time in the way she felt like she hadn’t with Quinn. 
Maybe if she had, Quinn wouldn’t have felt like leaving was her only option. 
She and Kelly hadn’t talked about Quinn in the early days, and as their friendship had grown, Sawyer hadn’t wanted to bring it up. With the exception of Kelly’s, “Oh, you were friends with my sister,” when they met at the antiques store, they didn’t mention her. Sawyer assumed it was easier for both of them this way.
But now Quinn was back, at least in some small way. Building a relationship with her sister. Doing… whatever it was she was doing with Sawyer. The straight line she and Kelly had between one another had become a triangle, and Sawyer was trying her best to navigate the growing complexity.
Which was why, when she opened the door to Kelly’s house without knocking—because the time for knocking was long past—and rounded the corner into the living room, she had to school her features at the sight of Quinn sitting in between two very excited children. She’d have a conversation with Kelly later about the complete lack of heads-up—ambush, if she was being more honest with her words.
“Saw-Saw,” Luna screamed, crawling down from the sofa in an uncoordinated yet brave way that only a three-year-old could manage. She ran across the room and held her arms toward Sawyer to be picked up. Sawyer obliged her without hesitation.
She wrapped her arms around the little girl and gave her a tight squeeze before kissing her cheek. “What’s shakin’, bacon?”
“Nuthin’. What’s cookin’, good-lookin’?” Luna said as she broke into peals of laughter. They’d been practicing this back-and-forth for almost a year now, and Luna was finally getting good at it.
“I see we have a new guest tonight.” Sawyer nodded toward Quinn and gave her a small smile, keeping the bulk of her attention focused on Luna. Quinn had absolutely no business looking so at home and relaxed in a pair of linen shorts and a white sleeveless shirt that accentuated her toned arms.
Quinn returned the smile and ran a hand through her blonde hair, which was down tonight, falling softly around her shoulders. “I was told that Frozen was a must-see film.”
Sawyer groaned. It was a good movie, but they’d already watched it at least half a dozen times this year alone. At least with a new film, she’d have more ability to focus on anything but Quinn, who’d likely only be a few feet away from her while they watched.
“You’re not a fan?” Quinn teased, her voice dropping a little lower as her stare tracked up Sawyer’s body.
“Why’s your face all red?” Ella, whom she’d assumed hadn’t been paying attention, stared at her from the sofa next to Quinn, who arched an eyebrow with the question.
“Because your sister is a little furnace,” Sawyer said quickly as she placed Luna on the ground.
Luna stomped barefoot into the carpet. “What’s that?”
“It means you make a lot of heat,” Quinn supplied, her eyes still trained on Sawyer, her lips curling upward into an unfairly knowing smile.
“Oh,” Luna said, wrestling with the definition and working to make space for it in her mind.
A second later, Kelly came through the doorway from the kitchen with three small bowls of popcorn. “Hey, Sawyer. I thought I heard you.”
“Hi, Kelly,” Sawyer deadpanned.
She sort of loved that Kelly didn’t bat an eye at the havoc she was unleashing. “Quinn was able to make it to movie night tonight. So great, right?”
“So great,” she echoed as Kelly handed her a bowl of popcorn.
Luna, standing between them, protested. “I am big enough to hold the bowl.”
Sawyer laughed, remembering many of the end results of Luna’s race toward independence. “Last time we watched Frozen, you fell off the sofa singing.”
“But it was a good song,” Ella chimed in, coming to her sister’s defense. The two of them could go at it like cats and dogs, but they were thick as thieves when it mattered.
Sawyer loved their camaraderie, and when she snuck a glance at Quinn, she saw the emotion on her face as she watched it play out. Her smirk from moments before had been replaced with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes, which were full and cloudy.
Kelly walked over to the chair separated from the sofa and placed one of the popcorn bowls next to it. “Dibs on the recliner.”  She pointed between Sawyer and Quinn. “Guess that leaves you two with the rugrats.”
It was fine. It would all be fine. They were in a room filled with other people, and even if Sawyer’s blood pressure ratcheted up whenever Quinn was close, she could keep control of herself. She was an adult. An incredibly composed adult at that—usually.
Just like when they’d been younger, Quinn seemed to have some sort of cheat code to bypass all of Sawyer’s defenses and intentions. She was still thinking about last weekend, and the teasing words that had come out of her mouth, so unlike her even on her bravest days. Quinn made her want to do more. Be more.
But tonight, her role was to be a family friend over for movie night and to keep the girls from spilling popcorn all over the living room. It was a task she was going to throw herself into wholeheartedly because the alternative was sneaking glances at Quinn and desperately wondering what the other woman was thinking.
Taking a deep breath, Sawyer started walking across the room to sit on one of the ends of the sofa. They could do adult-child across the expanse of space and everyone would be happy—especially Sawyer.
Luna had other plans. “I want the end,” she said, running past Sawyer and hurtling her body onto the sofa. She was splayed out before Sawyer even had a chance to process her cross-room run.
Ella, not to be outdone by her little sister, crawled over Quinn and took the other end. “Me too.”
There was only a space left between Quinn and Luna for Sawyer to sit in. Big enough that she could fit, but small enough that there was absolutely a possibility their arms and thighs would brush together. After what they’d already done together, this shouldn’t have made Sawyer nervous. Maybe it was because of what they’d already done together that it undeniably did.
She sighed in defeat but didn’t sit down. How did those kids take up so much damn space?
Quinn patted the empty seat. “I won’t bite.”
“Chomp chomp,” Luna said before laughing wildly at her joke. When Sawyer finally sat down, Luna leaned over her to look at Quinn seriously. “I bit Ella and got in trouble, so no biting.”
Quinn nodded, and Sawyer could see the edges of her lips tipped upward in a smile she was trying to hide. “I will do my best.”
“Okay,” Luna said, letting out a long, expressive exhale, like she’d seen the realities of war and was back to tell Quinn the tale. “But I got put in timeout for like… ever. Just tellin’ you.”
Kelly handed the other bowl of popcorn to Quinn before walking over to the wall and dimming the lights. After Kelly sat down, she shook her head. “The biting thing was a new surprise. Super fun.”
“Saw-Saw said that Ella was being a Sourpatch Kid.” Luna’s voice got breathy when she added seriously, still looking at Quinn, “I wanted to find out.”
Quinn really did laugh then. Slowly at first, but it was like the longer she thought about it, the funnier it became. She wrapped her arms around her body and tried to control herself, which did not seem to come easily for her. Finally, she wiped a tear from her eye and calmed down as everyone stared at her with varying levels of surprise. “I’m sorry. That’s just… at least there was a reason,” she said before looking at Luna and adding, “but you are right. Biting isn’t good.”
“I knowwwww,” Luna howled as she pushed herself back against the sofa and clenched her tiny hands into fists. “I said sorry.”
Looking contrite, Quinn leaned over Sawyer to see the little girl again. “I know, sweetie. That was very good of you to say sorry.”
Sawyer inhaled and tried to make herself as small as possible, but it was no use. Quinn’s forearm ghosted across her T-shirt-clad stomach, making it almost impossible to hide the sharp exhale. It would be a lie to pretend she hadn’t thought about Quinn in many types of situations over the past week, though none were as family-friendly as the one they were currently in.
Smiling at Luna, Quinn eased back into her spot before she looked at Sawyer, both of them leaned back against the sofa. Kelly took the lull in conversation as an opportunity to start the movie, which immediately grabbed everyone’s attention. At least everyone who wasn’t in a full-on, lust-induced panic mode.
“Sorry,” Quinn said quietly, like she knew exactly the impact she was having on Sawyer.
“It’s fine,” Sawyer whispered back. Heat pulsed through her veins from even the simplest connection. She’d missed it over the last week.
Quinn shook her head and tilted closer so that her lips were near Sawyer’s ear. “No,” she said, so quietly Sawyer had to use all of her attention to hear over the blood rushing in her ears. “I’m apologizing for biting you.” Another sharp exhale escaped Sawyer, and she could feel Quinn’s smile against her neck. Likely not a coincidence, as it was almost exactly where said bites had occurred weeks earlier.
Sawyer was thankful the lights were dimmed and that the crescendo of the opening was distracting everyone from the brightness of her face or how her mouth had opened in surprise. Except for Quinn, apparently, who leaned back into her spot like she hadn’t just said that, though she was seemingly determined to pick back up on torturing Sawyer at every possible chance.
 
***
 
 That night Sawyer and Quinn had both left Kelly’s house on foot, heading toward their respective places. But when they reached the bed-and-breakfast where Quinn was staying, she’d slipped her fingers through Sawyer’s and given her a small smile, shrugging and waiting for Sawyer to make the choice for both of them.
Like that had been a difficult decision. Even then, it wasn’t so much a decision as it was convincing herself to stop fighting the inevitable, which was an overwhelming thought she didn’t let herself dwell on for longer than a few minutes, only the time it took to walk hand in hand with Quinn back to her house.
By the time she’d closed the door behind them, she was wrapped up in Quinn’s arms, enveloped by sweetness and softness and the chaotic sensation of feeling the safest she’d ever been while dangling over the side of a cliff.
They were already getting better at sex together. The chemistry was there from the start, but now that they’d explored one another a few times, Sawyer knew what Quinn liked. She knew how to make her thighs tense and her back arch, knew the right pressure to use and when she was on the verge of coming undone. It was potent to have that type of power over someone like Quinn, and maybe more than a little terrifying, since no one would ever accuse Sawyer of being the take-charge type.
It hadn’t even been like this with Dani, Sawyer thought fleetingly as she trailed her fingers along Quinn’s shoulder. For as much as Quinn scared her, she did a million other things to Sawyer too. Excited her. Enthralled her. Made her feel safe in spite of this thing between them that was growing and changing faster than she was prepared for.
Whatever it was, all Sawyer wanted to do was lean into it. She slid her fingers from Quinn’s shoulder, down her arm, and then across to her hip. Tracing lazy patterns on the soft skin, she watched Quinn smile against the pillow.
“That feels good.”
Sawyer had noticed that after sex, Quinn liked to be touched like this. Softly. Sweetly. Like the world outside of them didn’t exist. “It’s really a hardship for me, you know,” Sawyer said with a teasing lilt in her voice.
“I think your bed is the only place where I really relax and just let myself enjoy the moment,” Quinn admitted, though she was probably still a little drunk from her orgasm, blissed out from another night spent wrapped up in one another. 
Still, it made all kinds of something swell up in Sawyer’s chest. A hopeful feeling that she dared not think too far through. Putting a name to it would undoubtedly come with all kinds of consequences for her heart.
Continuing her lazy patterns, she dipped her fingers below the sheet that covered the bottom half of a body she still couldn’t really believe she got to touch. Quinn had the softest skin, with muscles under the surface that strained when they moved together. Instead of digging into the other woman’s words, she redirected the conversation back to Quinn. “Everything all right?”


Quinn sighed and scooted closer. With the movement, Sawyer could reach her back, and she began to trail light touches along Quinn’s spine, enjoying her hums of contentment. 
Finally, Quinn looked over at her with soft eyes and a sleepy smile. “Just work stuff. Nothing we need to get into during our last few hours together before I head back to the city.”
And there it was, the cold reality that cut a little more jaggedly through Sawyer’s heart when she heard it again. They’d only been sleeping together a few weeks, but she was already doing the thing she’d promised herself she wouldn’t do: get attached.
Ella had decided halfway through the movie to shift closer and drape herself across Quinn’s thighs. By the time it was over, she was sleeping soundly as Quinn stroked her head gently, like it was completely normal for her to be doing that. And that was just Quinn. Adaptable. Fearless. Always able to head into any situation and come out on the other side with a gaggle of admirers in her wake. Sawyer wasn’t the least bit surprised that when they’d left, she got her standard hugs, but the girls also threw their little bodies around Quinn, kissing her cheeks and asking when they’d get to see her again.
Having great sex was one thing, but watching the woman Quinn had become, as she settled in with her nieces and built a relationship with her family, was not helping Sawyer keep clear boundaries.
Lazily, Quinn shifted forward and kissed Sawyer’s collarbone. It was featherlight, and she felt the tickle of Quinn’s eyelashes against her skin. It was a kiss meant to savor the moment, not to elicit something more. That didn’t stop the pang of want that shot through Sawyer, even though she had absolutely no business trying to go for another round.
Quinn placed another light kiss on Sawyer’s chest before shifting her weight onto her forearm, mirroring Sawyer’s position. She smiled, her eyes brightening as she started to wake up in the late morning light. And then Quinn’s gaze roamed over her face, like Sawyer was the most important thing she’d ever looked at, like she wanted to memorize every feature and keep it with her until they saw one another again. Which Sawyer knew was all wishful thinking, but it was so easy to want to fall into believing it was true.
Quinn brought her free hand up and slid her thumb across Sawyer’s lip, just staring while she watched Sawyer’s breath hitch. “You’re so beautiful.”
“That’s… thank you.” She knew any rejection of Quinn’s compliment wouldn’t be accepted. Quinn would want to know why Sawyer didn’t think she was beautiful, why she didn’t feel deserving of someone telling her that.
“I feel like I should be the one thanking you,” Quinn said before tugging her lower lip between her teeth.
Sawyer tilted her head to the side and tried not to get lost in how Quinn’s fingers had started trailing along her jaw. “How’s that now?” she asked absently.
Quinn laughed lightly at the obvious impact of her touch. “Well, the easy answer would be the orgasms, but that doesn’t quite encompass it.”
“Encompass what?”
The silence stretched between them. Quinn’s fingers wrapped behind Sawyer’s neck as she began massaging into her muscle. It felt like Sawyer couldn’t breathe until Quinn answered her. “How you make me feel. How much I like touching you. What a good person you are. Getting this chance with you was just so… unexpected.”
Someone had replaced Sawyer’s heart with hummingbird wings, her body vibrating with all the words she wanted to say but couldn’t. “I feel the same way about you.”
“So, where does that leave us?” Quinn asked as a knock sounded through the house. It cut through the moment like a knife, and Quinn moved her hand to pull the comforter up across her chest.
“That’s probably Shane, asking me to work for him today so that he can go fuck off somewhere.” Sawyer was irate that, yet again, her brother was impeding her life. Just like he’d always done.
Quinn gave her a strange look and pulled the comforter around her together. “Are you going to answer?”
“If he wants to talk to me, he won’t go away until I do. I had my phone turned off,” Sawyer lamented before pressing a soft but quick kiss to Quinn’s lips. “But we’ll finish this conversation when I get back?” Because god, did she want to finish this conversation, and she didn’t want the possibility of her brother intruding to hang over them.
It only took a few seconds for her to throw on a T-shirt and her favorite overalls before flashing an apologetic smile in Quinn’s direction. On her way out of the bedroom, she mostly shut the barn-style door that led into the living room.
When she reached the front door, she opened it quickly, foregoing pleasantries. She had way more important places to be right now. “I can’t work for you today if that’s why you’re here. I’m busy.”
He shook his head, almost but not quite looking apologetic. “That’s not why I’m here. I wanted to talk about co-ownership of the store.”
Irritation flared under her skin. He hadn’t been willing to let this go, and in the last few weeks, he’d been asking in some way or another almost every day. She didn’t have any kind words or platitudes left, especially given what he’d just pulled her away from. “Shane, I told you that I’m thinking about it. I’m not making a decision quickly about this. Grandma left me the house and you the store. It’s not something I’m going to consider without fully vetting my options.”
“When do you think you’ll have a decision? I just need to know.”
She really should have talked with Quinn about this sooner, but she’d been so swept up in their time together that it had been a nice escape not to think about the decisions she was putting off. “I need to talk with a lawyer first.”
“A lawyer?” he said, surprise in his voice, but he quickly relaxed his posture and leaned against the screen door he’d been holding open. “I figured we’d just create a new business contract with you included for the store, and you could sign the deed over to me. Lawyers take forever and charge crazy money. We could have it done this way in a few days.”
A few months ago, she probably would have caved. She would have taken the path of least resistance, and if she’d decided to move forward, she would have done it the way Shane wanted. 
Unfortunately for her brother, she didn’t feel that way anymore. And she had the beautiful woman waiting for her in bed right now partially to thank for her newfound bravery. She could see Quinn’s encouraging smile in her head when she said her next words. “No, Shane. This is not a simple thing for me. It’s our grandparents’ house. It’s the house Grandma left to me when she died. I’m going to give this decision the time and respect it deserves.”
“Sis, don’t you trust me? We’re family.”
“Shane, that’s not what this is about. Trust has nothing to do with it.”
He shook his head disappointedly. “It doesn’t feel that way from where I’m sitting. I thought we were a team.”
It took everything for Sawyer not to laugh. They were a team insofar as Shane did whatever he wanted, like he always had, and Sawyer was left to pick up the pieces. “Listen, I’m shutting this door now, and I don’t want you to bother me again today. If you need something, text me, and I’ll respond when I can.”
Another look of surprise settled across his features, but he didn’t relent. “Can we discuss this tomorrow at work?”
She shrugged. At this point, she’d do almost anything to get him to leave. “Fine. Again, no promises. I will do, or not do this, at my own pace.”
He looked pained, but there was nothing he could lord over her to get his way. Their parents wouldn’t support him taking over the house unless it was what she wanted, and he couldn’t fire her or he’d have to run the store on his own. With a nod, he closed the screen door he’d been holding open and moped across the yard toward the store’s back entrance.
Sawyer scurried excitedly through the living room and slid the bedroom door open, expecting to find Quinn curled up under the covers so that they could continue their conversation. Instead, she found Quinn almost dressed and with an absolutely unreadable expression on her face while she searched for the rest of her clothing.
Her anxiety spiked as she watched Quinn slip on her top from the night before. “Quinn, what’s wrong?”
Quinn was pulling her sex-mussed hair into a high ponytail, and all Sawyer wanted to do was coax her back into bed. “I’ve spent the last two minutes trying to figure out what to say, but I need to be professional, so I’m going to just say it.” Her voice was detached and far-away-sounding, so unlike the soft lilt she’d had minutes ago as they’d been wrapped up in one another, sharing a moment that Sawyer had believed they both felt.
Now, all she felt was the emptiness in her stomach as she tried to reorient herself to how quickly things were changing. “Okay…”
Taking a deep breath, Quinn crossed the few feet of space between them to stand in front of Sawyer. She didn’t touch her, but Sawyer noticed how Quinn’s fingers tapped against her shorts while she looked around the room at anything except Sawyer. When Quinn finally met her stare, her eyes deep and more than a little tortured, Sawyer knew she didn’t want to hear whatever came next. “The business that I’m in town for is to purchase your grandparents’ old house for a client. I’ve been meeting with Shane over the past few weeks, since he led me to believe he was the owner.” With her last words, a flash of anger passed through Quinn’s eyes, lighting them up before she took a deep breath and her features went blank.
“I don’t…” This was a lot of information to process, and none of it made any sense except that Shane had done something shitty and the implications were reverberating into her life.
“Which means that, if what I heard between you two is correct, you are the sole owner of the house. You are the S. K. listed on the trust, and the person with whom I need to coordinate the terms of the offer and, hopefully, eventual sale.” It was so strange to hear Quinn’s voice snap into business mode. She wanted to go back in time, to whispers and touches and a moment that Sawyer wanted to wrap herself in like a warm blanket.
“You’re…” Sawyer couldn’t seem to find the right words fast enough. Her brain didn’t work like this. Quinn had moved miles ahead to a new world order while Sawyer struggled to stop herself from reaching out and comforting Quinn, who was so obviously unhappy, even if her voice remained firm as she laid out this new information. “You’re trying to buy the house?”
Quinn nodded. Another look flashed across her face, like this was all harder for her than her words were letting on. Like maybe she was feeling the crushing weight of the loss of a moment that had been stolen from her too. Except that even if Quinn was feeling it, she wasn’t letting it stop her. “For a client. It’s what originally brought me back to Kingsford, and quite frankly, it’s something I should have spent more of my focus on. Maybe I would have been able to see through Shane’s reticence a bit faster.”
Sawyer didn’t want to let the dig about where Quinn was spending her time land, but it chipped off a little piece of her heart and her happiness anyway. Quinn was obviously frustrated. Maybe even a little embarrassed. This conversation was a lot of maybes on Sawyer’s side because Quinn was all business now. “You couldn’t have known about Shane. I’m sure he did everything to imply that he owned the house, if he didn’t just outright lie to you.”
Holding up her hand, Quinn stopped Sawyer’s next words. “It’s not important. What is important is that sleeping with a seller is a breach of ethics at best and license-revoking at worst.” And there it was. Quinn felt like she had to choose between her job and… something new and uncertain. Something with Sawyer. 
“At least it sounds like this hasn’t happened to you before, so that’s something.” It hurt to be this glib, but all Sawyer wanted was to recapture the sweet, playful nature of the morning they’d shared. 
Quinn didn’t laugh, didn’t even give a hint of a smile. If anything, she grew even more resolved, straightening her back. “I’m sorry, Sawyer. I wasn’t expecting this to happen either. I need to get back to the city right now. I’ll give you a call soon to discuss the details of the offer my client would like to put forth.” When Quinn reached the doorway, she turned around and looked at Sawyer—really looked at her—in a way that felt so much like a goodbye Sawyer thought she’d been punched in the stomach. “I want you to know, I’m so sorry.”
And as she watched Quinn leave, Sawyer, like history was repeating itself in a way that ached down to her bones, wondered if what she had to offer would ever be enough.
 



