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Chapter One
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“Hey, Kensi, you’re right on time.” Alyssa gave McKenzie Carlton her trademark smile, looking every inch professional front desk manager. Kensi nodded, unable to return the smile, despite the fact that in many ways, the salon was as familiar as home. This was her safe space, but today was different. Everything about the appointment was par for the course except for the black storm roiling in Kensi’s chest. That part was new and quite unwelcome. 

Alyssa must have sensed something was off. She gestured to the guest seating in the lobby. “Let me grab you some tea and I’ll let Tess know you’re here.” There was a delicacy to her comment, and Kensi realized she must be putting out more of her foul mood than she thought. 

It’s not her fault you’re in a spiral of anger and despair, don’t take it out on her. “Hey, thanks. Do you have beer?” Kensi didn’t miss Alyssa’s eyes dart to the clock. Yes, it was four in the afternoon. No, Kensi didn’t ordinarily ask for beer, or drink much at all. But some days you ordered beer because, by God, some days you really freaking needed it. 

Alyssa was young and cute and the perfect quirky front-desk girl all businesses hoped for. Her red-framed glasses accentuated her black hair with purple tips. Fifteen years ago, she was the kind of girl Kensi would have had trouble deciding if she wanted to be her or sleep with her. Fifteen years ago I was so carefree. She wondered if Alyssa was having as much fun in her early twenties as Kensi should’ve had. 

“Sure, no problem. One sec, okay?” Alyssa slipped down from her stool behind the front desk and went through the small archway that led to the salon’s main area. The Atomic Salon had been like a second home for Kensi for over five years, and in the cushy arms of the lobby’s chair, she tried to relax into the familiar. The sounds of hair dryers and chatter filled her with a taste of the numbness she was desperate for. 

The smell of the salon was her second favorite thing about it. Products that were used generously perfumed the air with something not quite floral and distinctly clean. The front had shelves lined with smaller versions of the products for customers to buy and take home at an incredible markup, of course. The decor was funky, filled with antique hair styling equipment and paintings from local artists. Everything was muted, dark, with dashes of chrome here and there to keep it from feeling depressing. Kensi liked that it wasn’t overly girly. 

Her first favorite part entered the lobby and leaned on the desk. Finally, finally the black coils of anger and betrayal that were wrapped so tightly around her heart that it hurt to breathe began to loosen a bit. Tess. Her stylist flashed a grin and this one Kensi was able to return, even if it wasn’t as big or as full-hearted. Tess’s long, curvy body was as familiar as the salon. Her hair, fiery red and wavy, tumbled over shoulders exposed by her ripped t-shirt. Black, skintight jeans with strategic holes emphasized fleshy hips and rounded thighs. Tess always managed to show off her thicker curves in ways that seemed confident and luscious. 

“Kensi, my favorite appointment of the week! You’re the only reason I didn’t call out today.” 

Hearing this was a splash of cold water. Jesus, if Tess hadn’t been at work today, Kensi wasn’t sure what she would’ve done. Something drastic and deeply regrettable, for sure. “I’m glad you didn’t. You have no idea how much I need this appointment.”

Concern skated over Tess’s cherubic features. Her blue eyes softened, the merriment still there but tempered. “Come on back. Let’s wash and talk.” 

Her body leaden with the decision she was about to commit to, Kensi followed Tess into the salon and to her back chair. The pictures of Tess and her friends peppered the mirror and the small cut-out where she kept her favorite styling utensils. Kensi sank into the salon chair and Tess was behind her in a blink, lifting Kensi’s heavy hair and beginning to play with it. There were small, pleasant scratches from Tess’s jet-black and silver sparkle fingernails on Kensi’s scalp. A shiver ran down Kensi’s spine. She loved having her hair played with.

“You really have no idea how much I look forward to this,” Tess muttered as she let the shining strands flow through her fingers. She twisted it into a long, thick roll. Kensi watched as Tess grabbed the neck collar to snap on, then swirled the black cape over and tied it loosely at the back. “May I brush it first?” 

Unable to speak, Kensi nodded. She’d been thinking about this moment for just over twenty four hours. Twenty five hours ago, if you’d asked her, she’d have told you that every week for five years she’d come to the Atomic Salon to let Tess give her a shampoo and blow out. It was the only extravagance in her life, because money had been tight. It wasn’t necessary, but it helped her to maintain the thick, black hair that fell in a sheet to her knees. Kensi hadn’t cut her hair since the fifth grade. Its heft was as much a part of her as being a lesbian and being one of the best up and coming real estate agents for her company. 

It was as much a part of her as her relationship with Leslie had been. 

But Leslie was gone now, and Kensi’d called out of work because some emotions were just too big to push aside while working. 

As Tess began to run the brush through long segments of her hair, Kensi inhaled until her lungs burned. She held the breath until it ached, thinking about how everything was different now. Different was scary, but goddamn it, she wasn’t going to wait to be okay with it. After all, okay might not ever come, but tomorrow sure as hell would. If things were different now, then she was going to be different, too. 

“Tess, I’d like to change it up this time.” The release of the oxygen and the commitment to such a bold decision were both a relief and Kensi’s shoulders sagged.

The brush never slowed, but Kensi could see the interest flash in Tess’s blue eyes. “What’re you thinking, then? Some bang? Some layers? Ohhhh, maybe some color!” Kensi’s refusal to color the black hair had long been a source of consternation for Tess, whose own hair often had sections of crazy colors tucked into the ginger locks.  Kensi knew that Tess admired her devotion to protecting the long hair, but she also pushed periodically for change. 

You’re about to get what you want. In a way, at least.

No hesitating. “I want you to cut it all off.” The words felt like ringing a gong in a temple. Once out, they echoed in her ears, making it real, real, real. 

The brush stopped and Tess met Kensi’s gaze in the mirror. “Define ‘cut it all off’ for me, and explain why we’re doing something so drastic.”

Kensi felt the nerves begin to roil inside her gut; she didn’t want to back out. She needed this. But she should’ve considered that Tess might need more explanation. She just hoped she wouldn’t talk herself out of it as she explained it to her only friend. 

A sharp pang came with that realization, that her hairdresser was now her only friend. I have to pay for friendship now. Awesome. At least, if there was any lemonade to be found in the piss of her life, she’d have more money now for visits to the salon with Leslie out of the picture. 

“I want it short. Something funky. Maybe a bit longer on top and cropped close around the sides. But I need the hair gone.” 

“We’re talking chopping off over two feet of hair, Kensi,” Tess pushed gently. “That’s a lot to do at once. You don’t want to just take it up to mid back? See how that goes? It’s just, well, your hair is so iconic. It’s you.” Whether conscious or not, Tess’s hand was gently stroking the top of Kensi’s head, her hair trailing down so fingertips could rake through the silky length.

Tears sprang into Kensi’s eyes and yeah, she knew how people loved her long hair. Strangers complimented it all of the time. Often she’d find a person’s fingers sneaking into it, their faces furiously red when she caught them. It had bothered her, but it had been worth it. Not just because of the labor of love that it was (growing her hair that long and maintaining it was a chore, not a pleasure), but because her girlfriend, Leslie, had thought so much of it. Cooed and complimented and braided and brushed and cared for Kensi’s long hair like it was a prize. 

But Leslie was an ex-girlfriend now, and all of Kensi’s memories of Leslie were so tangled in with the hair that she couldn’t stand to try and work them apart. When a kid got glue or gum stuck in the hair, chances are you cut it out. This wasn’t different.  

“Leslie and I broke up,” she blurted, her voice cracking. Alyssa came over with a can of craft beer from Fullsteam Brewery in Durham. It was the Carver, a sweet-potato beer that was delicious and Southern. Kensi popped the top, relishing the crisp gurgle released from the can’s seal, and took a deep drink while Tess processed what she’d said. 

Finally, Tess went and sat in the empty hairdresser’s chair next to Kensi’s and spun it so she was facing her. “You’re my last client of the day. Let’s talk about this. Break up haircuts are a thing, and I’m not saying you’re wrong to want it, or that I won’t do it. But we’ve known each other a long time, so I just want to—”

“Talk me out of it,” Kensi sighed, her shoulders sagging. Is this a bad idea? Am I crazy for needing this so badly? 

“Be here for you in the best way I can,” Tess added, a bit more sharply, and Kensi felt heat prickling in her cheeks. Tess was just being a friend. This was a safe place, and Kensi needed that reminder. Right now so little in her life felt safe. It might be a salon and she might just be a paying customer, but Leslie didn’t come here as a client. It, and her friendship with Tess, were free of Leslie’s influence. 

Okay. You can do this. 

“It happened last weekend, but I figured out it was probably going to happen after I saw you last time. Remember how my card was declined and Leslie had to come rescue me?” 

Tess nodded. Who could forget? It wasn’t the first time it had happened, and each time had been more mortifying than the last. Kensi was a decent real estate agent, for Christ’s sake! She wasn’t a big spender and, other than the mortgage on her townhouse off Glenwood near downtown, she was a modest liver, too. Yet time and time again she’d found her credit cards and debit cards stolen and maxed out. Identity theft. 

And each time her identity had been stolen, Leslie had been there, like a knight in shining armor, ready to pick up the bill and the pieces of Kensi’s dignity. She’d cover the expenses and say all the right things.

Each time had been a well-acted lie. 

“I mean, I know we’ve talked about this. Time after time over the past three years, I’ve had my cards stolen and my money taken. I got a P.O. Box because I thought someone was going through my mail. I’ve switched to every major bank and credit union, trying to find some place safe for my money. I used cash instead of cards, and my phone to pay for things, and even checks. Can you imagine the looks I got each time I paid with a check at Whole Foods, like some little old lady stuck in the last century?” 

She took another swig of beer, her mouth already dry from storytelling. It was hard to stay on track. Now that she was opening up, the mess of the break up was swelling, forcing itself up into her throat, an uncomfortable ball of guilt and humiliation. And rage. Don’t forget the rage. 

“It was her. The whole time. She paid my bills. She covered my expenses. She listened with compassion and caring and understanding each time it happened. Leslie let me become this horrible, paranoid, miserable mess. And it turns out it was her stealing from me.” With the admittance that it was Leslie all along, that Kensi had been, well, had, by her girlfriend of five years, the large ball of hurt in her chest eased a little. Made enough room, at least, for it to feel like she could breathe again. 

Tess didn’t say anything at first. Maybe she can’t believe it, either? Because it had come as a real fucking shock to Kensi. But as the silence stretched out, Kensi began to sense that Tess wasn’t surprised.

“Crazy, right? My girlfriend was stealing my identity for three of the five years we were together. Who would have guessed?”

“It makes sense,” is what Tess offered. Not holy cow, who saw that coming? Or that’s freaking bananas, you poor thing! “I mean, in a lot of identity theft cases, it’s actually a family member that does it.” Tess must have seen something in Kensi’s face, because she quickly added “Of course, it’s really screwed up. I’m sorry about it, truly.” Tess reached across the space and put her hand on Kensi’s, a comfort. 

Except, with the comfort came an unexpected zing. Like a shock caused by dry air, something popped in Kensi’s hand, and it took effort not to jerk away at it. Unlike a shock, though, it wasn’t unpleasant. In fact, it left tingles in its wake, something foreign in the situation. Tess moved her hand back, and Kensi wondered if she’d felt something, too. 

Oh, great. Freshly broken up and you’re already looking for love and comfort from your hairdresser. Pathetic. 

Well, the truth was out now. Her big, embarrassing secret. While Tess didn’t have the reaction Kensi had hoped for, she wasn’t running away from all the lesbo-drama, either.

Instead, Tess stood, put her hands on her curvaceous hips, and smirked. “Okay. Here’s the deal. I’ll cut your hair, but not here and not now. You need a proper night of getting rid of some baggage before we chop your hair.” 

Kensi sat, stunned. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying that you need a friend and I need a night out, so let me be your friend and you can be my partner-in-crime. Only, less crime and more fun. I’ll bring tissues, too. You want to kick out of here?”

Her body seemed rooted to the chair. It wasn’t that a night out on the town with Tess sounded unappealing—it, in fact, sounded quite appealing. It was just that it had taken all of Kensi’s nerves to come in here, and she’d planned on not leaving the same person as before. In the car, it had been fifteen minutes of mantra-chanting just to get the courage to come in for her appointment. She’d planned on leaving short a lot of hair and, hopefully, some emotional discomfort. 

Tess’s excited features softened. “We don’t have to, Kensi. You’re the client and I’ll do whatever you want. But I think chopping off what’s practically a lifetime of hair requires a bit more pomp and circumstance. And, if you want, fire.”

This lit up something in Kensi’s soul, and her eyes widened. “What do you mean, fire?”

A devious smile graced Tess’s mouth. “I mean let’s cut your hair off tonight and set that shit on fire.” An image sprang to mind of the black mass on the floor, consumed by flames, leaving only ashes and a new woman behind. It certainly has appeal. 

A laugh, full and genuine and the first laugh in almost a week, burst from Kensi. “Now you’re talking.”
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Chapter Two
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Downtown Raleigh had come a long way since Kensi had been a teenager living in the city. In her youth, if she and her friends wanted to hang out, they’d have to drive at least thirty minutes to find parking and walk another five to six blocks to find one cool thing to do. In those days the city belonged to white men in suits and looming judicial buildings and not much else. 

Now though, in her thirties, it was an exhilarating place to be. There were bars tucked into the corners and basements of skyscrapers, as if hinting the city had been built on 90% ABV instead of hard work and bootstraps. Actually, that part was probably true. It was more diverse, too, with people of all colors and shapes and gender identities openly walking the streets. 

It had one gay bar. More than one, in fact. In North Carolina, a state as red as Kensi’s cheeks were as Tess grabbed her hand to tug her across the crosswalk, despite the flashing light that warned against oncoming cars. 

Tess’s palm pressed hot against hers, but she’d opted for a closed-fingers grip. Interlacing was for lovers or dates, and this outing was feeling mostly platonic. They were hurrying toward The Pit, a barbecue restaurant, because Tess said her favorite foods required finger licking. Kensi’s stomach twisted in nervous humor each time she revisited that phrase, but the joke had been too obvious to make out loud. 

Inside it was bustling, with a line that would soon be out the door. Apparently Tess had a connection with the hostess, though, because Kensi found herself being led to the very back of the restaurant, to a small table away from the racket of the main floor. 

“Your waiter will be with you shortly,” the hostess said, leaving their menus on the table. 

“Wow, I feel like a celebrity,” Kensi said as she sat and immediately unfolded her napkin and placed it on her lap. “That was amazing.”

Tess shrugged. Her fiery hair was muted in the dark restaurant lights, becoming a burnished copper that flattered her pale skin. It was an unseasonably warm March and they were both dressed casually, though for Kensi that meant her only pair of jeans and an old college t-shirt. Most of her clothing was dressier, both for work and because Leslie had liked seeing her “look professional” and “her age.” Tess, though, had changed into a tank top as they left the salon. It was slinky cotton and it kept shifting on her, giving flashes of bra straps and clavicles and occasionally the more enticing press of breasts at its V. She was wearing the same torn, figure hugging jeans though. Kensi wondered how she’d never paid this much attention to Tess before. 

She’s stunning. Hands-down one of the most attractive women I know. These thoughts burned inside her, and she dropped her gaze hurriedly to the menu. “What’s good here?”

Tess rattled off some favorites, but Kensi had stopped listening as her heart pounded hard at the prices printed next to the dishes. It wasn’t outrageous, but she’d learned to never go all-out at restaurants because she never knew if she would be able to afford it that night. If she went anywhere fancy, it was because Leslie wanted to and insisted on paying for it. 

Except Leslie is gone. And she was using my money to pay for those bills. Which means I can do whatever I want now. The sudden urge to go crazy whooshed through her and, when the waiter came, she ordered a fifteen dollar cocktail and smiled at how good it felt. Liberating, with only a hint of the former anxiety. Tess gave a small cheer and ordered the same. 

Then they ordered food. Lots of it. Slabs of slow-cooked ribs and sides of collards and fried okra. Pulled-pork and sausage and blackened chicken thighs. Corn on the cob and deviled eggs. It was all the Sunday after-church potluck favorites, but it was served with not-Sunday-approved cocktails and an air of hedonism that Kensi was very much enjoying at a time when she didn’t think she’d be able to enjoy much of anything. 

Drinks and food on the table, Tess held up her glass. “To losing hair and gaining a friend.”

“I’ll toast to that!” Kensi clinked her glass against Tess’s and they both drank before digging in. 

“Okay, let’s eat until it’s hard to move and you can tell me everything about the break up. This isn’t a successful night unless we have to move our belts down a notch or two.”

Kensi bit her lip as she tore a rib off. “I covered most of it in the salon. Leslie’s been scamming me and we broke up.” She watched as Tess tore a huge chunk of rib meat off with her teeth and squeezed her eyes shut, moaning. The sauce smeared across her lips... Eating should not be so sexy. Especially ribs. Tess sucked some sauce slowly off her fingers. Jesus Christ, what’s wrong with me? 

“No, I mean really talk about it,” Tess replied, dabbing at her mouth with her napkin. “I mean, this break up is the end of five years. You’re saying goodbye to that kind of commitment, you’re saying goodbye to that kind of security, and you’re saying goodbye to the hair. Obviously there’s a lot going on. Tell me how you figured out it was Leslie taking your money.”

The outrage from the memory seeped into Kensi’s mind, filling it with vitriol and bitter disappointment. She wasn’t ready to start there. “How about I start from the beginning? Maybe as I tell it I can see where I went wrong.”

“Okay. Sounds like we could use a second round of cocktails, too?”

Kensi ate a cornbread muffin and savored its sweet, buttery goodness. Leslie was a low-carb kind of girl and, while it had kept them both svelte for many years, bacon all the time wasn’t nearly as appealing as people claim it is. “I met Leslie at a restaurant. We were both waitresses at the time. It was just instant-spark. We’d work our asses off waiting tables all day and hang out all night, watching movies or walking in Nash Square at midnight or catching the sunrise at State’s bell tower.

“The first two years were bliss. Complete, unadulterated bliss. I was twenty-nine when we met and my thirties loomed ahead of me like an ominous cloud. I was nearing thirty and I was waiting tables. Not like those lifetime waiters who’re great at their jobs or work at posh places. I was never that good. Which meant I was barely cutting it at restaurant chains, and living paycheck to measly paycheck.” 