 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
 
 BACK AT THE bed-and-breakfast, Quinn threw her clothing in her weekend bag and tried not to throw up. Or cry. Or feel anything, really. She hadn’t been this angry in a long time. It sluiced through her like a drug in her veins, its potency growing as the minutes ticked by, as her frustration and shame mounted each time she thought about Shane Kent’s stupid face. Whatever this thing inside her was, it had a long half-life, and she was still on the upward swing.
Her fingers curled around her laptop. She briefly considered throwing it across the room. She’d wasted months. Months of thinking that Shane Kent owned the house and pitching for her client with that assumption buoying it all. Everything had lined up superficially, so she hadn’t delved deeper. He was living there. His initials matched the name on the trust. It all worked except that Quinn had never gotten by doing the bare minimum. If this had been any other house, in any other town, owned by any other family, she would have known the family tree four generations back and built profiles on anyone who may have had a stake in helping or hindering the deal.
With her own past here, and her growing relationship with her own family, she couldn’t pretend that her focus wasn’t split. 
And Sawyer…
God. The sad, confused look on her face when Quinn had dashed out of the house made her want to curl up on her bed and cry. More than that, the tenuous, budding situation between them had been cut off at the knees. 
There was no point in telling Sawyer the words she’d been about to say before Shane had shown up. That she couldn’t make promises, but she wanted their relationship to become something more. That she’d made time for Sawyer and she wanted Sawyer to do the same, if she was open to it. That waking up next to Sawyer in the morning was the happiest she’d been in a very long time. That she wanted more mornings like that. 
There was no chance of that now.
They weren’t opponents, but Quinn was professionally bound to put someone else’s interests above Sawyer’s. Ethically, anything romantic between them had to be put on hold, and she doubted it would be salvageable after the dust settled. Either Sawyer would refuse to sell the house, and Quinn would lose the most important deal of her career. Or she would convince Sawyer to sell by some miracle, and she would have to deal with the guilt of wondering whether she’d somehow used knowledge derived from their romantic relationship to make it happen.
It was a lose-lose situation. Quinn hated losing.
She thought about stopping by Kent Antiques to rip Shane Kent apart, but he may as well have been invisible to her at this point. Any time focused on him was even more time lost getting Clark Gleeson the house of his dreams.
She also thought about stopping by to see Sawyer on her way out of town, to apologize for how she’d left things. Deep down, though, she knew that wouldn’t be a good idea. Sawyer needed time to sit with the bomb that had just been dropped between them. And if Quinn went back, she might drop down to her knees in front of Sawyer and tell her all the things she’d been about to say. It wasn’t fair to either one of them.
Then again, life had never felt especially fair from where Quinn sat. All she could do was make the best of the situations she was given. She didn’t want the knowledge that after only a few months back in Sawyer’s presence, this hadn’t been an easy decision. There was a moment, when she’d been in bed absorbing the conversation, where she’d thought about giving this deal up. Hell, about giving her entire career up for the chance to spend more time with Sawyer. To see how this thing between them would take root, blossoming and growing. What would a world of mornings in bed with Sawyer and afternoons spent with her sister and nieces in town feel like?
Maybe home?
No, she thought, shaking her head. Home was the existence she’d built in New York. In the knowledge that her life was her own, and there was no one who could pull at a single thread and unravel the whole thing. Not a parent who hadn’t been able to act like one. Not a sister who had needed a parent. And not a friend who had been willing to absorb all of Quinn’s sadness and hurt like it was fuel instead of poison. She didn’t want to be needed like that, and she didn’t want to need anyone in return.
Was it Tennyson who’d said it was better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all? If so, that guy was an idiot as far as Quinn was concerned. The well of loneliness was vast, but so was the well of despair. At least in the former, no one else was drowning with her.
Vindicated she was making the right choice, she packed her remaining items and was on the road less than twenty minutes later. But she knew that, soon enough, with a contract in hand and an intimate familiarity that would require all Quinn’s fortitude to push aside, she and Sawyer would see one another again.
 
***
 
 At ten a.m. on Monday, just like Quinn asked, Belinda walked into her office. Quinn hadn’t slept much the night before as she rolled all of the possible scenarios around in her mind. They all ended the same way.
“Everything okay?” Belinda asked, hesitation in her voice as she sat down in the chair across from Quinn’s desk.
Quinn stood up and walked to the door and closed it. She used the few seconds to stretch her legs and prepare herself for what she needed to admit. When she returned to sit at her desk, she saw fear in Belinda’s eyes. “Nothing about you, Belinda. I need your help.”
Belinda’s exhale was audible. “I’m happy to help.”
“First, let me start by asking for your complete discretion. I’ll be completely honest, I feel I need to admit what I’m about to tell you because otherwise, it will be difficult for you to do your job.”
“I promise that whatever you tell me stays between us,” Belinda said, curiosity etched across her face.
Quinn never did things like this. She didn’t make mistakes, and she didn’t ask for help beyond the constructs of her professional relationship with her assistant.
But Quinn had been breaking a lot of her own rules lately, so she might as well break one more.
“There was a…” She tried to find a way to phrase it without making herself look like a complete idiot. “There was a complication with the Gleeson sale. I was originally misinformed about certain facets of the home.”
Belinda’s face fell. “Is there something wrong with the house? I’m sure he’d still want it given the sentimental value.”
God, she loved Belinda’s solutions-oriented nature. It was a comforting constant in a world that hadn’t stopped spinning since yesterday morning.
Quinn shook her head and flattened her palms against her desk. Might as well go all in, even though saying the words out loud made her want to throw something across the room. “I made a mistake.” In the ten years they’d worked together, it was a sentence Quinn had never uttered, at least not to this degree. She’d needed to “juggle things around” or “smooth things over,” but a mistake like this? Never.
“What kind of mistake?” Belinda asked.
“I didn’t look deeply enough into the owner of the Kent house. There are three family members with the same initials. One of them was living there when I arrived, and they strongly implied they were the owner of the residence.” Quinn took a quick breath and forced herself to continue. She still felt so incredibly stupid saying it out loud. “Unfortunately, that’s not the case.”
“Oh, shit.”
“Yeah. Oh, shit.” Quinn managed a wry smile. “So the reality is, the months I’ve already spent working on this person were all for naught.”
“What are you going to do?” Belinda pulled out her iPad. “Do you want me to take notes?”
Quinn waved her off. “If you’d like, but I mostly needed to clear the air because ongoing complications could arise.”
“What kind of complications?”
“Well, Kristen, for one. She has a vested interest in fully securing Mr. Gleeson as a client. I do not want her to find out about this. If it comes up, the official story is that the owner got cold feet, but we’re working through what we can.” That sounded plausible, and it happened all the time to delay deals.
Belinda nodded. “Got it. I will super secretly notate that as ‘need to buy socks’ on my list.”
Quinn laughed at the much needed levity Belinda was providing to this catastrophe. “Perfect.”
“What else?”
Ehhh… Quinn didn’t want to get into the other parts until it became absolutely necessary, like the fact that she’d already slept with Sawyer. As long as they didn’t sleep together anymore, she could skirt the ethical codes needed to make this work. God, that seemed bleak. Necessary, but bleak. She’d spent the last twenty-four hours convincing herself that as long as she could keep things professional, this could all work out. That was her story, and she was sticking to it.
“That’s it for now. I just need you to run interference with Kristen if it comes up.” She flashed Belinda a confident smile to let her know that it was all being handled and they’d make it over this speed bump with no damage to the end result.
“When will you be heading back to meet with the actual owner?” She appreciated that there wasn’t a hint of judgment in Belinda’s voice.
Quinn ran her hand through her hair and leaned back in her chair. “I’m not sure. I know the whole Kent family, so I am already acquainted with the actual owner. I just didn’t realize that’s who she was.”
It was like Belinda sussed out something in Quinn’s voice, and she pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose before staring thoughtfully at her boss for a few seconds. “That somehow sounds less than ideal, though I’m not exactly sure why.”
“It’s complicated. I’ll send the new version of the contract along and work to schedule an initial meeting to discuss the terms.”
“Well, I hope it goes well.” Belinda put her iPad down on Quinn’s desk and looked at her thoughtfully. “And even if there is an issue with the sale, at least you’re getting to spend some time with your family.”
Quinn sighed and rubbed her temples. She didn’t even want to think about what a nightmare that was going to become, given how close Sawyer was with Kelly. “It’s been nice. An unexpected positive in all of this.”
And it had been, until yesterday.
 
***
 
 On Thursday night, Quinn let herself into her Chelsea apartment and dropped her bag on the sofa. She’d come back to the remaining work she had later.
At least she’d remembered to order delivery, which had beaten her by only a few minutes. Belinda had offered to have dinner sent to the office, but Quinn had declined. She wanted to be home. Being alone with her thoughts wasn’t exactly ideal, but she wanted to be outside of the reach of any professional obligations for the rest of the evening. 
Pouring a glass of expensive wine to enjoy with her pasta wasn’t a hard sell. Anything to feel remotely human, to indulge in something that was enjoyable. It wasn’t as enticing as waking up in the bed of a woman who made Quinn feel like she was a better person than she actually was, but it was enough to give her a hit of serotonin to keep from falling apart.
This week had been the opposite of enjoyable. She plucked a wine glass from the rack hanging from a cabinet and opened a bottle of red to let it breathe. 
And then, like she did most nights when she was alone, she wandered aimlessly, nothing to tether her in place. The bottom level of her apartment was an open-concept floor plan, decorated by a sought-after interior designer Quinn had met years ago at a trade event. It was strange how, in this moment, she had trouble remembering the details of that first meeting. It felt like her brain was so impossibly stuffed with other concerns that there was no room for anything else.
But when Vivian had recommended bold colors and clean lines, Quinn had agreed. That was the thing she remembered—how she’d felt. The feeling had been relief, to give someone else the reins and let them make choices for her. Sure, she had had input, but she had given carte blanche to Vivian to implement her “vision,” as she’d called it.
For working in real estate, she had surprisingly little to say about color schemes and design elements. All Quinn had cared about was the nineteenth-century Italianate home with terraces on both levels. It had evoked a feeling within her, like she was safe and shielded from the wild and unpredictable city only steps away.
Her clients, mostly buyers, needed something else from her. It was the sales touch she excelled at, the ability to dig deep and understand what motivated them. That, and an interest in architecture, focusing on the bones of the home instead of what people layered over it. Anything else was just a superficial touch that could be switched out on a whim, especially given the net worth of her clients.
She opened the door off the veranda on the bottom floor, which was still about thirty feet above the sidewalk below. Every week, she had a landscaping company tend to a variety of native plants that created a secluded oasis for her. Instead of stepping out onto the wooden patio with a table for four, which had never been fully occupied, she left the door open and returned to pour her glass of wine.
It was a stark contrast to bowling alleys with haphazard carpets. Or converted workshops that were more lived-in than Quinn’s multimillion-dollar apartment ever would be. That one hurt to think about, remembering the few mornings she’d spent there over the last month, when the sun had streamed in through the east-facing windows and she had smelled sheets that reminded her of a summer rain.
If someone would have asked her a few months ago, she’d have told them that she enjoyed life to its fullest. A great home. A successful career. Expensive dinners. Invitations to exclusive events. Enough money in the bank that life was hers to do with what she wanted. She checked all the boxes, but hitting a target only led to setting an exceedingly bigger, more ambitious goal the next time.
When she’d left Kingsford, she hadn’t been looking for another home. She’d wanted security, sure, but she didn’t want that to come at the hands of others. All she wanted was to know that her life was built in such a way that she could step back at any time and feel like the world around her wouldn’t crumble. She hadn’t felt like that when she’d left her mother, and definitely not when she’d left Kelly. 
Everything she did was in service of keeping an emotional distance from other people so that she’d never have to make a choice like that again. A year after she’d left, Kelly had called her to say that their mom was doing much better. Quinn hadn’t wanted to hear it. Sure, she’d let Kelly know that was great news, but her life was picking up here, and it didn’t make sense to come back.
She’d been scared. Scared of getting pulled in again. Scared of her mom backsliding. Scared that it was some elaborate, though probably innocent, orchestration for Kelly to get her to come home.
And she’d been absolutely scared—terrified even—of seeing Sawyer again. She could at least admit that much to herself. It wasn’t hard to feel like she’d made the right choice when she saw what had blossomed between them in only a few months, even after seventeen years had passed. 
Quinn had always felt a pull toward her. 
She still felt a pull toward her.
Finishing off her first glass of wine, she headed back to the kitchen to pour another. She was returning to Kingsford tomorrow. That alone deserved a second glass. Quinn didn’t know what Sawyer would tell Kelly, but she’d probably have to reckon with at least some type of fallout.
Quinn needed to see her as soon as possible to clear the air. At least they wouldn’t run into one another that way, with Kelly ending up as collateral damage in a painfully awkward conversation. Yes, that’s what she’d do. She’d had the week to lick her wounds, and now, it was time to rip the Band-Aid off. 
Avoiding Sawyer wasn’t a possibility, and if Quinn was giving up her chance with her, she’d better at least achieve the thing she was giving it up for.
 



 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
 
 ON FRIDAY MORNING, like she always did, Sawyer headed from her house toward the store’s back entrance to open up for the day.
The past week had been more than a little emotionally taxing, with no end in sight. Shane hadn’t bothered her the rest of the day Sunday, not that it had mattered. Her relaxing morning with Quinn had morphed into something she’d pushed from her mind, and she’d thrown herself into working on the new mechanical antiques that had been delivered from Brooklyn the previous week.
Every day, she got up early and worked for a few hours restoring the items, went to work at the store, and then came home and began working on her own projects again. Heartbreak could be a powerful motivator to do anything to avoid looking inward and dealing with her emotions.
All week, she’d been trying to figure out how to best tell Shane that she never wanted to talk to him again. It was difficult, given they worked together—at least when he bothered to show up—but she didn’t want to rush the conversation in an explosion of anger. If he hadn’t lied to Quinn, none of this would have happened. They’d have both known the score going into their first meeting, and their relationship would have evolved, or not, with transparency about what Quinn wanted from Sawyer.
In a way, it was comforting to know that Quinn had only wanted to spend time with her, to get to know her again. In another way, it was crushing to feel like she’d been robbed of an opportunity that she’d held tentatively in her grasp.
Deep down, she’d always known her brother was a taker. Even while he was trying to take advantage of Sawyer and get her to turn over the house so that he could sell it right out from under her, he still had the audacity to show up late and pretend he was doing her a favor by letting her work at the store. It was gaslighting at its finest, a fact that had become startlingly clear.
Sawyer had never felt like she was owed anything. She didn’t think her grandparents needed to leave them the store or the house, though she was grateful they did. Maybe she didn’t understand why Shane was chosen to receive the store once the decision had been passed down, but she’d accepted it. But after what had happened with Quinn, she was mad. She’d felt so close to something, and she blamed her brother for ruining it by creating a Shakespearean drama with his selfishness.
Once her anger had subsided, she’d started seriously thinking about her future. The business, under Shane’s ownership, was barely worth the building and their existing inventory. She knew the market. She knew the trends. There was no reason to stay tied to him and the family store except tradition. Still, even considering striking out on her own wasn’t an easy decision to make. There was capital for initial inventory to consider, not to mention a location that wouldn’t be too close to the other few stores in town. And, most importantly, finding a way to break her decision to her parents without causing a rift right down the middle of her family.
She’d been kicking the idea around when Shane waltzed in at eleven a.m., an hour after they opened. 
“Morning, Sawyer,” he said chipperly, looking like a kid on Christmas morning. She knew he was feeling positive because she had told him she’d give him an answer today after pushing his questions off all week. Maybe she’d given him the impression that she was leaning toward yes and, on top of that, that she was willing to relent and do a backdoor deal without getting lawyers involved.
She’d never been especially calculating unless it was to disassemble, fix, and reassemble her mechanical antiques. With people, she usually took things at face value, which left her a few steps behind. She’d been miles behind what Shane had been planning, but this week had bought her some breathing room to catch up.
“Hey, Shane. I was going to take a long lunch with Kelly in about an hour. You don’t mind covering, do you?” 
“Oh…” She watched the wheels turning in his mind at being left to hold down the fort on his own. For the first time, Sawyer wondered how often the store was actually open on Sundays when he was meant to work alone. “Yeah, that shouldn’t be a problem. You’re doing inventory tonight, right?”
She smiled. “Absolutely.”
“That reminds me. When did you want to chat about the proposal?” He asked it like it was an afterthought and not something he’d probably not stopped thinking about since Monday. Judging from his insistence to push her decision, it was clear Quinn hadn’t talked to him.
“How about while I do inventory? You can hang out and make sure it’s all done correctly.”
She saw him waver, which sent a spark of excitement through her body. He hated staying late. “Well, I was actually supposed to meet a few people out tonight.”
Sawyer nodded sympathetically. “We can always chat on Monday if that works better for you?”
“No,” he said quickly, his voice a little too loud for the nonchalance he was trying to project. “I can make tonight work. Six? We’ll chat and then you can finish up inventory?”
She smiled broadly. “Sounds perfect.”
 