The second round of drinks arrived and the gin cocktail was a welcome coolness. Kensi’s heart ached as she spoke. The good times would always be good, no matter what else had happened. It’s what made the betrayal hurt so badly. Tess just ate slowly and waited. Having her undivided attention seemed to prompt Kensi. There was something not only flattering, but encouraging about the way Tess listened. Like Kensi was the only person in the world, and like her hurt was valid in deeper ways than just sour feelings over a break up.

“She was the one who recommended I go into real estate. She helped me find a school. We scrounged our money to pay for the texts and she helped me study each night. She was taking accounting classes at Wake Tech. We planned to open a business together, with me doing the real estate and her helping people with their banking and loans.

“I aced my test and got my license. She graduated and earned a full scholarship for two more years at State, but she was also offered a job in RTP right out of community college. We thought she could take it and I’d get a feel for the business first before we started our own thing.” Kensi snorted and broke a chicken wing, the grease coating her fingers. 

“What happened next? It sounds so... perfect.” If there was a trace of envy in Tess’s voice, Kensi dismissed it. They were in a crowded restaurant and, despite having the best table in the house, there was a lot of clatter. She could have misheard. Or maybe I’m projecting my own pain on Tess’s reaction. 

“It was perfect. I worked my way up in the real estate company. I wasn’t making buy-a-Lexus bank, but we were able to buy a condo in downtown together. She claimed to love where she worked, too. We were putting money into savings and talking about getting married.

“Then I went on a business trip, continuing education sort of thing, and I lost my purse. I ran to the hotel and called Leslie first thing, since my cell had been in my bag. She said she’d take care of everything. When I got home, I was out a few thousand dollars that the thief had taken from my bank account and one of my credit cards was maxed, but the card company worked with me about the fraudulent purchases and the bank changed my account. It should have been the end of it, just a hard lesson.”

There was hardly any food left. They’d been talking for over an hour and, like Tess had predicted, Kensi would’ve had to change her belt hole if she’d been wearing one. The waiter brought the bill. 

“Wait, it’s separate checks,” Kensi said, trying to flag the waiter before he disappeared into the din of the main room. 

“No, don’t worry about it,” Tess said, pulling out a roll of cash. “I got tipped well this week. This night’s on me—I’m the one who dragged you out.”

Kensi’s veins ran solid with ice and she shivered. It was such a stupid thing to feel triggered by, but that didn’t change the shuddering in her tummy. “I need to split it, if you don’t mind. It’s just... swooping in and paying was how Leslie kept me in the dark for so long. I didn’t realize she was ‘saving the day’ with the money she’d taken from me. She paved the way for deception with kindness.”

Tess’s blue eyes darkened for a moment, her chin set like she wanted to argue, but she didn’t. “Okay, I’ll split dinner. But I’m warning you now, so that you can prepare yourself and not feel like I’m saving anything, that I’m paying for the night’s next entertainment. I’m telling you in advance, so, you know, let me.” 

The ice thawed a bit and the tension leached out with it. “Okay. But I’m so full, what are we doing next?”

The twinkle in Tess’s smile was devilish and enticing. “Dance, Dance, Revolution, baby!”
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Chapter Three
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Tess hadn't been joking. Next to The Pit was Barcade. Bar and arcade, designed to draw in late twenties and thirties adults who wanted the buzz created by mixing nostalgia and booze. Tess ordered them drinks and got tokens, then dragged Kensi back to a corner where a large game dominated the space. It had the infamous four-arrow dance floor, with the arrows pointing North, South, East, and West. Tess’s smile was infectious. 

“I love this game,” she gushed. “I killed it in high school when we’d go play at the mall. You remember when Crabtree had the arcade next to the food court?”

Kensi shook her head. Arcades had never been her scene. She’d been a band geek, playing in the drumline and traveling for competitions. “No, I didn’t spend a lot of time at the mall.” 

“Well, it was the best for hanging after school. Total mallrat fashion, you know? Slushees, cheap Chinese food, and—” she patted the game, “this baby. I mean, not this exact one, but you know what I mean.” 

The screen, a giant TV with neon displays, flashed graphics of Japanese-style dancers and blasted pop music. Then it morphed into the top-score screen and Kensi’s jaw dropped. 

TES

TES

TES

TES

TES

KDL

TES

TES

“So I take it you play a lot,” Kensi joked, pointing at the screen. 

Tess blushed. “Yeah. It’s a great way to work off steam after work, and it’s a workout, too! Win-win.” 

“Well, show me what you’ve got,” Kensi urged. The alcohol was helping ease the tension that had become a second skin for her in the past week leading up to the break up. She felt her body release, ever so slightly, and it was a rush. While she’d never have chosen this for an outing, she had to admit that hanging with Tess and indulging in food, drink, and freaking video games was fun. 

Tess popped in her tokens, whipped out a hair tie, and pulled her voluminous red curls into a loose bun. There was a flash of the pink dye that Tess had worked in. She shuffled through the music choices and Kensi had to admit, there was something strangely alluring about Tess’s confidence as she chose “expert” mode. The music pumped up and Tess’s feet began to fly. 

She hopped, she jumped, she double and triple tapped. Tess was on fire and soon a crowd was gathering. Kensi saw the looks of admiration and lust in the other faces as Tess owned the game. It was mesmerizing and the perfect distraction from Leslie. 

Finally, the song ended and her score tallied up. It wasn’t enough to place on the board, but Tess said casually as she hopped off the game stage, “Well, that was a great warm up!”

A warm up. On expert mode? Kensi was out of her league for sure. 

“Okay, so explain it to me. I mean, I saw, but I want to make sure I know what I’m supposed to be doing.” 

Tess pressed a warm hand to her shoulder and Kensi tried to ignore its appeal. Being touched was just so damned reassuring when, after telling Leslie to get out, Kensi had been certain she’d die alone. “Let me braid your hair while I explain, or you’ll be burning up in no time.” 

She slipped behind Kensi. A small, electric shudder ran down her spine as Tess’s magical hands began separating and weaving the heavy mass of hair hanging at Kensi’s back. It was a good reminder that in a few hours she’d be free of its weight. What will that feel like? She’d been living with the heavy length of hair for so long she couldn’t even imagine it. “So the screen will show you what arrows to stamp on. You want to try to tap them during the small window when they’re lit up. We’ll start you on beginner—there aren’t as many doubles and combos, okay?”

A small curl of excitement tightened in Kensi’s chest. She’d never done anything like this before. “Okay. You’re the boss, I guess.”

The smirk she earned for that remark heated her core. Something dark flashed in Tess’s eyes, a promise. “Yeah, I am.” It was a tease that flirted with being something more, but then the ginger was popping in tokens and rushing through the selections. 

The music queued and then Kensi wasn’t paying attention to anyone or anything but the screen. It took a while to get the moves. The connection between seeing the lighted directions on the screen and her feet moving in response was sluggish. But she was determined and always had the ability to focus, and soon Kensi was doing a solid run. As the song ended, she was pleased to see a 70% score. She was also surprised at the sweat on her forehead and elevated heart rate. The only thing that sucked was the pain in her neck and shoulders from the thick braid that had bounced and swung and whipped at the back of her legs as she’d played. But not for much longer, she thought with relief.

As she stepped down, she high-fived Tess. “That was really fun!” 

“Good!” Tess did a little shimmy. “Then get ready, because I bought enough tokens for at least an hour!”
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Chapter Four
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They fell into Tess’s apartment laughing and sweaty, leaning on each other as they reeled. “That was amazing,” Kensi managed in between fits of giggling. “I feel like a kid again!” 

“After so many drinks, I don’t feel at all like a kid, but I’m certainly feeling good!”

She flicked on a light and Kensi saw a small, tidy apartment. It was cute, closer to N.C. State’s campus. Which meant that Tess could afford the space on her own, she’d explained in the cab, but also meant she had some loud neighbors. College kids filled all the other blocks around her. “Part of why I spend so much time at the arcade, really. I like to let them party it out before I get home so I can avoid the bass coming through the walls.”

There was a radiator for heat during the winter and a giant, contemporary painting of scissors hanging above it. Two apartment-sized couches faced each other and between them was a low, sleek table that held heaps of magazines. 

From the living space, it was a small distance to the kitchen, a mix between small concept and almost-a-studio apartment size. Almost, because there was a ladder that led to a lofted area, but no spare bedroom. “One bed, one bath was a bit of a stretch, hmm?” Tess mused, but Kensi liked that she didn’t sound apologetic. She’d made the space her own and she was taking care of herself. Just because it wasn’t large or fancy like Kensi’s downtown condo didn’t diminish that accomplishment. “It’s comfy. I’ll grab my shears and meet you in the kitchen.”

Kensi froze, rooted to the spot. “Wait, after all those drinks you’re going to cut my hair?”

Tess shrugged. “Sure. We worked off a lot of the booze dancing and I’m also amazing at my job. I won’t cut too close, so if we need to fix it tomorrow we can.”

The desire to finish the night as planned was too great for Kensi to argue, so she pulled a chair into the center of the small kitchen and sat while Tess rummaged in the bathroom. Nerves jangled again as she contemplated the new look. She couldn’t even imagine it, really, having had long hair for so long. 

The short hair held an appeal that was so deep, so firmly set in the smallest corners of herself, that it threatened to make her cry as she anticipated what this would feel like. A whole part of her, of her identity, would be gone in a few snips of some scissors. There was magic in the possibility of change. Like if she could do this one, bold thing and not look back, then what else could she change about herself? 

“Okay,” Tess breathed. She came back in wearing a smock and holding her scissors like a weapon. “You’re sure?”

“Yeah. Should I take my braid out?” 

“Nope. It makes the initial cut easier, and we can toss the braid in a fire after.” 

Setting her jaw, Kensi gave a thumbs up, no longer able to speak. She held her breath, making her nerves steel. Tess patted her shoulder reassuringly, then grabbed the blade, and cut. 

Cut didn’t cover the initial removal, though. Slice? Hack? Kensi’s hair was so thick that it took effort to remove the braid, but Tess was nothing if not determined, and in moments, it was gone. 

It was instant. Kensi’s head no longer felt like her own. Hair fell loose and light, tickling her ears and the nape of her neck. She shook her head and felt it softly whip, like feathers in the air, around. The weight, god, the sheer weight that was gone was a miracle. Tipping her head from side to side, she stretched neck muscles that had borne the brunt of her hair and the release she felt was almost painful. Her lip trembled but she resolved to stay present in the moment, to etch every new sensation into her memory. This was the first step in becoming a new person. 

No, this is the first step to being myself.

Tess threw the long snake of her braid into her lap and Kensi fingered it in amazement. “Holy shit,” she whispered. 

“Feeling some hair-gret?” There was worry in Tess’s voice. 

Her heart was still singing. “Hell no.” 

“Let’s keep going, then.” 

For another few minutes—Kensi wasn’t sure how many—she watched snips of her hair fall in wisps to the floor. It was fascinating, the elegant dance they wove as they tumbled all around her. Her hair grew shorter and shorter until she felt the breeze on her neck and the whisper of Tess’s fingers next to her ears. Tess came to the front and stood, arms crossed. “Okay, it needs some shaping. Did you have something in mind?”

“Not really. Just this. I trust you to make me look good.”

Tess winked. “You didn’t need help, there. But thanks. I love having free rein with hair!”

Kensi tried to ignore the twisted feelings Tess’s compliment gave her. Instead, she shut her eyes against the spinning momentum of change and let Tess work her magic, trusting the process. 

When it was done, Tess placed her hands over Kensi’s eyes and helped her, blinded, to the bathroom. When she pulled off her hands, revealing the hair, Kensi’s eyes popped wide. It was different, all right. Not just the weight and the way she could turn her head with ease, feeling no pull on her scalp or brush on her shoulders. It was like she was seeing herself, the real Kensi, for the first time. 

She knew she was pretty in a conventional way. The long hair had accentuated that, giving her an almost exotic look with its black that was almost blue. Her mother was Sri Lankan and her father was white with dark hair, too. Their DNA had given her a well-balanced mix, with soft, delicate facial features and the trademark hair from her mom, as well as her cinnamon-colored skin. Her father had donated his height and his build, lanky and strong. But without the hair, her cheekbones were on display, a new focal point. And her nose, which was long and straight, lent an androgynous quality to her features now that it wasn’t playing second fiddle to her hair. The hair was still longer on the top, with fringe bangs swooping to the side. But Tess had all but buzzed the side that didn’t have the length of the bangs and left it longer at the back, giving her a Skrillex-meets-punk-rock look. Asymmetrical and bold. It was perfect. 

“You were made for short hair,” Tess remarked softly, leaning on the door behind her. “I mean, I wasn’t sure. Probably selfishly because doing a blowout on hair as long as yours had been was such a fun challenge. You were pretty before. Now you’re fucking stunning.” 

Kensi tried to thank Tess but couldn’t. She couldn’t even peel her eyes away from her reflection. So she witnessed her own crumble, from the tears that ran in rivulets down those sharp cheekbones and the sag of slim shoulders. Tess didn’t rush in to comfort her, and that was a gift, too. Permission to let go, to really let go, and cry if she needed to. 

Kensi needed to. 

Finally, between sputtered words of thanks and more than a few nose-blows into bathroom tissues, she managed to catch Tess’s gaze. “Thank you. I have never felt more like myself than I do in this moment. It’s hard to come to terms with how much of myself I compromised, and it’s terrifying and wonderful to feel like I don’t have to anymore.”

“I get that,” Tess said. “I know what it’s like to try to be someone else in a relationship. It seems so worth it at the time, but you never understand how much harm comes from pretend until you decide to be real.” 

That was it. Hitting the nail on the head. Kensi couldn’t think of what else, to do, so she pulled Tess into a hug, needing the reassurance and validation in the moment. Tess’s arms circled around her waist. They clung to each other while the last of Kensi’s tears poured out. 

Tess smelled like sweat and lavender, a decidedly lovely mix of musk and fresh, clean and calm. The coolness of the lavender was a cleanser for Kensi’s mind, dragging her out of her stupor and leaving her feeling dizzy with exultation. She was still holding on to Tess. 

Pulling back a little, feeling suddenly shy, she moved her hands to Tess’s shoulders. It wasn’t a release, not yet, but the potential for space was there. “So, I know that me ending up in your bathroom, a sobbing mess and covered with itchy hairs, probably wasn’t how you planned on spending your Friday night.”

Tess dragged her fingernails up Kensi’s waist, tracing ribs under her t-shirt until Kensi gasped and bit her lip. “Nope. This is much better. Girls crying is a total turn on.”

Kensi frowned. “Is it really?” I hope not, because I can’t jump into crazy right now. Hell, I shouldn’t be touching another woman right now. 

“No, silly. But your tears are happy tears, and that’s appealing. It means a lot that you trusted me to help you with this. You could have just as easily gone to a cheap place in a strip mall.”

“I’d never do that.” Even the thought felt almost like cheating, even if she was just a client and not a lover.

“I know.” Tess let out a sigh that brushed hot and moist on Kensi’s neck. They were still so, so close. 

Kensi knew she needed to let go. Just broken up. Still in pieces. Come on, this is a terrible idea. But terrible ideas that involved soft, warm, redheads were hard to let go of. “Tess...” She didn’t know how to finish it. Because the words ‘we shouldn’t do this’ were battling with ‘kiss me’ and she wasn’t sure, in the end, which would come out. 

“Look,” Tess replied, pushing back just far enough that she could pin Kensi with her gaze. “You’re in a bad place right now. And I am not looking for a girlfriend. We can be friends, you know.”

Kensi drooped, knowing Tess was saying the right thing. Her hands flopped down by her side and she leaned back, sitting on the edge of the sink. “Okay. Yes. You’re right.” It was the proper answer, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t feeling disappointed as hell. 

“You don’t understand.” Tess closed the space between them, placing her arms on the mirror on either side of Kensi’s head. Every nerve in Kensi’s body went on red alert and she felt the flood of arousal and the uncomfortable swelling of desire. “I mean tomorrow, we can be friends. Tonight we can just make each other feel better.” Tess leaned in and licked Kensi’s lower lip.

It was the sexiest thing a woman had ever done to her. 

“Are you sure?” Kensi felt the need for something mindless and physical, a rush of release that came at the end of an emotional week. There were a lot of things Tess wasn’t saying that Kensi was curious about, like: why didn’t she want a girlfriend? She’d said it vehemently. And Kensi knew why she needed to feel better, but what did Tess need? Why? But Tess’s thigh nudged between Kensi’s legs, pressing up hot and firm against her, and common sense went out the door. See ya later, don’t bother calling. Gone. 

“I’m sure,” Tess purred. “I’ve had a major crush on you for a long time, you know.” 

Kensi’s chest rose and fell rapidly. “Why didn’t you say anything?” Then she laughed. “Don’t answer that.” Because of Leslie. Because Tess was a nice girl, and nice girls didn’t pry into other people’s relationships. 

There was a sweep of fingers under the hem of her shirt. “Before we kiss, let me see you naked,” Tess said. “I mean take off everything. Your clothes. Your necklace. Your rings. Take off everything and come to my bed just as you are. I want to fuck Kensi Carlton, the real Kensi.” 

The words hit all the right spots, disintegrating any reluctance Kensi might have had. It was the perfect thing to say and the very thing she’d needed to hear. With calm, confident movements, she stripped. She took off the t-shirt and jeans that had felt foreign up until the moment her hair had been shorn, and now felt like the only clothes she’d ever allow again. She unfastened the watch that had been a gift from her mother when she’d passed her real estate exam. Next to those she put the necklace that Leslie had bought her for her thirty-third birthday. She’d put it on this morning out of habit, loving the little silver bird dangling at the end of a delicate chain. Each item she removed left her lighter. 

By the time she made it to Tess’s loft bed, she weighed less than air. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Five
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The first time they had sex, it went quickly. Their hands grabbed and squeezed and both of them took what they needed. When Kensi came, she came hard and with a shout, Tess’s triumphant laugh following. 

The second time they had sex, Kensi had to keep reminding herself that this was just a friends-with-benefits deal, because it was slow and languid and flirted dangerously with making love. Not that they could be in love, of course, but Tess seemed to understand her body in a way that took months with other lovers. 

As they lay together after, exhaustion finally claiming them, Kensi said so. 