***
 
 “How are you doing?” Kelly asked. They were seated at a coffee shop a few blocks from the antique store.
“The tomatoes are so good at this time of year,” Sawyer deflected before taking a bite of her sandwich. She spent a few extra moments savoring the balance of flavors and textures in the panini.
Kelly nodded and took a sip of her unsweetened tea. “Great. Now that we know how the tomatoes are doing, let’s get back to you.”
“I just… I don’t really see the point in rehashing it all again. I told you on Monday, and we talked about it again yesterday.” Sawyer sighed deeply. “I will be fine.”
“Future tense implies you aren’t fine now, though, which is why I’m checking.”
Another deep sigh did nothing to make her case. “I was surprised. And now I have to deal with Quinn in this weirdly professional capacity and just pretend like the last couple of months didn’t happen.” Sawyer was finding that once she started talking, she had more to say than she thought. “And I want to kill Shane. I didn’t know I had that level of anger inside of me.”
Kelly was following along while she gave Sawyer a chance to get it out. When Sawyer leaned back in her chair and took another bite, Kelly responded. “How was Shane today?”
She chewed thoughtfully for a few seconds, trying to remain diplomatic, but her frustration was hard to shake. “The same. He thinks I’m going to just give him the house for a part of a worthless business. God, he must really think I’m stupid.”
“He doesn’t think you’re stupid,” Kelly said quickly, shaking her head. “He knows that you’re trusting. He’s taking advantage of that. There is no one to blame in this situation except for him.” 
It made Sawyer feel a little better, but it didn’t quite temper the sting of having a complete asshole for a brother. She knew he wasn’t worth spending time on.
“And you’re… you’re not mad at Quinn?” 
Kelly lifted a brow. “Are you mad at Quinn?”
Sawyer shook her head. She’d thought a lot about this over the past week. “No. A little hurt, maybe, especially my pride. But I don’t blame her. I just wanted to make sure that everything would be okay between you two.” Because the worst thing that could come out of this would be if it fractured the new relationship between Kelly and Quinn.
“As a friend, I’m mad on your behalf at the situation, but you are the one who gets to decide how you want to play it. I’ll support you no matter what.” Kelly finished her sandwich and leaned back to mirror Sawyer’s position. “And, I mean, you’d said it was just casual, right?”
“It was… but it also felt like maybe something more was happening?” she admitted, running her hand through her curls and letting out an exasperated breath. Maybe she should have clued Kelly into the changing dynamics a little sooner, but it had all happened so fast. “I don’t know. We didn’t talk about it. I felt like we were going to talk about it, and then she found out that I owned the house. And she was like… apologetic, but that’s not what I wanted. I didn’t want an apology. I wanted to know how she felt about me.”
“And now you have unresolved feelings?”
What a loaded question. “I think I’ve always had unresolved feelings.”
“There it is.”
Sawyer shot her a confused look. “What are you talking about?”
“I’ve seen how you two are with one another. Maybe I don’t know Quinn that well, but I know you. I can’t pretend to know how Quinn feels, but it was clear that you were catching feelings.” That was one way to phrase it, a nicer way than saying Sawyer was probably acting like a lovesick teenager. But Kelly had more to say. “And you’re cautious. I don’t think you would have gotten this wrapped up unless there was already something there. Something that rekindled when she came back.”
“It was a bad idea from the start. I pretended I didn’t have unresolved feelings in order to make myself feel better about doing something that I knew I shouldn’t.” An exasperated groan pushed out before she added, “And now I have double unresolved feelings. It’s like some sort of sick joke.”
Kelly absorbed her words and leveled a sympathetic smile across the table. “Taking a chance isn’t a bad thing, even if it doesn’t turn out how we hope.”
“That’s easier said than done.”
“Ella wasn’t planned.”
Sawyer looked up and met Kelly’s eyes. “I didn’t know that.”
“It’s not something we broadcast. When I got pregnant, we had to make a very difficult decision. I was still in school to become a vet tech, and Trevor was working nights at his factory job. We didn’t know how we were going to do it.”
God, she couldn’t imagine. And Kelly and Trevor made it all look so easy, like they constantly knew what they were doing. “How did you decide?” 
“We were lucky in that we wanted kids; we just hadn’t thought it’d be so soon. We wanted to be more settled, more secure. But I didn’t want to regret not having her.”
Sawyer nodded, taking it all in. “It seems like it worked out for the best, though, right?”
“It did,” Kelly said with a smile, and Sawyer knew she was thinking about Ella. “And when Trevor’s mom died, we had another decision to make. He was still at his factory job on the day shift, but he was working at the bowling alley helping his mom almost every night. We were doing better financially since I’d graduated, but still, the idea of him quitting his full-time job to take over the bowling alley was terrifying.”
“I… yeah. I remember meeting you two during that time. You seemed a little lost,” Sawyer admitted softly. Being able to support Kelly during that time was and always would be one of her best accomplishments as a person.
“And you thought nothing about being there for me, Sawyer. You’re a wonderful person, and you’ve become my best friend. When it’s about someone else’s happiness, you’re the first to jump in.” Kelly looked at her seriously. “But when it’s about your own happiness, you act like life is out of your control.”
Sawyer hated hearing those words, even if she knew they were true. “It’s not that simple…”
“We’re just all out here making choices, hoping for the best. You can’t make someone do something, but you can make your own choices to give yourself the best possible shot at happiness. I think…” Kelly’s face furrowed, and she took a sip of her tea in a way that Sawyer knew was meant to buy time. “You’ve been passive in your own life since I’ve known you. Your brother lives in the house you own. You work for him instead of owning the store. And you let Dani hurting you make you feel like there really was something about you that was lacking. You let other people’s decisions dictate your life. The choice you’re making is to not make choices at all, if that makes sense.”
That struck a nerve in Sawyer, and she tried to hide the tears pricking behind her eyes. Her voice was full when she said, “I know,” to Kelly, who was her best friend and only trying to help her.
“I don’t want you to feel like you did something wrong by taking a shot with Quinn. It seems like you’re looking at it from the perspective of this not working out, but to me, that’s not the most important thing.”
Sawyer groaned. “And what should I be focusing on then?”
A smile played on Kelly’s lips. “I thought you’d never ask. Quinn wants you too. Maybe it’s not working out for other reasons, but there’s no doubt in my mind that, at minimum, Quinn is very attracted to you. So at least you never have to wonder whether it was just one-sided.”
That was actually a really interesting, and surprisingly positive, way of looking at it. She gave Kelly a thankful smile. “That makes a lot of sense.”
Kelly waved off the gratitude. “This is all just to say that you’re letting Quinn dictate whether or not you get closure on whether it’s more than that. You can’t make her have a conversation, but you can at least try to hold her accountable to having it. I think you owe yourself that much, to at least try.”
Apprehension fluttered in her stomach. “She doesn’t want to talk about it. I don’t even know that legally she can talk about it.”
“It’s not life-or-death,” Kelly said with an eyebrow raise that said more than her words could. “She’s a real estate agent, not responsible for the nuclear missile codes.”
“I get the sense that Quinn’s whole identity is tied up in her career. Maybe it’s not life-or-death, but I’d argue Quinn definitely looks at it as her life.”
“Then tell her those things if this is weighing on you,” Kelly pushed. “She’s going to have to seek you out about the house. Why can’t you get something out of it too?”
Oh. Did she really want to know, though? “I’ll think about it,” she demurred.
Kelly shrugged, like she wasn’t worried one way or another which decision Sawyer made. She was putting the ball in Sawyer’s court to make the choice, to decide how she wanted this all to play out.
And after a lifetime of indecision, Sawyer knew she finally needed to start taking charge. Later tonight, Shane Kent was first on her list.
 
***
 
 By six o’clock, Shane was circling around her like a shark who smelled blood. He was trying to be casual about it, sticking near her in the mainroom, pretending to dust antiques that were already impeccably clean thanks to Sawyer. For once, she felt like she was seeing things clearly.
When the Seth Thomas clock hanging close to the doorway chimed closing time, Shane dashed over to the door, flipped the sign, and clicked the deadbolt in place.
“So,” he said, sidling up to the counter and drawing her attention from where she was compiling their sales receipts. “What’s the verdict? Can I send you the paperwork to sign?”
Slowly, Sawyer clipped the receipts together. She placed them in a folio on the counter and grabbed a pen to fill out their delivery forms. Without looking up at him, she asked neutrally, “When was the last time you saw Tate? When was the last time he spent the night at your house?”
The question clearly threw him off guard, and his charming smile faltered when she looked up to meet his stare. “What’s that got to do with us discussing the business?”
Sawyer leaned her elbows on the counter and stared him down. “Let’s call it doing my due diligence.”
His posture stiffened. “I don’t think my relationship with my son is any of your business.”
“What relationship, Shane? When was the last time he spent the night with you? You wanted to stay in the house so that you’d have more room for him. So again, my question stands: When was the last time he was over with you?”
“Recently,” he snapped back.
Slowly, she lifted herself up to her full height and looked at him across the counter. “I called Bridget today. She told me that Tate hasn’t stayed with you in over four months.”
“Bridget lies.” He said it so easily that she wondered if he actually believed it.
“Why would Bridget lie?”
He ran his hands through his messy hair and threw his arms out to his sides, his voice rising. “Probably to make me look bad. I don’t know.”
“I think you’re doing a fine job of that all on your own.” She shook her head, disgusted that she’d been so blind to how bad of a person, and father, Shane had been for far too long.
“I thought that being a co-owner was what you wanted. I don’t know why you’re suddenly twisting this around to make me the bad guy somehow.” Keep digging, Shane. At this rate, Sawyer didn’t even need to provide him with the shovel.
“Are you going to invite Tate to come live with you in the house? He’s been getting in trouble, you know. He could probably use more attention from you.”
“It’s an option.”
“God, Shane. Do you even hear yourself right now? You’ve been given everything, and you still want to throw it away for something shinier. You have a son who would love a relationship with you. You were given a profitable business that you could literally survive off of if you put in an ounce of effort.” She scoffed but held her hand up when he moved to speak. She wasn’t even close to being done. Years of pent-up frustration were bubbling out. “But you want things to be easy. You want to take, take, take instead of working for anything.”
“That’s way past the line, Sawyer. You have no idea about my life.”
“Don’t I? I mean, I should, considering we’re supposed to be here working together, but you’re never around.”
He looked absolutely shocked that she was calling him out. She’d never come close to this level of honesty regarding how he was living his life. The way his eyes darted around, she could tell that he wanted to lay into her, get in a few digs of his own. But he couldn’t. Not with the house on the line.
Calming his tone, he said slowly, “What I do as the owner is none of your business.”
“My questions as a possible co-owner are well within my bounds. And my questions as your sister are even more relevant, whether you like them or not.”
“Well, feel free to mark me down in the ‘dislike’ column then.”
He was already back to whining, but Sawyer resisted laughing. She didn’t want to do this anymore, this back-and-forth where he took zero responsibility for his actions. Kelly had been right. All she could do was make her own decisions and see where the chips fell. 
“I’m not selling the house to you. Or giving it away for co-ownership or whatever you’re calling it.”
And then he honest to god guffawed, like that was the most ridiculous thing he’d ever heard. “Just like that?” he finally asked when his bafflement seemed to wear off enough for him to speak.
“I’ve had time to think about it, and it’s not a prudent business decision.”
“You’re making a mistake.”
“I’m not, but thanks for your input.” She gave him a few seconds to recover before she turned this conversation on its head. “And on that note, I’m going to be making some updates to the house that require it to be vacated. You can consider this your thirty-day notice.”
“Are you fucking kidding me, Sawyer? After all I’ve done for you? Where am I supposed to live?”
She shrugged. “I’m sure Mom and Dad would let you stay with them while you find a place. Tate too. They’d love to see more of him.”
When her grandmother had died, she’d given Sawyer the house and the workshop, and Shane was given the antique store building along with the rights to the business. Until this moment, she’d never been so happy as to how it had been split.
Shane looked galled, which only made her smile. “If you think Mom and Dad will have your back about this, you’re wrong. I bet they have no idea what you’re trying to do right now.”
“We’ll find out,” she said before she closed the work laptop and started walking along the counter toward the back entrance. “I’m glad we had a chance to make some final decisions about everything. I have plans tonight, but I’ll see you bright and early for my shift tomorrow.” She didn’t give him a chance to respond as she headed through the hallway that led to the back door and exited the building to head home.
It was only once she was back in her living room that she realized his duplicitousness about the house hadn’t even come up. He’d hung himself out to dry long before the house came into play, but Sawyer hadn’t wanted to believe it.
She was done being a passive observer to the world around her. Her eyes were finally open, and now the real work began.
 



 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
 
 AT THIS POINT, Quinn thought she should buy a stake in local Kingsford hotels. She’d had a room rented almost every weekend for the past two months. Could she keep one on retainer? Belinda always seemed to be able to work some kind of magic and get her a place to stay with even the shortest notice.
Quinn had been more than a little surprised when she’d received a text from Sawyer, asking if they could meet up on Sunday to discuss the terms of Quinn’s offer. Sawyer must be considering it if she was willing to hear her out, right?
Maybe Quinn wouldn’t be months behind on closing the house because of her idiotic mistake. Maybe, but she knew not to underestimate Sawyer.
She desperately wanted to ask Kelly when she visited her today, but that wasn’t fair. Quinn had already gotten a significant amount of information from Sawyer herself. It was hard to figure out what was fair play and what wasn’t—something that had never been an issue before. Before, anything had usually been open to Quinn’s subtle prodding and investigation. She had entire dossiers on some sellers whom she needed to sway with an argument centered on more than money.
Everything Quinn needed to eventually convince Sawyer to sell was already laid out in front of her. Hell, it was practically wrapped up and decorated with a bow. Why then didn’t she feel comfortable using it?
All it felt like she did these days was ask herself questions for which she didn’t want to know the answers.
Months ago, everything had been so clear. Shake hands. Show homes. Close deals. There was a lot that happened in the middle that Quinn did on autopilot these days, buffered by Belinda’s administrative expertise.
But now, back in Kingsford, she felt more adrift professionally—and personally—than she ever had. She was afraid to talk to her mentor, Kristen, whom she’d always gone to with difficult work-related problems. She woke up in the mornings rolling toward a body that wasn’t there. And she was pushing toward a goal that didn’t make her feel anything.
There were moments when Quinn wished she’d never come back. Things would have been easier, simpler. Seeing her sister, seeing Sawyer, it had planted something in her that started to grow. And now it was blooming wildly in spite of her best efforts to stomp it out; no amount of focus or dedication toward her job was enough to eradicate it.
She hated feeling this way. She hated that she had to put her job first and couldn’t even let herself wander down the paths of what-ifs and maybes and spend some days in the blissful haze of second chances. The only thing she felt in control of anymore was not letting herself pretend that there was a way through all of this, where she could tell Sawyer how she felt and know that they’d make it out on the other side together.
Even if Sawyer did want to take a chance on a workaholic with no social life who had a history of running when things got tough, was Quinn going to move back to Kingsford? Would Sawyer want to move to New York? Could they be one of those couples who made life work with weekends and coordinating schedules to spend a few stolen hours in the same place?
God, she was doing it again. She shook her head in frustration, only stopping when she realized it was making it impossible to put her earrings in. After almost twenty years of wearing nothing but business wear, she’d picked up the small gold accessories at a vintage shop downtown. They were little lightning bolts that absolutely did not fit with her real estate style, but she’d somehow been drawn to them. Maybe they reminded her of summer storms growing up in Kingsford, the way the sky had cracked open and everything was bathed in light for a few seconds. They were a reminder of a time in her life when things had been out of her control but they hadn’t felt scary or overwhelming.
She liked how she felt about herself wearing them. And if she couldn’t have Sawyer’s focused, blue eyes trained on her, making her feel warm and seen and cared for, these were the next best thing.
 
***
 
 Watching five-year-olds play soccer was riveting in the same way that it was difficult to pull your eyes away from a car wreck. There were a few kids Quinn would qualify as “showing promise,” but the game was mostly kicking and running blindly after the ball. That was when they connected with the ball at all. Quinn hoped the tiny shin guards they wore did the trick.
The referee, who was just a volunteer parent, had blown the starting whistle five minutes ago. Even with the playing area condensed to a quarter of a high school field, little progress had been made. Ella, with her french-braided hair, was right in the thick of a group of players who seemed to have no allegiance to team or country.
It was ten a.m. on a Saturday, and Quinn was tired just watching them. She took another sip of her coffee and tried to make sense of any possible strategy. Finally, she turned to Kelly and asked, “Do they go out there with a plan or is this kind of a free-for-all?”
Kelly laughed. “This is the first game of the season, and Ella’s first year playing. We’re not really sure what to expect.”
“I’m”—Quinn took a second to choose her words carefully—“surprised Sawyer isn’t here. This doesn’t seem like the type of thing she’d miss.”
Kelly side-eyed her. “Trying to get insider information?”
“Honestly, no.” Quinn pushed the hurt from her voice, even if Kelly’s jab was deserved. It nicked a little too close to the already open wound of guilt that she felt, like she’d somehow used Sawyer and then thrown her away. “We’re meeting tomorrow to discuss the house, which it sounds like she told you about.”
“She did,” Kelly said with a nod, keeping her eyes on the game.
“I hope you know that it was an honest mistake on my part. I would have never blurred lines if I knew she was the owner.” Since when had anyone’s opinion of her mattered so much? These were exactly the types of situations she didn’t want to find herself in—explaining and placating and trying to prove why she’d done this or that.
She took another sip of coffee when Kelly didn’t respond, the hot liquid churning uncomfortably in her stomach.
The players migrated to the edge of the field, still in a tight group with a few of the more distracted or disinterested players on the fringes. Quinn stifled a soft laugh when she noticed a little boy on the other side of the field spinning in circles. Trevor ran by them on the sidelines with Luna chasing after him. Luna waved and shouted, “Hi, Quinn,” as she tried to keep up with her dad, who was excitedly keeping tabs on the game.
When Ella heard her sister, she looked up and spotted Quinn too. “Hey, Quinn! I’m playin’ soccer,'' she screamed excitedly, trying to kick the ball and missing.
“Looks like you’ve got a fan,” Kelly said neutrally, though she smiled in Ella’s direction.
Quinn didn’t spend much time with children, and she’d been surprised to learn what defined personalities they already had. Ella was quieter, a bit of a perfectionist. Luna was wild, bold, and brave and didn’t care much what other people thought of her.
She’d liked that Ella liked her, since the older girl didn’t often voice her wants—besides nachos—out loud. It made Quinn feel special, the same way she’d felt when Sawyer had been willing to be her friend when they were kids.
“She’s a good kid. Luna too. You and Trevor are wonderful parents.”
Kelly kept her eyes on the game, but the fullness in her sister’s voice squeezed uncomfortably at Quinn’s heart. “Life’s unpredictable, but I want them to at least have stability and love at home.”
It was a pretty easy jump to feel like they weren’t talking about Kelly’s children anymore. “But even if that’s not the case, it can still all work out,” Quinn answered, stealing a glance at her sister. 
When Kelly met Quinn’s stare, she smiled and shrugged. “I had a lot of help.” A beat of silence passed between them before she added, “Who helped you?”
The chokehold on Quinn’s heart loosened, replaced by a gentle flutter that was equally uncomfortable. She broke eye contact. “I feel like you already know the answer to that.”
“I’m just making conversation.”
“Look,” Quinn said, meeting her sister’s stare again, “I won’t pretend that Sawyer isn’t an important person to me, but this isn’t a simple situation. I’m doing the best I can.”
Kelly took a few seconds to consider Quinn’s explanation. “Does Sawyer know that? Does she know that she’s an important person to you?”
Quinn scoffed at the ridiculousness of the question. Sawyer had to know, right? There was no way that she didn’t, especially after everything that had happened to them. Quinn had been ready to say all kinds of things to her before the house had come between them like a tornado had dropped it from the sky. Even though Quinn couldn’t say them anymore, Sawyer had to know. Didn’t she?
“I think she knows,” Quinn finally said quietly, hoping it was true. All telling her now would do was make the hurt worse for both of them.
“I didn’t become friends with Sawyer until about four years ago. Trevor’s mom had just died unexpectedly, and we were cleaning out her house and came across some antiques. It was a hard decision, but we needed to sell some of them to pay for funeral expenses and make sure we could keep the bowling alley running. I met Sawyer at the store when we took the items in to have them appraised.” Kelly took a sip of coffee, buying a few seconds before she continued. “She could see I was overwhelmed. I remember having Ella on my hip and trying not to burst into tears. Trevor had barely spoken in the week since his mom had died, and I was so…” She couldn’t seem to find the right word to describe it, letting out an exasperated breath instead. “And Sawyer asked if I wanted to grab a cup of coffee. She said it so simply, like I wasn’t about to break down right in front of her.”
“That sounds like her,” Quinn said, remembering when Sawyer had been that person for her, before Quinn had pushed her away.
“And I’m not breaking any friendship rules because this is a story about me, and if anyone asks, I’m sticking to it.” Kelly laughed lightly, but Quinn could see her wrestling with the idea overstepping any bounds in her friendship with Sawyer. Because a friendship with someone like Sawyer should be protected at all costs. “It’s a story about how I met my best friend, who’s honestly the best person I know. She puts other people first, many times to her own detriment.”
Quinn nodded but didn’t speak as she waited for Kelly to continue. If she couldn’t talk to Sawyer herself, she still wanted to understand her, to learn more about the amazing woman she’d become.
“So anyway,” Kelly finally continued, “Sawyer is the kind of person you want in your corner. And, as your sister, I feel like I wouldn’t be a very good one if I didn’t say something. About myself, obviously,” Kelly mentioned again, a slight smirk pulling at her lips. “Because this is a story about me.”
“It was a good story,” Quinn said softly. The words were difficult to get out when it felt like a hand was squeezing her heart. It was a story that had been much like Quinn’s once upon a time, but Kelly had a best friend to show for it. What did Quinn have? Almost two decades of regrets and a stop-start second chance that she was willing to throw away. 
And for what? A deal?
But when it came down to it, and it was something she wasn’t ready to admit to Kelly, she was scared. Scared of being loved and accepted and supported unconditionally. She was scared because she’d never really felt like she deserved someone like Sawyer in her life.
And while she was fretting over a deal and willing to push Sawyer to the side, while Kelly told her what a fantastic person Sawyer still was today, all it did was reinforce that she still didn’t deserve someone like Sawyer.
 