“You’re really open with cues,” Tess said. “I mean, you let me know quickly what you liked and didn’t like. It made it easy and more fun.” 

“Hm.” Kensi didn’t have a reply to that. She’d never considered herself an open lover, but she’d also been sleeping with the same woman for so long she hadn’t needed to pay attention anymore. “You’re bossy,” she joked instead. It was true, but in the best way. Tess had shown no difficulty in telling Kensi exactly how to touch her and move with her. It had been an added bonus, because Kensi could just follow orders and watch the rapturous fall out. 

“I know what I like,” Tess offered. She pointed to the clock. It was almost two thirty in the morning. “I have to work at noon, so let’s sleep. You can crash here for a few hours after I go if you need more sleep. There will be coffee in the morning and all that good stuff. Just lock up when you leave.” 

“You don’t have to do that. Just kick me out when you need to go.” 

Tess ruffled Kensi’s short hair and with delight, she discovered that she could still enjoy another woman playing with her hair even when it wasn’t long. “Don’t be ridiculous. You just had a monster of a week and we never finished talking about it all. We drank a ton tonight, altered your appearance to an astounding degree, and then had several much-needed orgasms. Your body and mind are going to crash soon. This is a safe spot to crash. It’s what friends do, okay?” 

Kensi was still trying to believe that just a friend could also manage to stroke inside of her in just the right way, but she didn’t argue. In fact, as Tess listed the reasons for her to stay, all the weight returned, dragging her underneath for sleep. 

* * * *
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TRUE TO HER WORD, TESS was already gone when Kensi woke up, stretching in a bed that wasn’t hers. The sheets were rumpled and smelled like sex and Tess. She smoothed a hand over the vacant pillow next to her. 

It was the first morning since her break up with Leslie that she hadn’t woken up from a nightmare, sweaty and chilled, her heart racing. In fact, she felt so perfectly content that it was hard to move from the bed. As soon as I get up, it’s back to the grindstone. 

Inevitably the call of coffee and duty had her up. She stalled where she could—making the bed, sweeping up the remnants of her hair from the night before—but when her phone beeped due to a low battery, there was nowhere to go but home. 

She called a cab to take her to her car, sighing at the sight of a ticket on the windshield for parking downtown overnight. Cramming it in her pocket, she sank into the old leather of her trusty Volvo. It creaked beneath her with familiarity. It was still in great working order, despite being almost fifteen years old. It wasn’t a cool car or fashionable, but it was clean and well-maintained. She’d bought it used at the beginning of her relationship with Leslie and, even in the toughest of times, made sure she kept up-to-date on oil changes and maintenance. “If you take care of a car, it’ll take care of you, kid.” Her father had told her that countless times as she grew up, his fingertips blackened not with grease but with ink. A writer, and therefore aware of how fast money could disappear in a crap car. 

Home came too quickly. Kensi was angry at Leslie for a lot of things. She was angry about the obvious betrayal. But also pissed off because they shared all the same friends. Kensi could either tell them all the dirty truth about what happened and keep them but alienate Leslie, or she could keep silent and let Leslie say whatever she was going to say and lose them. Leslie was the center of their little clique. She was the one who made get-togethers happen, and weekend retreats, and rainy Saturday night bad-lesbian-romance movie marathons. She loved those friends, Kensi knew. Loved them more than Kensi did, for certain. 

So she’d let them go. But that meant that Raleigh, small city that it was, was going to start feeling even smaller. All her favorite spots would have those old friends and possibly even Leslie frequenting them. All the places she was comfortable gone in one revealed betrayal. 

She snorted, and it was good to laugh about the situation. As she worked through the low simmer of irritability and anger, she found she could be thankful that the condo was in her name. Leslie had picked it out and Kensi couldn’t be mad about that, because Leslie did have exquisite taste. 

Stepping through the front door forced her to pause. Since leaving the condo yesterday for her hair appointment, she hadn’t been wallowing in the same deep, depressed way she had been while home. She waited to see if the blackness would flow into her again, but it didn’t. It hovered in the air, but it didn’t attack, and Kensi was grateful for the small mercy. 

I really owe Tess. This sparked quick fantasies of all the dirty ways she could thank the redhead, and she was forced to reel herself in. You’re just friends. There’s no reason to assume sleeping together will happen again. There was a pang of disappointment at that consideration. 

Her phone buzzed again as it died. Distracted, Kensi went into the kitchen and plugged it in. The sight there made her take stock. Dishes were everywhere, along with empty pints of Ben and Jerry’s. Not just one, but two pairs of pants were crumpled on the floor from when she’d decided she just couldn’t be bothered to be dressed anymore. It looked like the kitchen of someone who’d been dumped. 

I haven’t been dumped. I broke up with a toxic, vampiric presence in my life.  I’m allowed to be sad, but I can’t be this moping slob anymore. This is the girl with the long hair. She’s the one who leaves her mess around. Her fingers spread through her shorn locks and the rough shortness of it bolstered her. I’m a grown woman who can take care of herself. 

Having something to focus on, Kensi spent her Saturday cleaning. She didn’t stop with the kitchen. She started laundry for the week, sorting out all of Leslie’s clothes that were still in the pile. Boxing up Leslie’s stuff and moving it to the foyer was particularly satisfying... in a heartbreaking way. 

When her home felt like a home and not like a den of despair, Kensi opened the fridge and grabbed a large honeycrisp hard cider and decided to keep on with her purge. Up next: photographs. 

For a hobby, Leslie was an amateur photographer. Five years of their relationship had endured the constant lens of her camera and there were albums and frames of photos and the like to go through. In an effort to keep herself from going too far down the memory train and risk landing in ‘maybe we can work this out,’ territory, Kensi also got out three years of receipts, letters to banks, and her other paper trails when she thought she was a victim of a stranger repeatedly stealing her identity. Remembering that the thief had been sleeping beside her each night would bring balance. She hoped, at least. 

Several ciders and a full trash bag later, her phone rang. Kensi stumbled to the kitchen, unplugged it, and gripped the counter when she saw who it was. Tess. A bubble of hope started to expand in her chest. If Tess was calling so soon after their hook up... did that mean there was a chance for more? 

“Hey,” she answered and cringed. Her voice had that fake sultry phone-sex operator husk to it, and how uncool was that? 

Tess’s laugh chimed in her ear. “Hey to you, too! Did you get some rest this morning?”

“God, yes. It was needed. Thanks for... well, thanks.” 

“You’re welcome. What’re you doing right now?”

Kensi didn’t bother filtering. “Drinking and going through old photographs of Leslie and me.”

“Oh, that sounds dangerous.”

Kensi thought about the numerous tears that had been shed already. Her eyes were still puffy and red. “It hasn’t been easy, that’s for sure.” 

“Do you want company?” That bubble of hope grew a bit more. There was a flutter of anticipation at seeing Tess again. 

“That would be nice. I’ll order pizza.”

“You’ve got a deal. Only I’ll bring some sparkling water and we’ll give our livers a break, yeah?”

“I’ll text you the address.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Six
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Stumbling in anticipation, Kensi rushed to the computer to order. It was wrong to leap so quickly into something new. But that didn’t change the pitter-patter of her pulse and the decision to go put on clean underwear. 

Thank goodness I decided to clean. Even knowing that, Kensi began to rush around her townhouse, fluffing pillows and lighting some scented candles throughout. She changed the sheets on her bed, not wanting Tess’s skin to touch the sheets that still hadn’t been washed since Leslie had left. 

Kensi knew she was in trouble when the doorbell rang and she realized she’d been going from room to room to make sure all the art was still hanging straight on the walls—as if the force of her devastation had somehow rocked not just her world askew, but the things around her, too. 

She bit her lip and went to smooth her hair before she got to the door, only to feel the shock again at how little there was to smooth. That’s going to take getting used to, for sure. At least I won’t spend as much on shampoo! 

She opened the door. The porchlight cast a yellow glow on a beaming Tess. She was wearing a long, black maxi skirt and a loose v-neck t-shirt. The V was scandalously low, showing the deep press of Tess’s large, plump breasts. There was a peek of black bra, too. Black bras are date bras was Kensi’s first heated thought, but then she remembered she was in a sports bra, having put all her clothes in the wash that day, including the lacy ones. 

Having the ease of the sports bra, though, had been nice, and she considered changing over to them full time. Then Tess came in for a hug, pressing the curves Kensi had just been admiring against her, and Kensi wasn’t considering anything except how well their bodies fit together. 

“Thanks for letting me come over,” Tess said as she pulled away. “I usually spend the night at the arcade, but I’m feeling a little exhausted. Was up late, you know.” She winked at Kensi and it sent Kensi into a whirl of internal questioning. Were they flirting now? Was Tess dressed in that sexy way on purpose, or was Kensi just crushing so hard that anything Tess wore was sexy? It was a long hug... did that mean Tess was as attracted to her as she was in return?

“Give me the tour,” Tess encouraged. 

Get it together. Standing straight, Kensi began showing Tess around. The townhouse was beautiful. Leslie had decorated it with a simple, warm modern farmhouse chic. The couches were overstuffed and comfy, the rugs a thick and welcoming shag, and the walls were all painted in the same gray that was so pale it bordered on white. Elegant prints of portraits graced the walls, along with three mammoth contemporary art pieces that Kensi’s mother had painted. 

They were her favorite pieces, because her mom wove the colors of her homeland into them. Rich reds and gold along with verdant greens swooped over the canvas in bold strokes. Her mother had never returned to Sri Lanka after moving to the States to marry her father. She showed her love through art and food instead, creating memories to share with Kensi as she’d grown up. 

In the kitchen was one photo Leslie had taken that Kensi would never give away or toss. It was a candid of Kensi’s mother that Leslie had snapped a week before Kensi’s mother had passed away from heart complications. In it, her mother’s face was serene and wrinkled, the black and white filter making her brown skin look like coffee and her hair white like cotton. “This is my mom,” Kensi said, feeling a hint of trepidation. While her mother had passed, somehow showing Tess the photo felt like introducing her to her parent.

“She’s gorgeous! Geez, you’re lucky. You’re going to age like a gem. You’re stunning now, and if this is your future, ladies better watch out! Silver vixen on the loose.” The chatter was bubbling and the complement genuine, but Kensi didn’t miss that Tess wasn’t including herself in the vision of the future. 

Holy shit, why would she? You’ve slept together once, to feel better about your recent break up. It’s time to get real, Kensi. Stop making crazy assumptions. 

“Thanks. She was pretty amazing.”

Tess’s smile softened. “Was? She’s gone, then?”

“Passed away a year and a half ago.” Kensi shrugged, because it was always awkward for her to share her grief. Keeping it to herself was soothing, like a special emotion just for her. Even if it was sad, that gave her comfort. 

Tess placed a warm hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

“Thanks.” 

Instead of lingering or asking intimate details, though, Tess moved into the kitchen proper and immediately looked inside Kensi’s refrigerator. “I like to see what people keep on hand. It tells me so much about them.”

“We don’t tell you enough when we’re in your chair?”

Kensi watched as Tess appraised the contents of Kensi’s fridge. There wasn’t much in there. Organic butter, some chicken that was one week too old to eat, and a few containers of various salads from Whole Foods. “I hear a lot in the chair, but food doesn’t lie.” 

Kensi frowned. “I don’t lie when getting my hair cut. What’s there to lie about?”

“You don’t,” Tess said as she closed the door and stood up straight again. “But a lot of people do. I think when they’re getting their hair cut, it’s like there’s a small moment when they can completely control their image. So they lie about important things that they’re doing, make a lot of claims, that sort of stuff. It doesn’t bother me—I like being able to help people feel better about themselves.”

Is that what she’s doing with me? Making me feel better about myself? There was a deep spark of anger in her gut. She didn’t need anyone to make her feel better about herself! She’d been letting other women dictate how she felt about herself for long enough!

There was a knock at the door, and Kensi went to get the pizza, stewing. She knew she was being ridiculous. All these emotions; the crush, the anger, the hopefulness... they were all results of the break up. They were real emotions, sure, but not the kind she should place stake in. After all, break ups created a storm of emotion that could easily settle in an unexpected way when the clouds dissipated. 

Pizza in hand, she yelled at Tess to bring drinks to the living room. Setting the pizza on the coffee table, they sat on the couch. Close, but not too close. Kensi’s knee had room to roam without hitting Tess’s. It was a platonic distance. Isn’t this what you were just hoping for? Hoping? No. Needing? Probably. 

“Your house is gorgeous,” Tess said, looking around. Kensi followed to all the places Tess’s eyes touched on. The living room had the same neutral palette, with a large, pale linen couch and faux-cowhide pillows. One of Kensi’s mother’s paintings was in there, looming about the fireplace. It was the only splash of color. 

“Where are you on photos?” 

Swallowing a large bite, she nodded toward the stack of boxes and trash bags next to the front door. “Boxes are things that I know Leslie needs, like clothes. Trash bags are memories I’m ready to be rid of.” 

“Did you finish?” 

“One more box of photos to go through. Some of my family ones are in there, and I don’t want to lose them.” 

Tess put her slice down and wiped her hands on her skirt. Kensi wanted to be appalled, but there was something so real about a girl who didn’t give a crap. Tess just went with things. The redhead caught her noticing. “Sorry. At work I get so much stuff on my hands, product and the like, that I don’t think about it anymore.”

“It’s okay, I was actually thinking about how nice and normal it is.”

Tess giggled, her cheeks turning pink. “Well, I’m about as normal as it gets, and then some.”

I wouldn’t call you normal at all. I’d call you divine. Okay, Kensi was just going to have to resign herself to struggling with the ‘just friends’ part of this deal. When I am over the break up, I’ll be so glad I controlled myself.

Grabbing the final box of photos, she handed an album to Tess. “Anything that’s me and Leslie goes. Anything that looks like it might be family or high school is a keep.”

“Got it.” 

Tess pulled out an album and opened it and Kensi winced. It was from the first year she’d been living with Leslie. The photos were lovely, black and whites, but they were also intimate. Not in an artistic nude way. But Leslie had snapped photos of Kensi sleeping. Or the series of snaps that she’d taken of both of them laughing and smiling under the covers, making funny faces with a flashlight in the dark.  

“These are stunning,” Tess said, her voice soft. “It’s so hard to reconcile this woman with the story, you know?”

Pain lanced through Kensi’s heart. Oh, she knew too well. Tess was thumbing a selfie that Leslie had taken with Kensi on top of Grandfather Mountain. The wind was whipping their hair around so that Kensi’s dark strands mingled with Leslie’s own caramel ones. Their cheeks were windburned and pressed together. Leslie’s blue eyes were bright and merry and her crooked smile made her look young and full of life. 

Not at all like the person who’d destroyed Kensi’s trust. 

“Yeah, I know. The photos have been hard because it wasn’t all bad, you see? If I had never found out, I’d still be mostly happy.”

“Mostly?”

“There were some things Leslie did that rubbed me the wrong way, but I let her do them.”

Tess moved the album to the floor and shifted a little closer. “Tell me about those things. The ones that you didn’t like.” 

For a long time, Kensi sat and looked at her hands folded in her lap. “Well, I guess I want to say that, aside from her taking my money, Leslie never did anything directly malicious to me.” There was a lingering need in her to be fair to her ex. 

“I believe you. I’m not asking you to trash her; I’m just trying to understand your headspace right now.”

That helped tremendously. Knowing that Tess wasn’t prying to hear nasty things made it easier to talk. Her heart allowed itself to open and truth raced to her throat, eager to be released. 

“My hair was a big one. Leslie has this personality, you see, that just—well, it’s like you can’t say no. All you want to do is please her, because when she’s happy, it’s like you’ve won the lottery. I’d kept my hair long because my mom loved it, but I’d been thinking about cutting it, having moved out of the house. It took a few years after college, but I was feeling like myself more and more, and the hair change felt like a good idea. But Leslie loved it, and she begged me not to cut it. Told me she didn’t know if she could still be attracted to me without it. So I put it off time and time again. 

“I wasn’t too hard to convince. After all, in real estate image is a lot, and so I assumed she was helping look out for me there, too. She’s the one who suggested the weekly blow outs. Said I should ‘treat myself.’ Ha! Then she’d pay because I didn’t have the money or my cards had been frozen.” 

Kensi laid her head back into the couch cushions. “All my friends are ones I know through her. I just let it happen. I stopped calling the ones I knew from college and just accepted that Leslie’s crowd was mine because it was easier. She was the one who kept everything moving. She makes people feel wanted and happy.”

Tess leaned an arm on the back of the couch and rested her chin on it. It brought her closer to Kensi. Her stomach flipped at the intensity that Tess had as she listened to her. It wasn’t all that different from Leslie, in that sense. The ability to make her feel like, just for a moment, she was the center of someone else’s universe. 

I need to be my own center, she thought with determination. “It wasn’t Leslie’s fault, those things. If she knows how much she can influence people, then maybe a little, but I think it just comes easily to her. She’s used to getting her way and making you think that it was your idea all along. And I was okay with it. Or, at least, I wanted to make her happy, so I ignored my own hesitations.” 

“I get that,” Tess murmured. “It’s easy to push anxiety and doubt to the side when you’re in love. Because being in love feels so good you’re afraid to rock the boat.” 

Kensi’s eyes drifted to the open photo album on the floor, to the black and white photos of Leslie and her. The smiles were warm and the focus was soft and, yes, they had been in love. So very in love. Leslie didn’t just make Kensi feel important; she treated her that way, too. Special dinners, romantic getaways, chocolates on the pillows—

But none of that was real. Not fully. Maybe the intention was there, but goddamnit, it was my money!

“How does someone steal like that from someone they love?” It was impossible to believe that she had anymore tears in her, but the flooding down her cheeks proved otherwise. “How do they lie so completely?” 

Tess pulled her into a hug, letting Kensi bury her face in the curve of her neck. The scent of her shampoo calmed her into small, hiccupping sobs. “I don’t know, sweetheart. Do you think she just viewed your accounts as the same, since you were living together?” 

“I thought about that. It’s funny, because I would have been okay if that had been it. But Leslie had been adamant about having separate accounts. She lied about going to work—she’s been going somewhere each day, but I called the place she said she’d been working at all this time and she’s never worked there. Her supposed job there was the reason we hadn’t opened a business together. She always claimed she was anticipating a promotion. Who even knows what she did all day with my money? It’s like she has this whole other side to her, and I never knew it.”