***
 
 Quinn had already walked the promenade twice on Sunday morning before she was set to meet Sawyer at nine o’clock. Unfortunately, she hadn’t worked out any of her nervous energy. Flying blind was not her usual style, but she had no idea where Sawyer’s head, or heart, were at present.
So she steeled herself for whatever was coming and headed over to Sawyer’s house, putting one foot in front of the other without absorbing her route. By the time she’d opened the back gate and stood in front of Sawyer’s door, more than a few beads of sweat dripped down her back.
Before she’d had the chance to knock, the front door opened. Thinking about Sawyer was hard, but seeing her, standing in front of Quinn like there weren’t a million unspoken things between them, was excruciating.
She took a deep breath and stood up a little straighter. “Hi, Sawyer. I appreciate you being willing to see me.”
Sawyer nodded and gestured into the house. “Come in.”
In any other work situation, Quinn would take the lead to put the other party at ease. With Sawyer, she was looking for any clue, no matter how subtle, as to her state of mind. At the very least, she needed to acknowledge the elephant in the room. “Do you mind if I sit?” she asked.
“Sure. Do you want a glass of water? You look kind of… sweaty,” Sawyer said once she finished giving Quinn a once-over.
Quinn blushed. The heat snaking up her neck with Sawyer’s fair appraisal was not helping her temperature problems. “I’d appreciate that. Thanks.”
Sawyer went to the kitchen and returned with two glasses of water. She sat one on the coffee table in front of Quinn before settling into a chair across from her. Quinn watched as she eased a leg casually underneath her thigh and rested her forearm on the chair. “So, do you have a pitch or something? I’ve never bought or sold a house before. I’m not sure how this all works.”
Quinn lifted a brow. Were they really going to pretend like last weekend hadn’t happened? Or all the weeks before it? Kelly’s words echoed in her mind. Sawyer was a wonderful person, and Quinn didn’t want to lose her again—even as a friend. “It’s more of a conversation, but I wanted to start by apologizing again.”
She watched Sawyer study her, but Quinn still couldn’t suss out where she was emotionally. “And what are you apologizing for exactly?”
“For last week. How I left here. I was surprised, to say the least. I tried to be honest with you, but I realize I did most of the talking. I don’t want you to think…” Quinn realized as she was speaking how difficult it was to get the words out, and she let out a shaky breath when she said, “ I didn’t want you to think that me leaving had anything to do with you.”
A hint of something flashed behind Sawyer’s eyes, but it passed quickly. “I know that your job is your top priority, Quinn, and I know that neither of us expected this.”
Quinn let out a hollow laugh. “Understatement of the century. I know the situation between us was new and that we were keeping it casual, but I am sorry that it was cut short. I just… I have a responsibility to my client, and I can’t jeopardize that.” Her words rang hollow in her ears. If she couldn’t convince herself they were true, how was she ever going to convince Sawyer?
But that didn’t seem to be a problem for Sawyer as she shifted in her chair. She seemed calm, like she’d already made peace with things between them. Quinn wished she could say the same. “I think finally knowing that it wasn’t all one-sided helped me a lot.” She leaned forward and looked at Quinn intensely before her voice dropped into a low, smoky octave to say, “I want to be honest with you about something.”
A wave of nervous butterflies erupted in Quinn’s stomach. “I am all for honesty.” She didn’t know if she meant that.
“I knew in high school that I liked you as more than a friend. I was never brave enough to act on it, and then your dad left, and being there for you felt more important than going after what I wanted.” Quinn was dazed by Sawyer’s words. When she’d said honesty, she wasn’t kidding. But she knew the part of the story that came next, hurt preemptively slicing through her before Sawyer continued. “And then you started dating my brother. Which was…” Sawyer blew out a breath and laughed. They both knew it wasn’t funny. “I never expected you to like me back, but seeing you with him, well, it hurt.”
“I never meant for that to happen,” she finally responded, her voice raw and honest with the hurt she’d caused. Shane had been nothing more than a misguided, last-ditch effort to pretend her life wasn’t careening off the rails. And maybe it had been the perfect opportunity to make a clean cut on their friendship, to help Sawyer see that Quinn wasn’t worth her time.
Sawyer waved her off. “I’m not looking for pity. What I’m trying to say is that it was nice, getting to know you again. Getting a second chance to know that in a future I’d thought about as a teenager, there was a world in which you felt the same way about me. I have that.” Sawyer smiled sadly and shrugged her acceptance. “It may not be all I want, but I still have that.”
Quinn had wondered, hoped even when they were younger, but it had never felt like a safe thing to say. It hadn’t felt safe to risk her most important friendship for the possibility of losing it all. There was no way she could admit to Sawyer that she’d loved her since they were kids without this whole thing unraveling, without Quinn begging for another chance after all the chances she’d already carelessly thrown away.
So she didn’t. “Thank you for being honest with me. I wish I could have been what you wanted when we were younger, but I wasn’t in a place to be that person. And now…”
“It’s still complicated. Only this time, we have to answer to other people for our decisions.” Sawyer’s lips tipped into a sad smile. “Which I accept, but I need to be honest about something else.”
Quinn searched Sawyer’s eyes to figure out what she was thinking, hoping to lessen the sting of whatever came next. When she came up empty, she nodded for Sawyer to continue.
“I respect you too much to waste your time. I’m not selling the house my grandmother left me, though I sincerely appreciate your client’s interest in the property. I hope, similarly to my willingness to accept what you need to do for your professional ethics, you can accept the decision I’m making for my personal ones.” And then, like Sawyer hadn’t just pulled the rug out from under Quinn, she stood up, walked to the door, and opened it. “I’m sure we’ll see one another around, especially with Kelly and the girls.”
Quinn couldn’t remember a single one of her dozens of techniques to keep a reluctant seller engaged in conversation. Sawyer had just told her she’d liked her since they were kids. That she understood the decisions Quinn had made then and now. And, like Quinn’s personal life hadn’t been thrown into chaos, she had to pull her professional world into it, too, by declaring that she was closing the door on a possible sale. She wanted to be frustrated, and she didn’t want to hear any of the things Sawyer had just said to her, mostly because yet again they proved what an amazing and brave woman Sawyer really was. A woman Quinn had never deserved.
Even though this wasn’t what Quinn wanted to hear, she was proud of Sawyer. For standing up for herself. For drawing clear boundaries on the situation. For putting her own needs over her usual desire to please other people. And yeah, she felt more than a little bit hot because sometimes Sawyer did take control, though it was usually only in the bedroom. That knowledge tugged inconveniently at Quinn’s mind as she cleared her throat and hoped her face didn’t look as red as it felt.
Placing her glass of water on the coffee table, she stood up and met Sawyer at the door. “I respect your choices, but you don’t think I became so successful by giving up this easily, do you?”
With a flirty smile that made Quinn weak in the knees and question every decision she’d ever made, Sawyer shrugged again. “Guess we’ll find out.”
 



 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
 
 ON TUESDAY, SAWYER received her first official offer from Quinn on the house. Technically, it wasn’t from Quinn but from someone named Belinda who worked for her. She scanned the email and tried not to let her eyes bug out of her head when she saw the amount. It was more money than she’d ever had in her bank account. Surprisingly, it wasn’t Quinn who was at the forefront of her mind. All it did was make her even angrier at Shane, who’d acted like he’d been doing her a favor by taking the house off her hands to let her buy into the store.
Since the dinner where he’d mentioned Quinn, she’d been reluctant to attend family meals at their parents’ house. Pretending things were okay between them had become untenable, and seeing him at the store when he showed up didn’t exactly make her want to head over on her time off to see him there too.
Still, she’d stopped by occasionally to visit her mom and dad and check in on them. Today, her dad was golfing, which was ideal since she only wanted to see her mom.
When she let herself into the house, Sawyer knew she was back in the kitchen from the delicious smell of bread wafting through the house. “Hey, Mom,” she called, heading back to find her.
“And here I thought you’d stay too busy forever to come see me.” She wiped her hands on her apron and pulled Sawyer in for a crushing hug. “Do you want to try my banana bread? It has pecans in it.”
“I’m good right now on the bread, and it’s only been a few weeks.”
Her mom finally let her go and kissed her temple. “You missed your father. He left to go golfing with Shane about an hour ago.”
Sawyer wavered, indecision flooding her body, but she wanted her mom’s advice, even if it wouldn’t be well received. “That’s okay. You’re the one I wanted to talk to.”
After a practiced stare, her mom nodded and pointed at the kitchen table. “Let’s sit.”
She followed her mom and sat down in the adjacent chair. If she didn’t have to make eye contact, this might be easier.
“So, what’s going on?” 
Sawyer felt like a little kid being roped into confessing something, even though she’d been the one to ask to talk. Wanting her parents’ approval was nothing new, but she was still shocked at how quickly she slipped back into worrying about her mom’s reaction. The judgment wasn’t coming from her mom, though, who was only looking at her with a mix of concern and curiosity. 
She bit the bullet and started talking. “I’m thinking of making some changes in my life.”
Her mom raised a brow. “Oh? What kind of changes?”
With a deep breath, she tried to get the words out in some semblance of coherency. “So you know that I’ve been working at the store for the last year.”
She looked up to see her mom, calm and open, just waiting for her to continue. Sawyer got stuck on her next words until her mom took her hand and squeezed it. “I know, sweetie. And you’ve been doing a great job.”
“Thank you,” she said, clearing her throat and willing her blush away. “The thing is, there are some changes I’ve been wanting to make. But it’s not my business, and while I respect Grandma’s decision, I can’t spend the rest of my life working for Shane.”
“Honey…” Her mom squeezed her hand again. “No one ever expected you to work for Shane forever.”
Sawyer’s head whipped up. “What?” Well, this was absolutely news to her.
She saw hesitation in her mom’s eyes. “I try not to get involved in the family business since I’m only a Kent by marriage, but I don’t think you really understood your grandmother’s decision. Trust me, I didn’t until I asked her before she passed away.”
“Okay, first of all, Mom, you are the rock of this family. Kent by marriage or by blood, you have kept us together for my entire life. I know you were there for Dad and supported him when he wanted to start his own business. And you’ve been the best mother I could ask for. I hope you don’t ever doubt that.”
Her mom smiled at her lovingly. “I wish you saved some of this confidence for yourself, honey.” 
“I’m working on it.”
“And I’m so happy to hear that.” Her mom’s eyes searched her own. “Does this have anything to do with Quinn McKinley being back in town?”
The blush intensified. “Let’s not lose the plot here,” she said with a groan. “What were you saying about Grandma?”
“When I found out about the division of the will shortly before your grandmother passed away, I was livid. You’d been working there tirelessly since you were sixteen.” She felt like the line of questioning about Quinn wasn’t done, but she was thankful all the same for the reprieve her mom was giving her.
Sawyer sighed and fidgeted with the wedding ring on her mom’s finger. “I know. I felt the same way, but I never expected anything in the first place. It didn’t seem fair to bring up.”
“Well, let me tell you, that woman was shrewd. If we’re playing checkers, she’s playing chess.” Her mother looked at her then like she was imploring her to understand. “You got the property because you were responsible. It was a safe place for you to always land, no matter what you wanted to do. Grandma wanted to give you that so that you could be free to try new things and make big changes.”
Sawyer smiled, remembering the pugnacious woman who stood just shy of five feet tall. That woman could sell salt to a slug. She’d always figured her grandma had found her brother to be more personable and, therefore, better at running the store. Now she found herself compelled to know the truth. “What was her reasoning for giving Shane the store?”
“You know how to source antiques, and you know how to run the business.”
She scratched her head. “You realize that doesn’t make any sense, right?”
Her mom laughed. “To your grandmother it did. She was willing to give Shane a shot, but only if he earned it. He wouldn’t inherit a house he could just turn around and sell. If he wanted to make it work, he’d need to learn the business and stand on his own two feet.”
“Oh,” Sawyer said, working to grasp what her mom was saying.
“Only I don’t think she figured you’d stick around after he inherited the store. That you’d… prop him up.” It was clear that saying that pained her mom, to admit that Shane wasn’t living up to his potential.
“But I love the store.”
“You love antiques. You love finding pieces with potential and making them shine. You don’t need Kent Antiques to do that. All you need is what you learned from working there. From all the time you spent with your grandfather in his workshop. From what you learned from watching your grandmother haggle with customers.”
“I hate haggling.” Sawyer knew she had a sour, childish look on her face. It made her mother laugh.
“I know that, honey, and that’s okay.” She patted Sawyer’s hand. “What matters is that you’re figuring things out. Seeing your child happy is all a parent wants in this world. At least, that’s all I want for you.”
“I’m trying, Mom. I’m really trying,” Sawyer said, her voice full with the weight of the moment. With the weight of all the time she’d spent being too afraid to take chances.
“I know you are, Sawyer. You give and you give, but you can’t light yourself on fire to keep someone else warm.” Her mom stilled, took a long pause before she continued. “I think that’s what Quinn already knew all those years ago when she left.”
“Mom, I don’t want to talk about that right now,” Sawyer said, tears welling in her eyes. She was just starting to make peace with the past where Quinn was concerned, and she’d had to lock the present off in a vacuum-sealed, pressurized compartment just to get through the day.
“Okay.” Her mom leaned forward and kissed Sawyer’s temple, like she had done when she was little. “We don’t have to talk about it, but if you ever want to, I’m here to listen.”
“I appreciate that. I know that you’re always here.”
“So,” her mom said, standing up and walking over to the counter. “I’m going to cut us a few pieces of this fantastic banana bread, if I do say so myself, and you’re going to tell me all about your big plans.”
 
***
 
 By Thursday, a plan was starting to come together in Sawyer’s mind to make her dreams a reality. She had a few possible routes to go about it, but this morning, she needed to pause her fanatical focus on work. Which was actually a bit of a bummer considering how much she was enjoying it. Knowing that she was doing something for herself, that she was in control of how things played out, was both terrifying and exhilarating.
At ten forty, she rolled into a quaint, one-story house about a mile away from the bowling alley. “Hey, Bridget,” she said as she hopped out of her SUV.
Bridget was Shane’s on-again, off-again girlfriend of a few years. They’d gotten together for the first time soon after Quinn had left town. When Shane had come back from college, during an “on” period, she’d gotten pregnant. Sawyer hadn’t been surprised, knowing her brother, but she had been surprised that he’d completely bungled being a father figure to Tate. They’d both had excellent male role models growing up, and how Shane looked at bringing a child into this world as a casual thing that didn’t impact how he lived his life was something Sawyer would never understand.
But, as she’d been telling herself more and more these days, that wasn’t her problem.
Bridget gave her a warm smile. “Hey, Sawyer. It’s good to see you.”
“You too,” Sawyer said, leaning in to give her a hug. “It’s been too long. Is Tate ready?”
“Yes.” There was hesitation in Bridget’s voice. “He has been prepped to be on his best behavior but…”
Sawyer waved her away. “It’s fine. However he behaves, I’ll handle it. I just want to spend some time with him.” She leaned against the wooden railing on the front porch. “And I’m sorry I haven’t done more of that. For a long time, I felt like that wasn’t my call to make.” She smiled wryly. “That was a stupid thing to think. He’s my nephew, and I’d like to hang out with him.”
She saw Tate occasionally outside the bowling alley, and he was with Shane for a few holidays a year, mostly only during the day when they were at their parents’ house for dinner or a specific celebration.
Not having any idea what thirteen-year-olds were into should have felt like a problem, but she wasn’t worried. Even if it went horribly, Tate would know that there was someone in his life who wanted to spend time with him. It would be his choice what to do with that information, but at least he’d know that there were people in his corner on the Kent side of the family if he needed them.
“Hey, Tate,” she said when a sullen teenager appeared in the doorway, with floppy hair and the start of a few blemishes on what used to be chubby cheeks. Those had thinned out, too, in the last year, and he must have grown at least three or four inches since she’d seen him at Christmas.
His only response was, “It’s early.”
“And while I hate to drag you out of bed at the crack of”—Sawyer looked at her watch and then at him—“midmorning, I sadly cannot control when the bowling group meets.”
“I don’t want to hang out with little kids,” he mumbled.
“Well, the other option is that we go to the park and sit at a picnic table and stare at one another. I’ll ask you all kinds of questions about your life and your friends for a few hours instead. Does that sound more fun?”
Tate rolled his eyes. “No.”
“Perfect.” Sawyer beamed, clapping her hands together. “Thanks for letting me borrow him, Bridget.”
“Sure thing.” Bridget waved from the doorway as they got into Sawyer’s SUV.
She didn’t expect a lot of conversation, but she was surprised at the practically monosyllabic answers he provided to her questions.
“How’s your summer going?”
“Good.”
“Do you play any sports?”
“Soccer.”
“I see you skateboarding sometimes. How’s that?”
“Fun.”
This kid was giving her absolutely nothing to work with, but she couldn’t blame him.
“So, what else do you do for fun?”
“Not bowling.” She was counting that one as a win since it was more than one word.
Sawyer chanced a glance at him. She’d seen him inside the bowling alley a few times with his friends, but they mostly threw the balls down the lane as hard as they could until they were asked to leave. “Trevor and Kelly, who own the bowling alley, will be there too. It’s a pretty informal group, so if you want to just hang out and bowl in your own lane, that’s fine.” She shrugged and looked back at the road, taking the turn into the parking lot. “But there are also a lot of kids there who could use some extra help if you’re interested. No pressure, just letting you know.”
“A babysitting job at thirteen, just what I always wanted.” His voice cracked, and he pulled his hat down farther over his head.
“Can you be bribed?” she asked while she put her SUV in park. It worked with Ella and Luna. She was nothing if not consistent.
He sat up a little straighter. “With what?”
Sawyer shrugged. Surprisingly, she hadn’t thought that far ahead. “What do you want?”
“A new cell phone.”
“Oh man, Tate. You’re just going for it. I respect that,” she said with a light laugh. “Unfortunately, I cannot give you a new cell phone.” But at least he was talking to her, and that was something.
“But mine is so old.”
“I figure as long as you can text your friends to complain about how your aunt dragged you out of bed to go bowling, you should be fine.”
He rolled his eyes for the second time in fifteen minutes, but she was surprised when he finally spoke. “I can never take videos when we do tricks to upload to TikTok. It’s embarrassing,” he finished, his voice dropping lower.
She understood what it felt like to be thirteen and feel like you didn’t fit in, regardless of the reason. For Sawyer, it had been her painfully quiet personality. Talking to other people made her nervous because she never knew the right thing to say. She’d gotten slightly better at it over the years, but she still needed time to process things. Big groups all talking and yelling were probably never going to be her favorite thing in the world.
Sawyer nodded and shot him a sympathetic smile. “But you can still be in the videos, right? Or use your friends’ phones to shoot them?”
“Yeah, but…” Tate sat up straighter in the seat. It was the first real hint of interest she’d seen from him. “Then they cut the videos together in the app and upload them. I want to be able to do that,” he finished quietly, like he’d said too much. He put his hand over his forehead and leaned toward the passenger’s side window.
“I have a TikTok.”
He turned back toward her, disbelief in his voice. “For what? The impressive sport of bowling?”
She laughed, even if he was being a little petulant. “I fix up really old arcade games. Like, before the games had screens and stuff. Then I upload the videos of my projects.”
“And people are interested in that?”
“The world’s a big place, Tate. People are interested in lots of things.”
He sat quietly, taking in her words. “How many followers do you have?”
“About twenty thousand.” She knew that was objectively a lot, but she was deep in AntiqueTok and had no idea how many other people had.
Judging from how his eyes bugged out of his head, she assumed it was an impressive number to him. Except, being a thirteen-year-old, he wasn’t quick to admit anything adults did was cool. “Guess there are a lot of boring people out there.”
“Guess so.” She opened her door. They needed to be in the bowling alley in a minute. “But if editing videos is what you like, you’re welcome to come over and help me. I can take the videos and you can cut them together.”
He nodded, considering the offer. “Yeah… maybe.”
Sawyer smiled and exited the SUV. “Let me know if you’re interested. I’m always working on projects, so you can let me know whenever.”
She was walking a few steps ahead of him when he lengthened his stride to catch up with her. “So, like… I can just bowl if I want?”
Opening the door to the building, she gestured for him to walk in, trying to hide her happy expression. “Yep, Tate. You can just bowl.”
 
***
 
 On Thursday night, Sawyer responded to the offer. Her finger hovered over the send button a little longer than she liked. It was difficult to turn down that amount of money, but it was the right choice for her.
When she hit send, it felt like she was summoning Quinn back to Kingsford. She smiled and closed her laptop. Guess they were about to find out how hard they were both willing to work. 
 



 
CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
 
 QUINN HADN’T RETURNED to Kingsford over the weekend. The Dreyer closing was coming up next Wednesday, and she needed to stay focused on ensuring everything would go smoothly.
During the free moments when she hadn’t been working or letting herself think about Sawyer, she’d been thinking about her job. Simple things, really. What she liked about it. What she was getting out of it. What she was building toward. Money was an obvious answer. She had financial security five times over at this point. Maybe it wasn’t “buy a private jet” money, but it was definitely “charter a private jet” money if there was somewhere she wanted to go. So that was nice.
On Saturday night, after a few glasses of wine, she’d even forced herself to make a list. 
The trends of the real estate market were constantly changing, but living in New York City made it easy to find steady business as long as she could adapt. If she wanted to woo a client, she could usually get a last-minute reservation at almost any restaurant. And she’d been doing it so long she felt more than adept. Maybe too much so. Could that be what was leaving her feeling a little lackluster? 
Creating her own schedule, without a traditional boss to answer to every day, was a perk. Except, when she pushed the thought further, there were definite limitations. Besides her vacation to a tropical destination every year for Christmas, she stuck close to the city in case a deal unexpectedly fell apart or she needed to meet with a client to show them a property that had popped up on the market.
Even two hours away in Kingsford, she’d always kept her phone with her, and Belinda had her own ringtone so that Quinn knew to answer immediately.
When it came down to it, though, she had everything she wanted from her job. A little more flexibility would be nice, working fewer hours, but the price tags she worked with demanded availability. There was no working around that unless she wanted to take a step back and work on less lucrative deals. 
And those came with a whole other set of problems. Her availability in that case almost became more important. Inventory was low right now in the mid-market range, so getting to a showing within twenty-four hours of the house going up for sale was almost essential. If she wanted to make the same type of money, she’d need even more clients to pad her portfolio.
She’d shaken her head and taken another long, indulgent sip of wine. No, different kinds of deals weren’t the answer.
Maybe investing? She had the bulk of her funds in low-risk portfolios. Picking a few stocks or investing in a company or two that she believed in could be a great use of her money. Anything she invested wouldn’t put her at risk of financial insecurity if it went wrong, but it may be exciting to watch things a little more closely. See what she could turn it into using something other than compound interest, which was a phrase she hadn’t even known before leaving Kingsford.
It had been Kristen who’d taught her more than just the real estate business. She’d been diligent about getting Quinn set up for her future, in making sure that she was maximizing every dollar that came in. And it had served her well.
College funds for Ella and Luna had crossed her mind more than once. Kelly had never asked for anything, and Quinn doubted she’d accept a check if she offered. Something for the girls was a safe way for Quinn to provide them with a little security, too, though she wasn’t quite sure how to broach the subject with her sister.
With the biggest deal of her career currently in tatters, it probably wasn’t the best time to start thinking about splitting her focus. She needed to get this deal closed for Clark Gleeson. It would reduce the complexity in her life. Once the deal was done, Kingsford would once again become nothing more than a place she’d used to live, a place where her family still lived.
And, with her personal life in tatters, too, a little normalcy was just what she needed.
 
***
 
 “Nicely done,” Belinda said, holding the door for Quinn as they left the settlement office on Wednesday afternoon.
Quinn had invited Dana Dreyer to join them for a celebratory drink, but she had to catch a flight back to the UK in a few hours to continue working on a merger. When Quinn had first met Dana, she’d deeply respected her. More than wanting to make a sale, she’d wanted to make it for Dana, who had a work ethic that rivaled Quinn’s. She didn’t meet many other people who lived and breathed what they did.
As they moved onto the sidewalk and began walking back toward their office, instead of being impressed when Dana breezed out of the building ahead of them before the ink on the contracts was dry, already on her cell phone to handle a work need, Quinn felt… She reached around for a word, settling on “disappointment.” It wasn’t her business what a client did with their home, but knowing that after all the time and work that she and Belinda had spent on it, Dana Dreyer may not even step foot in it for weeks was disappointing. So many days of sunlight streaming in through the windows would be missed. More frustrating was the fact that this was something she’d never cared about before. Hell, she was working to secure Clark Gleeson his sixth purchased property in the last year. She knew he wasn’t the type to Airbnb them when he was away.
That made her think about her own house, how the only time she really spent there was after the sun had already set. When she was safely separated from a city she paid an exorbitant amount of money to live in. When a bottle of newly opened wine tasted better than the nicest glass at one of the city’s trendiest restaurants because it didn’t come with tedious, obligatory conversation.
She shook the depressing thoughts away. “I couldn’t have done it without you, Belinda. Do you still want to grab a drink?” Belinda was never included in the “tedious conversation” camp.
From her peripheral vision, she could see Belinda giving her a strange look. “Right now?”
Quinn nodded and kept walking. “Yes. Right now. If you’re free.”
Belinda let out a light laugh. “Well, if you’re free, then so am I.”
“Perfect.” They walked another few blocks until they reached a wine bar close to the office. This time, Quinn held the door open. “After you.”
It was early afternoon, and the air conditioning was a welcome reprieve from the sweltering heat radiating upward from the cement outside, getting caught between the skyscrapers and hanging like a lazy blanket, suffocating everything within reach. In Kingsford, it got hot, but so close to the river, there was a gentle breeze that seemed to lessen the cloistering heat. She shook that thought away too.
As she was about to sit down, a voice at the next high-top table called out to her. “Quinn!”
She shot Belinda an apologetic smile, which was readily waved off. Belinda knew as much as she did that schmoozing was just part of the job. Quinn was decidedly more excited when she realized who’d called her name. There was a broad smile on her face when she reached out and took the hand of Bennett Burke. “Bennett, it’s been months. How are you? Lily, it’s wonderful to see you again,” she said, sidling up to the table where Bennett sat with her now wife, Lily. Quinn had met them both months ago at a fundraiser, and though she’d tried to rope them in as new clients, they were happy for now in their Brooklyn brownstone. 
“I’m wonderful,'' Bennett said, radiating happiness. “We just got back from our honeymoon a few weeks ago, and now it’s back to the grind with wedding planning.” Bennett seemed wildly excited about going back to work, Lily mirroring the same energy. Above the table, they held hands, an empty bottle of wine between them.
Lily had taken over Southerland Wedding Company from Diane Southerland, and as far as Quinn had heard, she was doing a fantastic job. Bennett was now a partner in the company, and if the wait list to secure their wedding planning services was any indication, they were doing a hell of a job.
Quinn nodded toward the empty bottle. “Celebrating something?”
“Wednesday?” Lily said, shrugging as she let out a light, happy laugh. “We had a few meetings this morning and just decided to have a nice afternoon.” God, that sounded wonderful.
Quinn nodded along, even if she couldn’t quite imagine a day like that. The closest she’d come was mornings waking up in Sawyer’s bed, punch-drunk with the feeling of possibility stretched out in front of her, but she’d been doing her best to avoid thinking about that. Instead, she smiled and pushed the memories away. “Congrats on your wedding by the way. Sasha told me it was a lovely event.” She’d helped their friend Sasha close on her Brooklyn home a few years ago, and they’d stayed in touch, running into one another at various events.
“And Sasha’s next,” Lily said excitedly. “Roger proposed to her at our wedding, which we were so over the moon about.” 
Was everyone madly in love? She stifled her groan. “I’ll have to send her my congratulations as well.”
Bennett, a bit tipsy now that Quinn was looking closer, leaned around her. “Are you on a date?” she half whispered. “So sorry to interrupt!”
Quinn shook her head. “That’s my colleague Belinda. We just closed on a sale, so we’re also grabbing a drink to celebrate.”
“Well, congrats to you too,” Lily said, holding up her empty glass. The two of them, Lily and Bennett, made it look so possible. Work together. Play together. Love one another. Maybe they’d had an easier time finding one another and growing together, no fear or hurt or miscommunication holding them back from being honest about their feelings.
Why, even when it wasn’t about Sawyer, did she flit through Quinn’s mind at the most inopportune moments? It was like she was always there, just waiting in the wings for something to remind Quinn about their time together—which was almost everything.
“Thank you,” Quinn finally responded with a nod and a warm smile. She rapped her knuckles gently on the table. This was about all the basking in true love she could handle for the moment. “I’ll let you two get back to celebrating… Wednesday,” she finished with a wry grin.
“You as well.” Bennett pulled out a card from her jacket and handed it to Quinn. “In case you have a need for it. We’d love to work with you one day.”
Quinn laughed and took the card, responding with her own in kind. “Same to you two. Let me know if you need to find a bigger place one of these days.”
A look passed between them, and Bennett squeezed Lily’s hand. “We might actually take you up on that. I’ll give you a call when we’re ready.”
This time Quinn managed a genuine smile, the stone she’d been keeping her heart encased in cracking the slightest bit. The two of them really made a great couple, all loving looks and close connection without being showboaty about it.
When she eased into the seat across from Belinda, she was still coming down from basking in the force of their relationship. For so long, she hadn’t let herself consider the idea of being with someone. Really being with them. Putting their needs above her own. Fitting their life into hers. Building a life together. For the entirety of her adulthood, work had consumed her existence. It was safe. She was good at it. It made all the sense in the world. Her parents’ marriage had imploded spectacularly, and with that as a cornerstone, she hadn’t been very inclined to give it a try herself.
But now, sneaking a glance at Bennett and Lily, who were their own people but just radiated this cohesion that made them look larger than life, Quinn wondered what it would be like to have that. And it wasn’t hard for her to make the jump to, if she did, who she’d want it to be with.
 
***
 
 On Friday, Quinn checked into her go-to bed-and-breakfast in Kingsford, and she briefly thought about asking if they had punch cards. Instead of doing that, she sent Kelly a text, confirming dinner plans at her house that night.
She didn’t want to pick apart how she’d missed Kingsford in her two weeks away, but with a few hours before dinner, she decided to walk around downtown. It wasn’t hard to see all the ways in which it had changed over the years. Cosmetic updates. Newer, more high-end stores. Restaurants dotting the five blocks closest to the waterfront that hadn’t been there in her youth.
But at the heart of it, the town was still the same. The commercial district was anchored by the river, with houses sprawling beyond that gave way to highways leading north to Albany or south to New York City. Before her dad had left, and before her mom had retreated inward, she’d liked living here. It was cozy but not claustrophobic. In another world, it would be for her, as it was for Clark Gleeson, the exact type of place she’d want a vacation home.
But towns never felt the same if they were where you called home. It was impossible to look at Kingsford as an up-and-coming hipster enclave no matter how many coffee shops or breweries popped up. To her, it was where bored teenagers loitered on the promenade. It was where the lighthouse came on at dusk every night without fail, even if the ships no longer needed it for safe passage. It was where she’d fallen in love for the first time whether she’d ever admitted it or not.
And now it was like the two lenses, past and present, were merging together. An Irish bar that served amazing Italian with a love story bubbling right below the surface. A new generation of McKinley sisters who loved one another fiercely but weren’t above playing dirty. And, woven through it all, the possibility of recapturing the feeling of first love, which was proving just as complicated this time around.
She could barely think about it without her chest getting heavy, of what it would take for her to make that jump. Not that she’d given Sawyer a good reason to accept her. Quinn had made it clear she was putting her job first. 
Before she realized it, it was time to head over to Kelly’s. At least spending the night with Kelly and the girls would be a welcome distraction from the anxiousness that settled in her stomach whenever she had more than a few minutes to sit with her thoughts. There was time for a quick shower, and she dried her hair and threw on some casual clothes, not knowing what kind of havoc the girls would wreak at the dinner table.
A few minutes before seven, she knocked on the front door of Kelly and Trevor’s charming Cape Cod. Her cell phone pinged, and she had a chance to look at the message from Kelly right before the door opened.
So sorry. Vet emergency at work. I’m leaving you in capable hands.
And then she was staring right at those capable hands, urging her eyes to continue their path upward until she met Sawyer’s stare. “Kelly had a work emergency. Did she not tell you?”
Quinn held up her phone. “Like, thirty seconds ago.”
If Sawyer felt like they’d been led into a trap, she didn’t mention it. She’d always been less suspicious than Quinn. “Things probably got crazy there. She called me a little while ago to come hang out with the girls before Trevor headed into the bowling alley.”
“Should I?” Quinn took a step back. “Should I go? I can reschedule with Kelly.”
Stepping into Quinn’s space, Sawyer half closed the door behind her. “I’d be happy for you to stay. The girls have been talking about you nonstop since I got here. But…” She took a small step closer. Another inch and they’d be touching. “Just one thing.”
Quinn was desperate to step forward and close the gap. Instead, she kept her hands at her side and let out a soothing exhale. “What’s that?”
“No discussion of the house tonight,” she said, a strength in her eyes that made Quinn all kinds of aware of just how determined Sawyer could be when she set her mind to something.
Quinn nodded to hide the tremble in her lip. “No house talk. Just a nice night…”
“Making dinner,” Sawyer supplied before her lips tipped into a smile. “Ella, as you may be unsurprised to know, suggested nachos. We compromised on tacos.”
“That poor child. Will she ever get what she wants?” Quinn joked, willing the butterflies in her stomach away because Sawyer was near her again. Things weren’t going well between them, but just being in her presence made Quinn feel safer and like, maybe, if she looked at their situation through just the right angle, everything would be okay.
She watched Sawyer lick her lips before her focus dropped down to Quinn’s mouth and then slid back up again to meet her stare. “Will any of us?”
Quinn didn’t often find herself at a loss for words. Now was absolutely one of those times. Finally, she managed, in a whiny voice that was so unlike her, “If I can’t bring up the house, you can’t say things like that.”
“Like what?” Sawyer stared at her with wide, unblinking eyes. She was really committing to this whole “innocent until proven guilty” thing.
There was a brief moment that felt like it stretched out for minutes where Quinn considered backing Sawyer up against the door and wiping that look off her face. But that wouldn’t be fair—to either one of them.
Instead, she stood up a little straighter and unclenched her fists, realizing they were going numb from how tightly she’d been holding them down at her sides. “We should probably get inside.”
Sawyer nodded but didn’t take her eyes off of Quinn. “Sure. I hope you’re ready for tonight,” she said, pushing open the door to walk back inside. “We’re watching Frozen 2 after dinner, so things are about to get pretty wild.”