Tess finger combed her hair, fidgeting with it. The move was innocent and alluring. “Well, you’ve been dealt a shit hand. That’s a hard, hard break up. I know you must be feeling vulnerable and angry right now.”

Sniffing, Kensi sighed. “Yeah, exactly.”

But instead of more sympathy, Tess shrugged. “Okay, well, what the hell are you going to do about it?” She asked in a tone that bordered on offensive, as if Kensi had been planning to just roll over and let life keep kicking her in the ass. What happened to the comforting Tess I know? 
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Kensi sat up, her muscles tensing. “What do you mean, what am I going to do about it?”

“Are you going to sue her for the money?”

When she’d first discovered it, Kensi had considered suing Leslie. It was when she’d been looking for a cashier's check from her father, given to her for an emergency because of her awful run with identity theft. It was also her only check. That check amounted to her savings, since she’d been unable to hold onto her own money, and she’d needed to buy new tires for her car. Leslie had helped her tear the townhome apart, searching for it, and then sympathized when it didn’t show, even offering to go get the tires for Kensi. But at the bank, when Kensi and her dad wanted to cancel it and get a new one, they showed her the photocopy of her forged signature on the back of the check. It had been Leslie’s handwriting. At that moment, Kensi had considered suing. Her father’s angry bellows fueled the desire.  

But, aside from the fact that she didn’t have the money for a lawyer and she knew she’d never get the money from Leslie, even if she won, she didn’t want to pursue that. After all, she knew she’d been purposefully blind to it. Hell, when she’d gone to the police, they said “it’s always the boyfriend.” She’d laughed and said she was in the clear, since she’d never had a boyfriend. 

When she told Tess as much, that no, she wasn’t going to sue, Tess nodded. “Okay, so what next? New bank account? Are you going to go back to work? Go to school? Move? What are you going to do to help yourself move on?” 

Frustration and resentment reared up. “It’s only been a week!”

“Yes, and in that week you’ve slept with another woman, cleaned your home—I can smell the bleach—and you’re already going through photos. I’d say you’re more ready to move on than you think.”

It wasn’t that Tess didn’t have a point; she absolutely did. Other than the decision to cut her hair, though, Kensi hadn’t imagined how she’d be different moving forward other than a vague sense of not wanting to be what she’d been before. She said as much to Tess. 

“Let me get a pen and paper, and let’s set some goals,” Tess offered. She got up and padded out of the room. Since she didn’t ask for directions or where Kensi kept her writing things, she assumed Tess had a destination in mind, and she was right. Tess reappeared with her purse and pulled out a quirky notebook. It was thick and spiraled and had stickers plastered over the front and back. “My mom bought me a planner for Christmas in the hopes of helping me be a bit more productive with my life,” she said with wry amusement. “So far it’s just been a place for me to doodle.”

She opened it and made a bullet point. “Let’s list the top five things about yourself you aren’t happy with.” 

There was a tease of a smile at the corner of Kensi’s mouth. “In my dark time of vulnerability, you want me to name five things about myself I don’t like? That’s just cruel.”

“Bear with me. Don’t do things like ‘lose weight.’ We’re talking things about yourself you’re seeing for the first time since being broken up that make you unhappy. And then we’ll come up with a plan for after.” 

Sighing, Kensi hugged a pillow to herself and thought. It wasn’t a bad idea. But who wanted to hold up the world’s worst mirror while heartbroken? “Okay, I’ve got one. I will compromise who I want to be in a relationship if I think it will make the other person happy.” 

“Ohhhhh,” Tess said, “that’s a good one.” She wrote it down. 

“Um... I didn’t listen to my gut because I was afraid of the truth. I don’t want to be afraid of the truth.” More scribbling as Tess wrote. “And I let coming out be enough for me. I came out to my friends and family, but I didn’t let myself be fully me—I was, and am, still trying to fit into the hetero-normal image of what I imagined being a woman is.” 

“Wow,” Tess said. “That’s so important! What a great revelation, Kensi. I’m really proud of you.” 

It became easier after that. Kensi admitted that she was afraid of being alone and uncomfortable with it after so long, and finally, that she hadn’t tried anything new or hard since getting her real estate license.  After making the list, she felt simultaneously relieved at articulating things that were making her deeply unhappy while also feeling overwhelmed by the magnitude of the list. “I feel like I basically just admitted I don’t like myself.”

Tess said, “Is that true? Or do you like yourself and just need to remember why?”

“My instinct is ‘yes’, I like myself, despite the evidence on paper.” 

“Well, then, you do. That’s great. I struggled to like myself for a long time. It’s hard not to let other people dictate how we perceive ourselves. It sounds more like you just don’t like the version of yourself that dated Leslie, and like you loved the idea of the version Leslie presented to you. Your relationship was based on comfort and image.” 

Kensi laughed. “Are you also a therapist?” 

“No way. They have a million more qualifications than I do. I’ve just learned to be a good listener because of my job.” 

“Well, good listener, now that you’ve seen my list and know all my deepest and darkest flaws, what do you suggest?” 

Tess tapped the pen on her mouth. “New clothes. I think you should go shopping tomorrow. Buy some staples that fit how you truly picture yourself. It will make the rest feel easier, I think, if you’re dressed in a way that makes you comfortable in your own skin. Like the haircut, you know?”

Everything in Kensi’s life had felt like a ball of yarn that Leslie had unwound, knotted and balled together, and then thrown back at Kensi. And Kensi had helped her do it. Now Tess, with her calm and self-assured ways, was helping her to untangle it. Slowly, but surely. 

“That makes sense. Do you want to come with me?” A day of shopping was intimidating, but a day of hanging out with Tess held appeal. 

“I do, but I think you should do it alone. Letting my opinion guide your purchases would tamper with the experiment.”

“Am I your lab rat?” 

“Obviously,” Tess joked. “No, you aren’t really. Why don’t we hang out next week and you can do a fashion show for me?”

There was something youthful and whimsical about Tess. She could be deep, and push Kensi’s comfort zone with her questions. But then things like the DDR playing and a fashion show brought out a teenaged-nostalgia in Kensi that was a breath of crisp air, unpolluted and invigorating. “Deal.” She looked at the clock and it was getting late. “Do you—um, do you want to spend the night?” 

For a moment, there was a flash of hunger in Tess’s eyes, which drifted down to Kensi’s neck and breasts. Kensi felt the responding flush of heat that came from being admired and wanted to reach out and touch Tess, pull her into a kiss and help her decide to say yes. 

But she didn’t, too wrapped up in the dos and don’ts of the situation, and Tess sighed. “I’d better go. I’ve been on my feet all day and a shower and some sleep are the best remedies.” If there was any longing in her voice, Kensi couldn’t hear it because disappointment tinged with rejection was clouding her brain. 

“Yeah, okay. Thanks for coming over. I really need a friend right now, and you’ve been amazing.”

She walked Tess to the door, admiring the way the maxi skirt clung to Tess’s rounded ass. It was a shame she was leaving. Probably the right decision, but a damned shame regardless. At the door, Tess opened it and hovered, leaning back against the frame. “Thanks for letting me help. Now that your hair is short, I doubt I’ll be seeing you in the salon on a weekly basis. This is much, much lower maintenance.”

Kensi ran an absentminded hand through her hair. “Yeah, I didn’t think of that. But this is definitely a no-blowout-required look.” 

“Hmm.” Tess looked at Kensi’s lips and the signals she was sending were making Kensi crazy. Did that mean she wanted to stay? Was Kensi supposed to be pushing harder? Being more aggressive? 

The heated air between them clung like film, sticky and uncomfortable. Kensi took a tentative step in and Tess’s hips moved, ever so slightly, toward her. An invitation? 

Just as Kensi started to reach up to cup Tess’s cheek and lean in for a kiss, the other woman ducked out of the door. It was expertly executed so that Kensi wasn’t left openly hanging, allowing a bit of dignity to remain intact. “Call me this week,” Tess said, her voice husky. She turned and left. 

Kensi leaned on the frame that had just supported Tess, as if it could offer the same comfort as the warm body heading to her car. Instead, it was hard and cold and bit into her shoulder and she watched Tess’s car’s headlights flick on. The sound of the engine lingered as Tess drove out of sight. 

In her absence, the home that Kensi had spent all day tidying up felt emptier. She nudged the boxes of Leslie’s things with her toe, sliding the cardboard back and forth on the pine floors. Tess is just trying to help, she told herself, nursing rejection when there might not have been any implied. Like the clothes. I need to learn to be by myself. 

It was fortunate that it was late; it gave Kensi the excuse to go to sleep without feeling lame. Sleep offered distraction. In the morning, she could tackle her wardrobe and contact some clients. New clothes and getting back to work would be the best ways to start finding a place for herself that wasn’t just as someone’s girlfriend. 

That didn’t change the fact that when she slept, she slept on one side of the bed. 
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Crabtree Valley Mall, where Tess said she’d played in the arcade after school, was radically different for Kensi as an adult than it had been when she was a teenager. Now it was slow, and quieter than she expected, but it was also just opening on a Sunday. Kensi walked along, looking at shops, and felt lost. How would she even begin to find a style that was her? What did that even mean? 

How am I in my thirties and just now trying to figure out who I am? 