 
CHAPTER TWENTY
 
 
 FOR THE LAST hour, Quinn had been on her best behavior. It made Sawyer want to scream. At the very least, it made her feel crazy, like she’d been the only one to fall so far, so fast. How could Quinn slip into an effortless friendliness like they hadn’t spent multiple nights wrapped up in one another?
Sawyer remembered everything. The softness of Quinn’s lips juxtaposed with her skillful tongue. Her skin, smooth and muscled as Sawyer had dragged her fingers along every inch of it. And her eyes—god, Sawyer loved her eyes. They were where Quinn’s true emotion shone through. Spending her entire life learning what every glint and gaze meant felt like it could be a passion project she’d happily volunteer for.
There had been once, during dinner, where she’d caught Quinn staring at her, but all Quinn had done was give her a soft smile and take another bite of food.
With the girls done with their plates, Sawyer stood up from the table and gave them both a pointed look. “Can you guys play together while I do the dishes? I do not want to have to report to your mom that while she was out saving animals, you two were getting in any fights.”
Ella understood a little better and saluted toward Sawyer. “Yes, ma’am.” She grabbed Luna’s hand. “Come on, Lulu. We can play superheroes.”
Luna put a fist on her hip and jutted the other one into the air. “To the rescue,” she shouted, running away toward the living room.
Sawyer looked over at Quinn, who was collecting the dishes from the table. “You can go hang out with them if you want. I’ll clean up.”
Quinn shook her head. “We’ll get them done twice as fast if we work together.”
Like orgasms, Sawyer thought. God, she needed to get it together.
“Are you okay? The food wasn’t very spicy.”
First her brain and now her body. She was being betrayed at every turn. “I’m fine. Let’s just knock these out.”
Quinn followed her silently into the kitchen. Sawyer was loading the dishwasher since she knew how Kelly liked it organized. Quinn, to her credit, efficiently scraped the plates and rinsed them to hand over to Sawyer. They worked well together, but then again, that had never been their problem.
Such a simple moment, the two of them cleaning up after dinner, made Sawyer’s chest ache just enough that it was hard to make eye contact. Everything about dealing with Quinn these days made things a little harder.
“So, how have things been with you?” Quinn asked, focusing on her task.
“I’ve been good. Busy, but good.”
She could see Quinn stop and look over at her. “Things busy at the store? That’s good news.” And really, she sounded like she meant it. 
All Quinn’s earnest support did was make the dull ache in Sawyer’s chest intensify. She hoped being around Quinn would start to get a little easier sooner rather than later. “I’m actually working on a few things outside of Kent Antiques.”
Quinn stopped working and leaned her hip against the sink, meeting Sawyer’s nervous stare. “Wow. That’s big.”
Sawyer nodded. It still felt crazy to think about, let alone talk about with other people. It made it more real somehow, upping the stakes from what was once a vague fantasy borne of frustration that she’d never planned to act on. 
And now? Well, she had the woman in front of her, along with the other McKinley sister, to thank for her newfound bravery. She may as well hold on to that feeling and make it through this conversation. “I’m excited. I realized I can’t keep letting life pass me by. If there’s something I want, I need to go for it.” She watched Quinn’s hazel eyes grow darker, like she was drawing meaning applicable to other situations from her words.
“How did Shane take the news?” Quinn asked. Sawyer resisted the urge to laugh when Quinn’s expression slipped into unrestrained glee.
Sawyer volleyed back a loaded question of her own. “Not the biggest Shane Kent fan?”
There was exasperation in her voice as she searched Sawyer’s eyes. “I thought we weren’t talking about the house.”
“Oh no,” Sawyer said with a light laugh before she flashed a smile. “I’m just talking about your ex-boyfriend.”
Quinn’s exasperation turned to annoyance in a way that made Sawyer’s blood pump a little faster. “Low blow,” she pushed out between gritted teeth. “I dated him for a few months. It wasn’t a big deal.”
Sawyer was surprised at the jagged hurt that cut through her, surprised enough that she said her next words without thinking. “Well, I’m glad that ruining our friendship was worth something that didn’t even matter to you.”
“That’s not what I meant and you know it, Sawyer.” Quinn took a small step forward. “Your friendship was the only thing that mattered to me.”
“Then why…” This wasn’t the conversation Sawyer had expected to have tonight, but she didn’t want to stop now. She’d spent too many years wondering why she hadn’t been good enough. “Why did you pull away from me? And then a few months later start dating Shane? Do you know how that made me feel?” She dropped her voice lower. “My feelings for you aside, as a friend, that hurt.”
“Come on, Sawyer.”
Sawyer inched closer. They were almost touching now. “You come on, Quinn. You just waltz back into all of our lives after seventeen years and expect there won’t be some fallout? That you won’t be held accountable?”
“I didn’t. I couldn’t…” Quinn was stumbling over her words, a pained expression etched across her beautiful features. Finally, she let out a long exhale and her shoulders deflated. “I didn’t want to take you down with me. And if I’d told you how I felt about you back then… if I told you, and you felt the same, I wouldn’t have left.” Quinn let out a strangled sob and cupped her hands along Sawyer’s jaw. “I was miserable unless I was with you. The way you lightened the load I was carrying, it was too much for you to have to bear.”
“It was too much for you to have to bear too,” Sawyer pushed back, her voice heavy with emotion as she looked straight into the sadness in Quinn’s eyes. She lifted her hand and wrapped it around Quinn’s, the one holding her jaw like she was a precious treasure. “And that wasn’t your decision to make, what I could or couldn’t handle.”
Quinn dropped her head and rested their foreheads together, her breath soft and warm against Sawyer’s cheek. “I know. I just didn’t want you to suffer.”
Sawyer’s desire to help wasn’t derived out of some misguided sense of—as Quinn had described her own reason for leaving—obligation. It had been love. She’d known she’d loved her then, but the feelings of her younger self couldn’t hold a candle to the way she wanted Quinn in the present. Because now she knew what it felt like to be wanted back by Quinn—to maybe even be a little loved by her—and losing that was something she didn’t know how to bounce back from or rationalize or navigate around.
The wave of emotion that had been slowly building crested, and Sawyer felt tears well in her own eyes, matching the glassy ones staring back at her. “It didn’t feel much like suffering as long as I could be with you.”
“God,” Quinn said, letting out a desperate laugh and pulling back to wipe away a tear that had rolled down her face. “I don’t know if I feel better or worse for telling you all that.”
Even crying, with her eyes a little puffy and wet streaks running down her face, she was the most beautiful thing Sawyer had ever seen. She reached out and ghosted her thumb along Quinn’s cheek, capturing another tear that had broken free. “You don’t have to know how you feel right now. I’m just… I’m here for you.”
She’d tried to show Quinn that, and she’d told her that, but ultimately, it was up to Quinn to accept what Sawyer wanted to give her.
When Quinn’s hand shifted upward and wrapped around Sawyer’s, she forgot how to breathe. And when Quinn shifted their intertwined fingers closer to her lips and kissed delicately against Sawyer’s tearstained fingertip, the breath she’d been holding came out in a long, raggedy exhale. Sawyer ached to be closer to her again. It seemed so silly that a hodgepodge of wood and drywall and whatever else houses were made of were the things keeping them apart. Well, that and Quinn’s reluctance to let down her own walls. They were more fortified than any hundred-year-old Victorian would ever be.
But Quinn had, at least in some small ways, let herself be vulnerable with Sawyer. She’d allowed herself to be soothed by Sawyer’s gentle caress after they’d slept together. The sighs of contentment she’d made had been like balm on Sawyer’s aching heart. And she’d smiled sleepily against her pillow when Sawyer would place light, gentle kisses on her face in the mornings they’d woken up intertwined, saying, “That tickles,” but shifting her face so there was more surface area for Sawyer to kiss.
This was all Sawyer wanted. It was all she’d ever wanted except for Quinn to want it too.
Taking a step forward, she placed her free hand on Quinn’s hip, savoring the warmth and simplicity of the touch. Quinn eased their foreheads together again, her bright eyes shiny, still brimming with emotion.
“We can—”
“You guys take a really long time to do the dishes,” Luna said, wandering into the kitchen. When she saw their faces, she tilted her head to the side. “Why are you guys sad?”
Sawyer eased back from Quinn and wiped her own face, shooting Quinn a soft smile she hoped conveyed that what had just happened between them was a good thing, not something to be afraid of. She squeezed her hip before walking across the room toward Luna and scooping her up. “We’re okay, honey. People can have tears for lots of reasons.”
“I’ll give you a hug anyway,” Luna said, wrapping her arms around Sawyer’s neck and squeezing. “They always make me feel better.”
“You do give the best hugs, Luna.” Sawyer looked toward Quinn, whose arms were wrapped around herself. She looked so small. And she knew it was hard for Quinn to admit the truth, to be vulnerable in that way with her. Turning back to the little girl, she said, “Do you wanna give Quinn a hug too? And then she can carry you into the living room so we can start the movie?”
Luna was already wriggling out of her hold and across the room before Sawyer finished speaking. “Quinn, gimme a hug,” she said, jumping up into Quinn’s arms.
Quinn met Sawyer’s stare again with Luna wrapped up in her arms, and Sawyer’s breath caught in her throat. Seeing Quinn back in Kingsford with her family, in a situation that had obviously taken a lot of strength for her to endure, made her feel so unbelievably proud of Quinn, regardless of what was happening between them. 
Later that night, when she lay in bed, she’d have the chance to process what Quinn had told her. That all the years she’d spent thinking she’d done something wrong or hadn’t been good enough, Quinn had been thinking the same thing about herself.
 
***
 
 The longer Sawyer had thought about Quinn last night, the more confused she became. Not only had Quinn pulled away in a misguided attempt to protect her, but she’d wanted Sawyer back then. Wanted her in a way that Sawyer had never believed was possible. It was more than she could process, and yeah, it made the acute sting of what was happening between them now hurt a little worse.
They hadn’t talked anymore after Luna had come into the kitchen. Quietly, they’d watched the movie with the girls, Sawyer aware of all the places their bodies connected while they sat together on the sofa. She’d wanted so desperately to lean her head against Quinn’s shoulder, to tell her that everything would be all right.
Why did they keep missing their chances?
“Because we’re both idiots,” Sawyer said for the millionth time while padding around her workshop early Saturday morning. She’d gotten three new pieces in the last week, and one had been a surprisingly quick fix.
Instead of dwelling on the past or pushing a conversation it seemed like Quinn didn’t want to have, she forced herself to stay focused on her professional goals. Maybe things with Quinn were at a standstill, but she’d always regret it if she lost her motivation to strike out on her own.
This morning, she’d cataloged all of her existing items and taken photos to upload to the website she’d made. Even if she didn’t have a brick-and-mortar location yet, she could still put the items up for sale online. Once the website was done, she’d add the link into her TikTok bio and hopefully get some decent traffic. She’d started with fun videos of the machines in action and the process of restoring them, and that would be her continued marketing focus. More than a few people had reached out over the past year inquiring about purchasing some of the restored items, and she shook her head again in frustration that she’d waited this long.
But she hadn’t been ready. Getting Shane to agree to sell the items at Kent Antiques had seemed like a battle worth fighting. It had been one of the many angles to consider, and she’d wanted to explore it fully before making a decision. She thought her grandparents, especially her grandfather, would have been proud to have the items sold in his store. At least now she could say she’d tried. There was no guilt associated with her decision. Whatever happened, she would know she’d done everything she could short of sacrificing her own happiness to preserve the legacy of her family’s business. 
Quinn had taught her that lesson, not to sacrifice herself, and while she still felt like Quinn could have handled things a little better in the honesty and communication departments, Sawyer understood why she’d done it. And now, seventeen years later, she was faced with a similar choice, to make her own way and stop, as her mother had so accurately called it, propping her brother up. 
Shane would be mad, probably unbelievably so, but he had enough bad karma coming his way that Sawyer didn’t think this would even factor into his life. She sighed and put her tools down to hop in the shower before work. 
There was no point in agonizing over his reaction because she’d find out exactly what it was later today when she told him.
 
***
 
 A few minutes before closing, Sawyer looked up from where she sat at the register. Shane, like he’d been doing since she’d told him she wasn’t selling the house and that he needed to vacate it, had been mostly giving her the silent treatment. 
“Hey, Shane. I need to talk to you.” Her voice was surprisingly strong, and she leaned into that thought even though nervousness skittered through her body.
“What?” he said, slightly annoyed. Well, wasn’t he just making this as easy as possible.
“Can you come over here?”
He walked sullenly toward her. “Yes?”
“Look,” she said, steeling her nerve, “I hope you understand that I’ve done everything I can to make this business relationship work just shy of rolling over and giving you exactly what you want.”
“I don’t really see it like that, but sure.” God, he was infuriating. Maybe he never saw it like that because no one ever told him no.
She pushed forward, regardless of his scowl. “As the owner of Kent Antiques, you have a fantastic business opportunity. The town is only growing, and tourism is at an all-time high.”
“I feel like there’s a but coming…”
“But you’re running this business into the ground, and I can’t stay to watch that happen.”
“You’re quitting?” The way his voice sputtered when his mind processed her words was really something to behold.
“Not today,” she said, knowing the part that came next was probably going to elicit a worse reaction. She needed to say it anyway. “But soon, I’m going to see if I can make a go of things on my own.”
His nostrils flared. “What does that mean?”
“I’m going to start selling some mechanical antiques online. I didn’t want to keep this from you, though I don’t have a noncompete, so it’s well within my rights.”
“Oh my god, if you want to sell your stupid arcade games through the store you can. It’s not that big of a deal.” He ran his hands through his hair in frustration and looked at her like the conversation was over.
“No, Shane. I’ve been trying to work with you for the last year to make this happen. This isn’t some sort of power play to get you to give in to me.”
“It’s not going to work.”
“Maybe not,” Sawyer said with a light shrug. “But at least I’ll know I tried. I’ll stay on here to help you get things transitioned, but I’m planning to ramp down within the next month.”
He scoffed, but she could hear the fear in his voice. “So you’re just going to cut me off at the knees to take out the competition as quickly as possible?”
Twisting the knife wasn’t really her thing, but he needed to be told the truth. And more than that, Sawyer needed to get this off her chest. “If I was ever that important to Kent Antiques, you would have accepted my recommendations on making some changes. I have no doubt you’ll be able to make things work on your own.”
“But you—”
She cut him off. “Work late? Source inventory? Complete invoicing and delivery?”
“But you are a Kent is what I was going to say.” The fear had seeped into his features, and Sawyer took no pleasure in watching it play out.
She was a Kent, but not in the way Shane thought, that it meant she was tethered with an obligation to stay on a sinking ship. “Which means that I want to make my own way. Our grandparents did. Dad struck out on his own. It’s my time to do the same.”
It wasn’t until the bell above the door rang that Sawyer realized they’d forgotten to lock it when the clock struck six. If she looked surprised to see Quinn walk through the front door, Shane looked like he was about to pee his pants.
“Hey, guys,” Quinn said as she stepped into the store. She looked tired, like an evening of confessions and hyperactive children had gotten the better of her. There were little lines around her eyes, but the same thought from last night struck Sawyer squarely in the heart: that Quinn was still the most beautiful thing she had ever seen.
“Hey, Quinn,” she responded softly, her heartbeat thrumming in her chest.
Shane looked at Quinn and then back at Sawyer. “Oh, I get it. This is because you’re pissed at me about the house. I didn’t realize you two were in cahoots,” he said, pointing between them.
Sawyer pulled her focus from Quinn to glare at her brother. “This isn’t about the house, though while we’re on the topic, what you did was pretty underhanded.”
“Should I go?” Quinn asked from the doorway.
“No, Quinn. You’re welcome to stay. Or better yet, we can go back to the workshop and I can show you what I’ve been working on.” Not that Quinn wouldn’t be interested in her newest pieces, but it was mostly an excuse to get herself out of Shane’s grasp as quickly as possible.
Quinn nodded but didn’t speak. She really did look tired, like the years had finally caught up with her. Sawyer wanted to wrap her up in a hug and tell her everything would be okay.
“God, this is rich,” Shane said with a bitter laugh in Sawyer’s direction before he shifted his stare to Quinn. Sawyer snarled under her breath at whatever idiotic thing he was about to say. “You know Sawyer’s had a thing for you since high school.” He smirked, like having that knowledge out in the open was supposed to be hurtful. 
And maybe a few weeks ago it would have been.
Not now.
Sawyer stood up, walking around the counter and standing toe to toe with him. “Oh, come off it, Shane. Just because you peaked in high school doesn’t mean you need to try to bring other people down with you.”
Quinn’s voice pulled their attention, and Sawyer almost forgot Shane was standing there, even if he was the one being addressed. “You’ve never held a candle to your sister, Shane. Not then. Not now.” Quinn took a step toward them and grabbed Sawyer’s hand. She looked at Sawyer with so much affection that all of her fears and doubts and the uncertainty that hung between them melted away. And when Quinn spoke again, it really was like Shane didn’t exist. “Do you want to show me your new pieces? I’d love to see them.”
Sawyer nodded and spared a glance at her brother, whose face was a mix of confusion and anger. “We’ll finish the conversation about my ramp-down later, Shane.”
With a squeeze of Quinn’s hand, she started leading her through the store and back toward her house.
What came next, Sawyer had no idea.
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
 
 QUINN FOLLOWED SAWYER silently until they reached the workshop. A stillness hung around them, even with sounds of people and birds floating through the air. She thought she could hear the water three blocks away, but she knew that was her mind playing tricks on her.
Everything felt a little unreal, her fingers nestled between Sawyer’s as they stepped into the house. Admitting the truth to Sawyer had made the dam break, decades of emotion, past and present, flooding through her.
Last night, it had been overwhelming to see Kelly and the girls, and to sit with them after Sawyer had left and think about all the time she’d missed. It felt like the flood had destroyed everything in its path. She was tired, hollowed out.
When she came to the store, she hadn’t known what she was looking for. To fall at Sawyer’s feet and ask for forgiveness? A second chance? Even now, in Sawyer’s house, she still didn’t have an answer. All she wanted was to be close to her. The time and space between them for so long hadn’t dulled the fact that Sawyer was her safe harbor in a storm.
“Do you want a cup of tea?” Sawyer asked. Quinn didn’t register the question as much as the loss of Sawyer’s hand within her own.
She smiled and willed the feeling of wanting to curl up against Sawyer away. “Sure. Tea sounds nice.”
“Give me a minute,” Sawyer said, already at the doorway separating the living room from the kitchen.
Just like a few weeks ago, Quinn sat down on the sofa and flattened herself into the soft cushions. Her eyes were fluttering closed when Sawyer returned and placed a cup in front of her.
“You seem tired,” Sawyer said before she scrunched up her face adorably and added, “I’m sorry. You’re not supposed to say that to people.”
Quinn waved her off. “You always have a pass to be honest with me.”
Sawyer sat on the sofa with her this time, facing Quinn with her arm resting along the back. “Anything you want to talk about?”
“Not really. I saw my mom this morning. We got coffee.”
“How’d that go?” The look in Sawyer’s eyes wasn’t sadness or pity. It was comfort, like she wanted to absorb all of Quinn’s pain for her. It was a look she’d never thought another person would give her again. She’d have to let someone get close for that to happen.
Quinn sighed and placed her cup on the coffee table. “I’ve spent so long being emotionally closed off. I should have picked an easier place to start.”
Sawyer’s hand wrapped around her own. “You started at the beginning. People can always move forward, but I think there’s a lot about who you became that was impacted by who you used to be.”
“That’s a nice way of phrasing it.” Quinn rubbed at her temple and willed the headache behind her eyes away.
“How would you phrase it?”
Quinn let out a groan. There was never any point in hiding things from Sawyer. More than that, she wanted to tell her the truth. “That I became a career-obsessed workaholic to absolve myself of the need to have a personal life.”
“Wow,” Sawyer said, squeezing Quinn’s hand. “Don’t sugarcoat it. Tell me what you really think.” When Quinn didn’t respond, Sawyer spoke again. “Is that really how you see yourself?”
“I go home to an empty house every night. I build my life around my clients’ needs. I push and I push…” Quinn felt her breath catch in her throat when she admitted, “But I’m lonely, and I don’t think I realized it until I came back here.”
Sawyer met Quinn’s stare. “Then you have to do something about it. As someone who’s been taking responsibility for their own happiness for about, oh, two whole weeks now, I feel very well-versed in this topic.”
Quinn smiled and rolled her shoulder toward Sawyer, knocking it into her. “You’ve been busy helping other people. That’s time well spent as far as I’m concerned.”
She stilled when Sawyer’s arm dropped from the back of the sofa to wrap around her. “Maybe I felt the need to make up for the people I felt like I couldn’t help.” They both knew who she was talking about.
All Quinn wanted to do was lean into Sawyer’s solid frame, so she did. Whatever was happening between them—or not—they had a connection. Maybe Quinn had been running from it for a long time, but it was still there. It lingered on her heart and in her bones, as real as if it were organic matter. She felt Sawyer with her always these days, so accepting her comfort in this moment wasn’t something she was strong enough to fight.
“Do you want to watch a movie or something? Just decompress?” Sawyer asked, her breath ghosting along Quinn’s cheek. In spite of her exhaustion, heat settled low in Quinn’s abdomen. But then Sawyer added, “No funny business, I promise.”
“A movie sounds nice. Is Frozen 3 out yet?”
Sawyer groaned. “Do not ever mention that to Ella and Luna. You will never hear the end of it.”
“I’ll just tell them next time on my way out of town and leave you to deal with the fallout.” Quinn realized immediately that her words had fallen flat.
“I don’t want that to be what we do, Quinn. I don’t want you to leave and not know when you’ll come back.” She couldn’t see Sawyer’s eyes, but she felt the depth of her words acutely.
“I don’t want that either, but I don’t really know any other way.” When she was met with silence so loud it felt like a bomb had gone off, she basked in Sawyer’s bittersweet warmth for a few more seconds before she forced herself to stand up. She quickly wiped a tear away and brushed her hands down her pants. “I was planning to head back to the city tonight.”
All she kept doing by coming and going was making things worse. For her. For Sawyer. She didn’t want to be the cause of even an ounce of Sawyer’s pain.
Sawyer nodded, the moment between them broken. “Okay.”
“Thank you. For that and, well, for being my rock as usual.” She hesitated for a moment before asking, “Can I let you know when I’ll be back?”
Another nod, but Sawyer stood up and stretched her arms. “Sure thing. We can hang out with Kelly and the girls.”
“Yeah, I’d like that.”
Quinn hoped the tears wouldn’t come before she made it safely out of town, knowing that for both of their hearts, spending more one-on-one time wasn’t a good idea.
She was wrong. She only made it onto the street behind Sawyer’s house before the tears came.
 
***
 
 Quinn was a mess. Since leaving Kingsford, she’d barely stopped crying. Her body hurt. Her heart hurt. Her face hurt, which she hadn’t been expecting, but she had managed a bitter laugh at the sheer absurdity of it all.
She’d cancelled all of her showings on Sunday, which she hadn’t done since becoming a Realtor. More than a few concerned texts had come through from Belinda, but she’d given quick answers to appease her, unable to get into it.
Her whole world felt like it was falling apart, and the worst part was, she couldn’t even muster up the will to care. A few days wouldn’t throw her off her game in any significant way, but the idea of picking back up and going about her life seemed impossible.
She was in love with Sawyer. She’d probably always been a little bit in love with her. Getting the chance to know her again was the most fulfilled Quinn had felt in her entire life. Better than when Kristen had promoted her to an agent, supporting her in getting her credentials. Better than when she’d closed her first million-dollar listing. And then her first five-million-dollar listing.
Everything paled in comparison to how she felt back in Sawyer’s arms, safe and protected and so loved that it made everything else feel insignificant. Just thinking about it made Quinn’s stomach bottom out, the weight of it more than she could bear. But Sawyer had told her that all she wanted to do was lighten Quinn’s load.
Did she want this?
Could Sawyer ever truly love a woman who’d spent the last seventeen years hiding from her feelings so she didn’t have to deal with them?
By Sunday evening, Quinn had made her decision. All Sawyer had ever asked from her was to be able to decide things for herself. To choose who she loved and where she spent her time and energy. As soon as she could, Quinn wanted to give her that choice. The terrifying thing that made Quinn feel out of control and a little bit lost was that what Sawyer decided to do with it was entirely up to her.
 
***
 
 “I was surprised to see your meeting request last night.” Kristen Bond sat behind her desk in an office at least twice the size of Quinn’s. Bond Real Estate had over thirty agents at this point, and they had etched out a desirable chunk of the New York City real estate market over the last fifteen years.
It was Monday morning, and all Quinn had done for the last thirty-six hours was think about her future. “Thanks for making time for me on such short notice.”
Kristen nodded and ran her fingers through her short, stylish blonde hair. She’d been thirty-five when Quinn had met her, the same age Quinn was now. At the time, Kristen had seemed like she had things all figured out. She’d been ready to strike out on her own, and she’d given Quinn her shot. More than her shot—she’d given her a purpose when nothing in her life had made sense. Quinn would never forget that.
“What’s going on?” Kristen asked. She was all business, but there was an undercurrent of concern radiating through her words.
How did Quinn even begin this conversation? She’d spent hours thinking about it yesterday, but the words stuck in her throat when she actually tried to get them out. Finally, she made herself say it. “I’m thinking about taking a step back.”
Kristen sat up a little straighter and studied her curiously. “Is this because of the slowness on the Gleeson deal? Because I’ve seen you eke out much more challenging deals than this.” Once upon a time, Kristen’s support would have made Quinn want to move mountains.
Quinn shook her head and hoped her voice wouldn’t crack. “It’s not. I’ve just had some time and space to think about some things. I’m so grateful for the opportunity you gave me all those years ago, and for the opportunities you’ve given me since.”
She tried not to fidget under Kristen’s imperceptible stare. “And what will you be doing next?” 
Quinn knew it was code for asking whether she was leaving for another brokerage or working to start her own.
“I’m taking some time off… indefinitely.”
Kristen’s face finally showed something, her brow edging upward. “I’m surprised.”
Quinn let out a laugh and fidgeted with the collar of her blazer. “Honestly, me too. This isn’t something I was planning even a few months ago, but unfortunately, things change. I wanted you to be the first to know.”
“Are you planning to stay on to see the Gleeson deal through?” Kristen asked, tapping her pen against her desk like it was a metronome. It hurt Quinn a little that after fifteen years together, business was still the only thing on Kristen’s mind.
“I think that deal is dead in the water, unfortunately. That’s the other thing I wanted you to be the first to know. The seller isn’t interested. It’s a family home, and they want to keep it that way.” 
And I love her, and I’m not taking her another offer. I’m trying to give her something else, were the words Quinn kept inside.
The pen stopped. “That’s disappointing news.” 
“If I thought it could be salvaged, I’d give it to another agent. It’s just not in the cards.”
“I appreciate your forthrightness about the situation. Where are your other deals?”
Another acute sting of pain hit Quinn at Kristen’s continued focus on work and nothing else. “Ruiz is closing next week. I have two other clients I’m in conversation with, though I’m happy to pass them along to an agent of your choosing.” Before anything else happened, she only needed to make sure of one thing. “I just need to know that Belinda will be able to work for someone else or, if she’d like, that you’d consider allowing her to work as an agent. She got her license a few years ago in support of drafting contracts for me.”
Kristen nodded. “I’ve heard nothing but good things about Belinda’s work.”
Quinn stood up, surprised by the lack of fanfare and emotion of it all. Kristen seemed remorseful, for lack of a better word, to understand that Quinn was leaving, insofar as she was a great agent who’d made Kristen significant money over the last decade. All it did was reinforce that Quinn was making the right decision. There were people that wanted to lift her up and lighten her load, and then there were people who wanted to extract value from her. She’d always be thankful to Kristen for the chance she’d given her, but it had been a useful relationship for both of them. Kristen had gotten a young, lost version of Quinn who needed a place to channel her frustration, and Quinn had gotten a focus, a way to push past her sadness and get lost in building something.
They’d been a good team, but she was done floating from one business deal to the next.
“Thank you, Kristen. Truly. I’ll send you a formal email later today and keep you abreast of any updates on the Ruiz deal.”
“Thank you, Quinn. And please have Belinda come see me once you tell her. I’ll be happy to chat about her options.”
Quinn took a moment to look around an office she’d once coveted as the height of “making it.” Now all she saw was an expertly decorated room devoid of photos or personal mementos. She’d never noticed it before because she hadn’t wanted to notice.
On the way back to her office, she stopped outside Belinda’s door and knocked.
 
 
***
 
 “Don’t worry, I’ll do the talking,” Quinn reiterated for at least the third time since she’d told Belinda about her plans to leave Bond Real Estate a few hours earlier. They were in the elevator on the way up to Clark Gleeson’s apartment to deliver the bad news on his deal in person. “These conversations are never fun and generally don’t happen often. Usually there’s a middle ground to be met, but cases where the house isn’t actually on the market are always a little unknown.”
Belinda nodded and absorbed Quinn’s words. “So I’m just there for what exactly?”
“Moral support, mostly.”
“For you or for him?” Belinda asked, her lips curving upward.
Quinn laughed. “Whoever needs it most.” As the elevator shot upward, she took advantage of their last few seconds alone. “If you want to become an agent, these are good things for you to learn. How to have tough conversations. How to open a new door as another is closing.”
Like Quinn had planned it, the elevator doors opened. They walked to the last door at the end of the hall. She knocked and waited, taking a few deep breaths. In all of their prior engagements, Clark Gleeson had been calm and approachable. She hoped that temperament persisted when he was presented with not getting what he wanted.
After knocking on the door, they waited. With no answer, Quinn knocked again. Finally, the door opened. Clark Gleeson, looking disheveled, greeted them. “Hi. So sorry.” He ushered them inside.
There were papers on almost every free surface in Quinn’s view, with a whiteboard pulled out of somewhere unknown and into the middle of the living room. “Is this a bad time?”
“No, this is a great time. I’ve been meaning to give you a call.” He sat down on a stool at the kitchen island and gestured for them to do the same.
Quinn took a seat across from him. “Clark, this is my colleague Belinda.”
Clark shook Belinda’s hand and then scratched at the scruff of his beard, which was less well-kept than Quinn remembered. “So anyway,” he said, a little unfocused, “I apologize for not contacting you sooner, but I no longer need your services for the Kingsford home.”
“Oh?” It was a win-win scenario, but it took Quinn a few seconds to catch up to what he’d just said. She reoriented herself quickly. “May I ask why?”
She noticed Clark’s hesitation, his eyes flicking between her and Belinda. “Danielle and I are no longer together, so a romantic gesture isn’t really needed.”
“I’m very sorry to hear that,” Quinn said sympathetically. And really, she was. Clark Gleeson had been a standup gentleman every step of the way through this process.
“I appreciate that. Better to find out now, and infidelity was part of our prenup, so…” For not wanting to talk about it, she found that Clark had a few things to say. She’d always appreciated when a man was able to speak honestly about his feelings. That had to hurt, though, being cheated on a year into marriage. Clark was taking it much better than she would have. But then again, she never let herself get close enough to feeling anything close to the amount of hurt he must be feeling.
Quinn turned when Belinda’s voice cut through the silence. “It seems like you’ve found a way to distract yourself from this unexpected detour in your life. What are you working on?”
The way Clark’s eyes lit up took at least a decade off his face. “I can’t say much, but in my depression over the last few weeks, a new startup idea came to me.”
“I’m happy to hear that. I know this is an unexpected time in your life, but it sounds like you’re making the best of it.”
“I’m trying. It’s… well, it’s not something I love to admit, what’s going on right now with my personal life, but it’s important. Maybe at least a little good can come out of it.”
Belinda nodded like she understood completely. “Love is a wonderful thing, but when it runs its course, a distraction can sometimes be the most helpful thing.”
Clark put his forearms down on the kitchen island and leaned forward. “Exactly.” 
“And when you’re ready again to jump into something, you’ll know it. Until then,” Belinda said, waving her hand in the air, “you can just build some new products that will change the world.”
The faint blush on his cheeks reddened, and the best way Quinn could describe it was that he looked like he’d been shot by Cupid’s arrow. Apparently, Belinda was better at the people side of things than she’d given her credit for. But when Quinn looked over at Belinda, she saw that a similar blush stained her assistant’s fair cheeks. Well, wasn’t that interesting.
Sadly, Quinn had to step in between a moment where she had strangely become a third wheel. “Clark, we won’t take much more of your time. I wanted to let you know that I’m stepping back from my agent role. Belinda is staying with Bond Real Estate, though, so I’m sure she’d be happy to act as a resource for any ongoing needs.”
She’d never seen someone hand over a business card faster than Belinda sliding her matte black card across the table. “I’d be happy to help.”
Quinn stifled her laugh and tried to keep her expression professional. It wasn’t easy, given how Clark picked up the card and flipped it between his fingers like he was planning to frame it and put it up in his living room.
“Well, then,” she said, standing up and extending her hand. “Clark, it was a pleasure working with you, though I am sorry about how things turned out.”
He shrugged and stood up before easing the business card into his pocket. “I’m making peace with it. You were a pro all the way, so thank you.” She wasn’t going to correct him. Rule number one: take the praise and run.
After an uncomfortably long goodbye between Clark and Belinda, they headed back down the elevator and made their way onto the sidewalk. They walked along the city streets shoulder to shoulder. Quinn was going to miss working with Belinda, how they were so in sync. But when she thought about it, she enjoyed it because of Belinda, because of the person she was and how good it made Quinn feel to know that she had support. She’d always equated it to their jobs, but that wasn’t it. She knew that now.
The last thing she had to give to Belinda was something she realized she’d never gotten from her mentor, which was vulnerability.
“I fell in love, you know, when I went back to Kingsford,” Quinn said, facing forward as they kept walking. She could feel Belinda look at her, but she kept her eyes focused on the pavement in front of her. It felt important to say, and she didn’t want to keep it inside any longer.
“I figured.”
Quinn stopped them, squaring her shoulders off to face Belinda. “What do you mean, you figured?”
Belinda shrugged and gave her a lopsided smile. “I’ve worked for you for a decade, Quinn. Nothing has ever thrown you off your game. I figured it could have been your family, but it also seemed like something more.”
“Did I have ‘lovesick idiot’ stamped across my forehead or something?” Surprisingly, she didn’t feel the least bit embarrassed asking that. She was genuinely curious what her perceptive assistant had seen.
“Sawyer, right? I talked to her once.”
Just hearing her name made Quinn’s whole body light up. “I didn’t know that.”
“When she declined the first offer, I called to schedule a followup appointment to discuss amended terms. It’s something I do with lots of clients.”
“And it sounds like you gleaned something out of that?”
“She was… surprisingly fiery. I don’t think she knew it was standard practice for me to coordinate meetings.”
Now it was Quinn’s turn to blush. “What did she say?”
“I hope you’ll ask her next time you see her.”
“That sounds like dropping a stick of dynamite into a barrel,'' Quinn said, rolling her eyes as she started walking again, Belinda doing the same.
“I’ll miss you, Quinn.” The words were quiet as they walked through the city, but Belinda’s honest tone cut through the cabs and pedestrians and sounds of the millions of people around them.
“I’ll miss you too. Don’t be a stranger? I know we’ve never done much outside of work, but I’d like to keep you in my life.”
It seemed like the words struck a chord in Belinda, whose voice was full when she answered. “I’d like that.”
When they reached the office, Quinn stopped outside without going in. “I’m going to call it an early night.”
“See you tomorrow?”
Quinn nodded. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
Her body was still in New York City, but her mind and heart were already a hundred miles north, back in a place and with a person she’d never been able to forget. Now, all she had to do was find a way to tell her that.
She pulled out her phone, thankful it picked up after the first ring. 
“Hey, Quinn.”
“Hey, Kelly.” Nervousness skittered through her body as she took a quick breath. “I need your help.”
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
 
 SAWYER HADN’T SEEN Quinn in three weeks. After another missed moment, when Quinn had retreated into herself, Sawyer hadn’t reached out. It was too painful. At this point, going back to being friends with Quinn was a hard thought to deal with. The worst part was that she’d really thought they were making progress.
She chastised herself for pushing Quinn even though, deep down, she knew she hadn’t done anything wrong. Her happiness was her own responsibility, and she wanted Quinn to be a part of it. The difficult thing about setting boundaries or making decisions was that no one really prepared you for when the conversations didn’t go the way you wanted. That there were all these pieces left over of missed moments and confessions and a million maybes that could have become something more.
So she’d thrown herself into work. Securing a business loan had been the first step, and the approval had come through the day before. She’d see how online sales went before committing to a downtown storefront, but the initial response was positive. Of the dozen machines she’d fixed up, she’d already managed to sell five of them to buyers across the United States.
In the meantime, she planned to convert her grandparents’ house into a workspace-slash-showroom to get better videos and photos of the items. Shane was set to be out by the end of the week, though she wasn’t holding her breath on that one.
Lost in her own thoughts sitting in front of her newest pieces, she barely noticed Tate pop up next to her. “Aunt Sawyer?”
She shook her head and cleared her throat. It did little to get her back in a good mental space, but she smiled at him anyway. “What’s up?”
He handed her back her phone. “I finished the videos for the Red Arrow Paces Races machine.” Sawyer couldn’t believe her luck when she’d stumbled across it a few weeks ago at a personal estate sale. The owner had been in his nineties when he’d passed, but he’d owned a bar in the fifties. When the games had broken down or fallen out of style, instead of selling them off, he’d put them in a garage to collect dust over the next sixty years. A pristine version of the horse racing game had sold for over $10,000 in 2008, making this the most expensive piece in her inventory. Along with half a dozen other, albeit less valuable pieces that she’d picked up at the sale, she had months’ worth of inventory on hand to keep the business afloat.
It was, quite possibly, the find of Sawyer’s lifetime. It felt like some sort of cosmic sign that everything would work out. Sure, she may have some difficult months ahead of her, but knowing that she was responsible for her success or failure somehow made her feel lighter instead of burdened.
And with her trusty new assistant, Tate, who’d proven he could, and actually liked, to give more than monosyllabic answers, it felt like everything was finally coming together.
She stood up and walked over to the game, admiring the seven horses of varying colors under the protective glass casing. “It looks pretty good,” she said, trying not to seem too self-congratulatory about the work she’d done.
“It kicks ass,” Tate said excitedly, leaning his face over the glass.
“Do you wanna give it a spin? Get a few videos of it in action?”
At thirteen, there seemed to be some unspoken code not to get excited about anything, but in the safety of the workshop, Tate’s entire face lit up. “Hell yeah!”
Sawyer dug coins out of her overall pocket. “Let’s stick to a single swear word a minute. Seem fair?”
“I can do that.”
She handed over the coins. “You put one in each of the slots. It will make the horse with the corresponding color be able to race.”
With focus, Tate began to drop the coins into each slot. Sawyer watched him, happy to see how he’d opened up in the past month. This was a good experience for him, but having the chance to support him was more gratifying than she’d expected. It reminded her of the days she used to spend with her grandfather, watching him work and learning about the process. Maybe nothing life-changing would come of this, but she hoped these would be moments that Tate remembered fondly as he grew up.
And really, having him around had been a nice distraction. Kelly had been busier than normal lately, and Sawyer appreciated not having too much time to wallow in missing Quinn.
It would get easier with time, and hopefully, when it did, they could return to some sense of friendship that didn’t make Sawyer feel like her heart was being broken off into little pieces, chipped away every time Quinn came and went. God, she hoped.
 
***
 
 The following week, Sawyer was starting to feel a little bit like her old self. It was her last day at Kent Antiques, though she didn’t expect a party from Shane. Hell, she didn’t even know if he’d acknowledge it.
But as she did the final inventory counts and sales reports for the day, it was hard to care. Everything this past month had reinforced that she was on the right path. She’d spent far too long trying to appease everyone but herself. Did she want to be helpful? Absolutely. But not at the continued expense of her own happiness. That, she’d finally realized, was a price too high.
Along with the realization came acceptance that Quinn had been right, too, all those years ago, when she’d left Kingsford. She couldn’t imagine how hard that decision had been, to leave everything and everyone you’d ever known for even a shot at happiness.
When she realized Shane had already left for the day, she walked to the front door and flipped the sign to “Closed” for the last time. She locked the deadbolt in place with a dull click and smiled. This store had been her life for so long, but now, it was time for her world to expand.
Kelly had insisted on a celebratory dinner later, where she’d promised there would be no mention of Quinn unless Sawyer wanted to talk about her. A few drinks would probably decide the answer for her.
It was usually a quick walk across the backyard, but she stopped when she realized someone was leaning on the door that led into her workshop. Sawyer took a few steps closer.
Quinn.
Dressed in a pair of denim shorts and a white T-shirt, Quinn looked the picture of laid-back perfection. Sawyer had to remind herself over and over as she closed the last few feet between them that she had no idea what Quinn wanted or why she was here.
“Hi,” Quinn said a little breathlessly. She pushed herself off the door she’d been leaning against and stood in front of Sawyer, a small paper bag in her hands.
Did Sawyer want to throw herself into Quinn’s arms? Absolutely. Was she going to? She wished she knew the answer to that one. “Hey, Quinn. Didn’t know if we’d see you again.”
“I needed…” Quinn stood up a little straighter and started again. “I needed to take care of a few things in New York City.”
Well, that piqued a hopeful curiosity within Sawyer that was already threading through her veins and making her all kinds of annoyed with herself. All she managed was a less-than-casual “Yeah?” at Quinn’s words.
Quinn nodded and gave her a cautious smile. “Can I come in? I’d like to tell you all about it, if you’re interested.”
Sawyer eased past Quinn, making sure their bodies didn’t touch, and unlocked the workshop door. Quinn, to her credit, followed wordlessly, past the jumble of machine games covering every surface and on to the living room.
“So, how have you been?” Quinn finally asked.
“Professionally, I’m really, really good. Today was my last day at the store, and I’m going to be focusing on my own thing now.”
“That’s amazing news,” Quinn said before her lips tipped into a frown. “And personally?”
She didn’t want to admit that a hole had been left in her heart—again—by Quinn’s absence. But they’d made it this far because of honesty, even though it felt like they still had miles to go. “Well… I reunited with an old friend, which was surprising and unexpected and more than a little infuriating when she left again.”
Quinn’s lips turned upward, but her eyes were doleful. “Sounds like maybe she never thought she deserved you in her life.”
Sawyer felt like her heart was being squeezed. After all this time. After all they’d shared. Quinn still felt like she wasn’t good enough. In a past and present where Quinn was still everything, it was hard to fathom.
“Sounds like you know the type,” Sawyer said, taking a step closer. “Do you think she felt that way because she left the first time or because she waited so long to come back?”
“Maybe both,” Quinn said quietly. “Maybe she felt like she never held a candle to you then or now. Maybe she was embarrassed about how she’s been living her life.”
She searched Quinn’s eyes, looking for any hint as to where her head was. “That’s a lot of maybes when she could have just asked me herself.”
It was Quinn who took the next step to bring them closer together. “I was afraid. Of you. Of us. Of how quickly I got wrapped up in wanting to be with you. I…” Quinn’s voice cracked, but she pushed forward. “I never let myself dream about getting another chance. Telling myself that the part of my life where you could be in it was over made it possible for me to exist. And then I came back.”
“And then you came back,” Sawyer echoed, only she found her own voice laced with far more hope than the despondent tone Quinn’s words had been soaked in.
“You were even better than I remembered,” Quinn said, eyes shiny. “Back in your arms, I felt so safe and protected and… loved.” The word hung between them. “I’ve spent the last seventeen years doing everything I could to protect myself. You blew through every defense I had in a matter of months.”
“Why do you say that like it’s a bad thing?” Sawyer took another small step.
Frustration seeped into her voice when she said, “Because I’m scared.”
“I’m scared too.” How did Quinn not see that? For as terrified as Quinn was to let down her walls, Sawyer was terrified too. Her heart wasn’t her own anymore, and she was at the mercy of the woman she loved to keep it safe.
Quinn let out a half-strangled sob and closed the last few inches of space between them. “I love you, Sawyer. I’ve always loved you. And I’m so afraid that I don’t deserve you or that I’ll mess this up or that…”
There didn’t seem to be a world where Quinn believed what Sawyer said, so she’d just show her. She wrapped her arm around Quinn’s waist and pulled them together, kissing Quinn soundly. Their bodies melted into one another, and all Sawyer could see and touch and taste was Quinn. It was all she wanted. It was all she’d ever wanted.
For all of Quinn’s protests, her body had other ideas, yielding to Sawyer’s demanding kiss. Their tongues collided, and Sawyer was dazed by the strength of their connection.
Finally, when she was confident that Quinn wasn’t going to begin ranting again about insane ideas like not being good enough, Sawyer broke their kiss and nipped gently at Quinn’s bottom lip, her breath coming out in soft pants. “You are exactly the person I want.”
Quinn lifted her hand and ran her fingers along Sawyer’s face, tracing lightly along her jaw. “I want us to be together.” With those words, it felt like the pieces of Sawyer’s heart that had been chipped away were finding their way back.
“It was always you,” Sawyer said, emotion threatening to make her burst into tears.
She really did when Quinn said, “And it was always you. I don’t want to be afraid of that anymore. I’m moving back to Kingsford. That’s why I was away for the last month, trying to get everything in order.”
Sawyer nuzzled her head into Quinn’s shoulder and let out an exasperated laugh. “Why didn’t you lead with that? Jesus, Quinn.”
Quinn dropped the bag she was holding onto the end table next to them and enveloped Sawyer fully, running her fingers soothingly along Sawyer’s spine. “Because I’m clearly terrible at this,” she said before leaning back. “But I want to get better.”
“All I’ve ever wanted is you. Exactly as you are.”
“I’m going to hold you to that when you see what a terrible cook I am,” Quinn said.
“I’ll teach you.”
Quinn nodded. “I’d like that.”
“There’s so much I want us to do together. You’re my favorite person, Quinn. I’m so excited.”
“And you’re the love of my life,” Quinn said, setting off a million butterflies in Sawyer’s stomach. “All I want to do is spend the rest of my life showing you that.”
 
***
 
 An hour—okay, an hour and a half—later, Sawyer held on to Quinn’s hand as they walked the promenade to meet Kelly for dinner. She’d been understanding of Sawyer’s tardiness and Quinn’s unexpected arrival, which meant that, most likely, it was Sawyer who was late to the game on this.
Sawyer snuck a glance at the gorgeous woman walking alongside her. The woman she got to call hers. “Kelly knew you were coming, didn’t she?”
“If you think it’s sweet she was willing to help me, then yes.” Quinn looked over and met her stare with eyes that Sawyer couldn’t believe she got to get lost in. But it was the way Quinn’s lips pulled into a mischievous smile that really made her heart flutter. “If you don’t, then she absolutely had nothing to do with this.”
“Thick as thieves you two, just like a few other McKinley sisters I know,” Sawyer said, squeezing Quinn’s hand to get her to start walking again. Kelly was forgiving, but this was bordering on obscene.
Quinn nodded, and Sawyer could see her smile grow impossibly wider. “I’ve missed her so much. I’m excited to be able to spend more time with Ella and Luna too. It just feels like I have so much time to make up for.”
“Well, then I can’t begrudge you two being in cahoots against me.” Because she’d never, ever begrudge Quinn the chance to have her family back.
“In cahoots for you,” Quinn said. She scrunched up her nose adorably and swung their hands between them.
Sawyer didn’t think she’d ever grow tired of the simple things like this—strolling hand in hand together down the promenade, something Sawyer had always dreamed about but never thought possible.
“So, besides bonding with your family, do you have any plans for life in Kingsford?” She didn’t know why asking the question made her nervous, but they’d never get anywhere if they weren’t open and honest with each other.
“Well, I’m going to take some time off,” Quinn said excitedly. “Because I haven’t done that in, like, ever. And then we’ll see.”
Sawyer’s brow lifted. “That doesn’t sound much like the cool, calm, and in control Quinn McKinley I know,” she teased.
“I mean, there was an idea I was going to float by you.” She paused and then followed quickly with, “But only if you’re interested.”
That piqued Sawyer’s curiosity. She doubted that Quinn would ever stop surprising her. “What’s the idea?”
“I was going to let us bask in the newness of this for at least a little longer, but I don’t want to keep anything from you.”
“We spent way too long keeping things from one another.” Sawyer gave Quinn a self-effacing smile. ”Mostly our hearts.”
“Well… I’ve been told I’m fairly adept at sales,” Quinn said with a grin. “So if you need someone at the store—if you decide to open one—I’d be happy to help.”
Sawyer’s voice was a mix of surprise and adoration. “Are you asking for a job?”
Quinn shrugged and gave her a look that was so pointed and thoughtful it made Sawyer want to drop down on one knee right there on the promenade. What Quinn said next didn’t help either.  “All I want is to lighten your load too. You deserve all the success in the world, and if I can help you with that in any way, I want to.”
Sawyer managed to finally respond as they approached Murph’s. “You can’t say things that romantic when we’re about to go have dinner in public.” 
Quinn opened the door, gesturing for Sawyer to go through. She whispered in Sawyer’s ear when she passed, “You can feel free to thank me later.”
Sawyer tamped down the aching want that sprawled through her. “If we survive whatever Kelly has in store for us.” She had no doubt there was going to be some loving grilling from her best friend.
Stepping in behind Sawyer, Quinn interlaced their fingers again and squeezed gently. “I’d do anything for you, so let’s start with this.”
At dinner, Sawyer watched Quinn and Kelly and the comfort they’d settled into over the last few months. She’d been nervous before they’d walked in the door, but Quinn was holding her hand tightly on top of the table and Kelly was shooting her supportive smiles every few minutes. 
It all felt like a dream, but tomorrow, when she woke up, she knew that Quinn would still be by her side.
 
***
 
 At eleven, Sawyer unlocked the door to her house and laughed when she missed her keyring and her keys fell to the floor.
“Sawyer Kent, are you drunk?” Quinn asked as she shut the door behind them and pulled Sawyer into her arms.
There was no other possible response except to wrap her arms around Quinn’s shoulders. “Not drunk. Just happy.” Which was the truth. She’d had a few beers at dinner, but her excitement was largely due to how well the night had gone. Kelly had been the perfect balance of prodding but supportive, and they had plans to meet up tomorrow and go to Ella’s soccer game.
Quinn brushed their noses together. “I’m happy too. So, so happy. I still can’t believe this is real.”
Sawyer nuzzled her face into Quinn’s neck and sighed. This was all she wanted. For them to be together, unafraid of admitting what they wanted. 
“I forgot to give you your present,” Quinn whispered softly in her ear.
Shifting back to look at Quinn, Sawyer studied her features. “You didn’t have to get me a present.”
“It’s, um… it’s just… “ Quinn was surprisingly flustered as she separated them to walk over to the end table where the small paper bag she’d brought with her still rested. She crossed the space again quickly and pushed the bag toward Sawyer. “Here.”
Sawyer gave Quinn a smile that offset her little eye roll when she said, “Romantic as ever.”
“Are you teasing me?”
With the bag in her hands, Sawyer took a step closer. “Yes.” She leaned forward and kissed Quinn lightly. “And just for the record, I think reorienting your entire life and being brave enough to tell me you love me is pretty damn romantic.”
The tips of Quinn’s cheeks grew pink. “Anyway, like I said, it’s not a big deal. It’s just something…”
Sawyer wrapped her fingers around the item inside and pulled it out quickly. She knew the second her fingers touched it what it was. “You completed the set,” she said, awe seeping into her voice. In her hands was the second bus that would complete her 1968 Bryans Double Decker Penny Pusher machine. They were difficult to find, and more than a little expensive.
“It seemed symbolic, you know?” Quinn said a little nervously, like she was imploring Sawyer to understand.
But Sawyer wanted to hear her say it. “Tell me.”
Quinn let out the sweetest, most annoyed little groan. “The game works without both of them, but it’s not complete.” Wrapping one of her hands around Sawyer, she started to massage her fingertips into the base of her neck. “That’s how I feel about you. I was getting by and so were you, but that’s not enough anymore.”
“No?”
Quinn shook her head. “No. Not even close. You cracked something open in me when I came home, and I couldn’t go back even if I wanted to. Trust me, early on, I tried.”
Sawyer laughed. She couldn’t fault Quinn for that line of thinking. They’d both been trying so hard, futilely, to not let things get messy. “My irresistible charm strikes again, it seems.”
“Your irresistible everything,” Quinn said seriously, leaning forward to place a tender kiss on Sawyer’s lips. When she pulled back, her hazel eyes were clear and focused. “All I hope is that I can keep up.”
Sawyer wrapped her hand around the fingers massaging into her neck and started leading Quinn back toward the bedroom. “Guess we’ll find out.”
 
***
 
 It was early the next morning when Sawyer awoke to Quinn’s hands running gently through her hair. They’d made love for hours, but the moment happening now was leaving Sawyer feeling just as fulfilled. Quinn’s eyes were soft and light, like her tiredness had finally given way to a sense of peace. She delicately worked her long fingers against Sawyer’s scalp like they had all the time in the world.
And maybe they finally did.
There was nothing pulling them apart. Not distance or their fears or the uncertainty that only one of them was falling. The first time they’d come together, it had been frenzied, like they’d needed to solidify all the words shared between them with the physical act of intimacy to bind it all. That had been an experience that had left Sawyer more than a little breathless and blissed out.
But then Quinn had taken Sawyer’s face in her hands and kissed lightly across her lips and cheeks and nose, whispering, “I love you,” over and over again into the darkened room. The next time, when she’d made Sawyer come unglued slowly, with soft sighs and gentle touches and languid exploration, Sawyer knew she’d never be the same.
Basking in the memory from only a few hours ago, Sawyer sighed and put her head on Quinn’s chest. She burrowed impossibly closer and wrapped an arm around Quinn’s torso. “Aren’t you tired?”
Quinn brushed her fingers along Sawyer’s jaw. “I just really like being here with you.”
It took a few seconds, but Sawyer forced herself to fully open her eyes and look up at Quinn. With her hair tousled and the sheet pulled up to her hip, her fingers eased around into Sawyer’s hair, she could have easily believed this was a dream.
“I like being here with you too.” It was like she couldn’t get close enough, and she threw a leg over Quinn so she was laying half on top of her. She reached up and traced the outline of Quinn’s lips, because that was something she could do now. “I love your lips.”
Quinn pulled the bottom one between her teeth before letting it go to nip at the pad of Sawyer’s finger. Want was already beginning to tug in Sawyer’s center, and her thigh slid between Quinn’s legs.
“You drive me insane,” Quinn said a little breathlessly when Sawyer shifted her weight against her center.
But it was the way she was looking up  at Sawyer, filled with so much love, that made it difficult for Sawyer to breathe. Though the heat radiating from Quinn was a close second.
And then Quinn’s hazel eyes opened a little wider, and she eased her fingers that had been toying with Sawyer’s hair around to splay them across Sawyer’s chest. “I’ve been meaning to ask you something.”
“I hope it’s an easy question because I can barely think right now.”
Quinn smiled before dragging her hand lower to toy with Sawyer’s nipple. “My assistant mentioned that you said something to her on the phone but didn’t tell me what. I’d like to know what you said.”
Sawyer groaned and tried to cuddle into Quinn’s warmth, but Quinn held her stare, her eyes brimming with curiosity.
“Well, now I need to know if you’re going to be all cagey about it.”
Sawyer knew she was blushing. She’d surprised herself that day when Quinn’s assistant, Belinda, had given her a call. She’d reacted the way she did because the person she’d always wanted and had come so close to having was slipping away, and she’d felt more than a little broken about the whole thing.
Quinn dipped her head and took Sawyer’s other nipple in her mouth, sucking gently.
“You’re not playing fair,” Sawyer protested, and she felt Quinn smile against her skin.
“I thought you liked that I’m determined.”
Sawyer’s eyes almost rolled back in her head when Quinn flicked the bud with her tongue, her hand coming around the back of Quinn’s head to draw her in closer. “Determined to torture me.”
“Tease you. I thought we already clarified that,” Quinn said unapologetically. Sawyer’s thigh pushed into her, and she loved the strangled sound that came out of Quinn’s perfect lips.
With the accidental upper hand, Sawyer tried to steady her breath. “I told her that if you wanted something from me, you needed to show up and ask for it yourself.”
Quinn tilted her stare up, chin on Sawyer’s chest, and stared at her intently. “That doesn’t sound so dramatic.”
“Well… it was probably more about how I said it than what I said. I may have been a little aggressive.”
“All to get me to come back to town and try to convince you to sell a house you had no interest in selling?” 
Sawyer tried to put how she’d felt then into words, which had never been easy for her. “I wanted you here. To talk. To fight. To laugh. I’d gotten a taste of what it was like to wake up with you in the mornings, to know what it was like when you looked at me so intensely it felt like we were the only two people in the world. I didn’t want to stop feeling like that.”
Quinn placed a kiss against Sawyer’s chest. She shifted so they were facing one another, Sawyer rewarded with exactly the look that made her feel like there was no one else but them. “I hated being away from you, you know. Not just when I came back, but when I left for the first time.”
The words made Sawyer stop short. 
Leaning forward, Quinn placed a soft kiss on Sawyer’s lips. “I missed you every single day I lived in New York. When I first moved there, it hurt so much I could hardly breathe.”
Sawyer wrapped her arms tighter around Quinn, imagining a determined eighteen-year-old all alone in the world. “But you made it back.”
Quinn scrunched up her nose in what had to be, in Sawyer’s expert opinion, the cutest look she’d ever seen. “I think maybe a part of me always knew that if I came back, that’d be it. I wouldn’t be able to make myself leave you again. So I put enough time in between the scared kid who left and the person I became, hoping it would make me strong.”
“You were already strong.”
“Only because you made me feel that way,” Quinn said, and Sawyer wondered if she’d ever stop being surprised where Quinn was concerned.
She ran her hand along Quinn’s jaw. “You make me feel that way too. Braver. I wasn’t taking responsibility for my life until you came back into town. And once you were back, I couldn’t imagine carrying on living this passive existence. You made me want so many things. Made me want to fight for those things. Don’t ever underestimate all the good you bring into people’s lives.”
“If you think about it like that, it seems like we were kinda made for one another then.” Quinn’s voice was so full that Sawyer could tell it wasn’t just some off-handed comment, that the love between them was so encompassing that decades between them and the hundreds of miles hadn’t come close to stopping it.
She leaned forward and kissed Quinn soundly. “There’s no one else I’d rather have as my other half.”
Finally, with those words, Quinn’s posture relaxed and she let out a soft yawn, snuggling closer against Sawyer. “Me either.”
She pulled Sawyer’s arm around her and pulled Sawyer against her, who happily obliged in her role as big spoon. Quinn had spent a long time trying to make her way in the world alone, not letting people in because it seemed safer than the fear that came with loving someone so deeply. But neither of them was alone anymore, and it filled Sawyer with so much lightness she thought she may float away.
“I love you,” she said softly into Quinn’s ear.
“I love you too,” Quinn said sleepily as she interlaced their fingers together. “Always have.”
 
 
THE END
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