Department stores seemed like a safe bet. It’s where she’d bought clothing before. Of course, she’d had Leslie in tow handing her pieces that she thought would look good on Kensi, and Kensi had always gone with Leslie’s picks. Those memories of Leslie flooded her mind as she looked at suits and crisp shells and pencil skirts, and Kensi couldn’t help but get angry at herself. Do I even have a backbone? She’d felt so proud, so adult by working her way through school, getting her license, and finding work with a large local real estate firm. Now, though, all of those accomplishments felt flimsy at best. Hard work wasn’t enough if her soul was as soft as pudding. 

Frustrated, she decided to get a coffee and come up with a new strategy. The food court was almost empty due to the early hour, with only a few clumps of families and teenagers. As she sipped her latte, Kensi let her mind go blank. Criticizing herself wasn’t helping. Maybe she was rushing this whole thing. 

“Cool hair.” A voice tugged her from her thoughts. 

Dazed, she looked up to see a twenty-something man and his friend passing by. “Excuse me?” 

He pointed to her head. “Cool hair. That’s a great cut.” 

“Oh, thanks. My friend at Atomic did it. It used to be to my knees.”

His eyes widened. “Wow, what a change! Well, you’re owning it.” They started moving away. Kensi loved the boys’ androgynous style. They were wearing ripped, slim-cut jeans and close-fitting t-shirts. Their shoes were sneakers she associated with her high school years; Vans and Converse All-Stars. The clothes were laid back but the slim, body hugging cuts made them edgy and stylish instead of frumpy. I wish I had had the courage to dress like that when I was in my twenties.

It hit her. Why did she have to be younger to wear clothes like that? If she liked them, she should just wear them. Trying to dress age-appropriate, whatever that meant, was still catering to how other people thought she should look. Moving on impulse, she got up and jogged after the men. 

“Excuse me,” she said, pausing as they turned around, curiosity in their eyes. “I’m in a weird predicament. I’m going through an enormous existential crisis, and I want to dress like you do, but I have no idea where to start. Maybe you could help me figure out what stores I should be looking in?” 

Their curiosity quickly morphed into amusement. Currently, Kensi was wearing black capris and a floral button down. It was as leisurely as she’d gotten when she’d been with Leslie, and since her only jeans and t-shirt were in the wash, it was all she had. They looked her up and down with disbelief. “You want two gay guys to dress you?”

She laughed. “No, not quite like that. It’s important I make my own decisions. I’m just trying to shed an old image, and your style resonates with me. Is that weird to say?” 

“No,” said the second boy. He had shaggy dark hair, but it was obvious a lot of time and effort had gone into his ‘effortless’ look. “It’s flattering. We’re shopping, why don’t you tag along and see if you find anything? I’m Mike, and this is my boyfriend, Paul.” 

Paul beamed and, when she went to shake his hand, he shook his head. “No, no, I’m a hugger.” He pulled her into a tight, quick squeeze and Kensi was happy it felt, well, nice. Not weird. 

“I’m Kensi. McKenzie, really, but—”

“Yeah, I like the shortened version better. It suits you.” Paul grabbed Mike’s hand. “Okay, let’s do this!” 

They chatted as they walked. They asked her about what brought on her total makeover and she told them the condensed version, leaving out a lot of the particulars. Bad break up, lost herself in the relationship, trying to learn to like herself now—it was easy to stay short not only because she didn’t know them, but because she’d already talked so much to Tess. She didn’t feel the pressure in her chest caused by the break up, so she didn’t need to over share just to release it. 

I bet Tess would be proud that I’ve made some friends! It added pep to her step. They went into stores she’d never have dreamed of thinking to shop in. Quickly, she figured out a pattern. The boys bought most of their pants from the girl’s section and their shirts and shoes from the boy’s. She began to rifle through racks. Items she wouldn’t have considered before were suddenly draped over her arm as she took them into the dressing room. 

Dressing rooms were a place of miracles. Under the flattering light, in mirrors meant to make her look even longer and leaner than she already was, Kensi experienced a revelation. Jeans that fit her like a glove, but had larger pockets and room to breathe were her first choices. To make it easy, she picked a few different styles and decided to buy two of each in different colors. The shirts were harder. Some of the men’s shirts were too wide, making her look bulky and awkward. But then Mike and Paul led her to a hip little store that had numerous “vintage” style tees. The jersey was thin and felt like butter. The designs were muted and reminded her of her high school years. And they fit perfectly, not too tight but not boxy, either. She bought one for each day of the week. In addition, she found three hoodies and a pair of sneakers. 

Exhausted, with arms weighed down, she knew it was time to do one more bit of shopping that Mike and Paul wouldn’t be into. They hugged and exchanged numbers. They were almost ten years younger than she was, but the day had felt easy, as comfortable as her new shirts, and she thought there was promise in a new kind of friendship with the two boys. 

Last stop. She needed work clothes. While her bags were heavy with purchases, her wallet was substantially lighter, and Kensi knew she’d need to be more discerning. Ironically, this trip had been funded by a wad of money that she’d hidden from Leslie. It had started about a year before, when she thought someone was stalking her because of all the identity theft. So each paycheck she’d immediately take out a hundred dollars and hide it in her closet. In addition to the check from her father, it was the back up for the back up fund. A sort of ‘fuck you’ fund, as her mom had once coined it. 

“McKenzie, I love your father. We’ll be together forever, I’ll bet. But in Sri Lanka, many of my cousins were not as lucky as me. They didn’t get to choose their husbands or they chose wrong. I send them money to squirrel away in case, God forbid, they need an escape. I have one, too.” Her mother opened a nondescript shoe box that she’d had stashed in her closet. “This is savings. My money, put away. I keep it, not really for your father, but in case I need to quit my job, or travel for an emergency. It’s my way of making sure I can say ‘fuck you’ if I need to. I’ll never be trapped.” 

The memory had always stuck with Kensi, not only because it was one of the only times she’d ever heard her mother curse, but because the concept was such a revelation. As of her break up with Leslie, she’d had just over $1200 in cash. 

Now she had substantially less. She needed to leave enough for groceries, but she also knew, seeing the depleted wad in her wallet, that she needed to get back to work. The thought of all the “Southern Chic” clothing in her closet made her cringe. Kensi didn’t want to wear them ever again, if she could help it. So she went into Brooks Brothers and found someone willing to help. 

Have you ever worn a tailored suit? Men’s suits are incredible. Worth every penny. Kensi discovered this as the salesman took her measurements. “You’re lucky you have small breasts,” he commented in a matter-of-fact way that didn’t offend her. “You’ll be able to wear button down shirts that fit close, giving you a more slim appearance.” He helped her find two suits, both for summer, since it was getting hot outside. She also got a summer-weight cashmere sweater and two button downs. 

Then, feeling spicy, Kensi bought a neck tie. 

“You’re going to look dashing, Darling,” the salesman said as he rang her up. She felt such a rush of glowing affection for a man who’d helped her, no questions and no judgments, that she called in his manager and told him how impressed she was. Everyone was happy in the store. Kensi left feeling ecstatic. 

Her last stop was the Cheesecake Factory. Eating all the BBQ with Tess had awoken a different kind of hunger in Kensi. That hunger was for carbs. So she bought a mix-and-match cheesecake and brought it home with her. Tess and I can taste-test while I show her my new clothes! The thought was thrilling and slid, almost innocently, into the other things of Tess’s she could taste. Those thoughts were definitely not innocent. 
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At home, she was so high on feeling good for a change that she missed the fact that the boxes were gone in the foyer. As she took her bags back to the bedroom, she heard the shower turn off. Kensi’s heart pounded. Someone was in her home! 

Grabbing her phone, she stalked toward the Master bathroom door. Steam was seeping out. Prepared to dial 911, Kensi stopped just short of hitting ‘call,’ because she saw a familiar pair of shoes poking out from under a bundle of clothes left haphazardly on the floor. Her shoulders relaxed and her frown deepened. 

She walked into the bathroom. 

Her ex was naked, the plush sage-green towel draped over her head as she dried her hair. The body shining in the bright, white light was spectacular. Leslie had always valued staying in shape and it showed in the strong quads, taut stomach, and roped arms that were currently shagging the towel vigorously. Her breasts were small, like Kensi’s, but plumper. Gravity wouldn’t touch those for a long time. 

Leslie pulled the towel off, saw Kensi standing there, and started screaming, scrambling back to the wall. 

“Jesus, Leslie, stop screaming!” Kensi’s body went tense, fight or flight kicking in by Leslie’s bizarre and loud reaction to her. 

Leslie stopped mid-shriek and her eyes narrowed. “Kensi?” 

“Who else would it be?”

Leslie’s jaw dropped and she let the towel fall to the floor. She padded toward Kensi cautiously, like she was seeing a stranger. When she was too close for Kensi’s comfort, her hand went up to finger Kensi’s short, black hair. “What did you do?” It came out like an accusation. 

“I cut my hair.”

“But it was so beautiful,” Leslie keened. “Now you look so, so... butch.” 

Two things struck Kensi at that moment. One was that she saw clearly how much image mattered to Leslie in a way that felt unhealthy. She’d been getting compliments on the haircut and—perhaps more importantly—Kensi felt whole and happy each time she caught a glimpse of herself in a mirror. Therefore a criticism that might have crippled her before now slid off her skin like water. Second part was, while a small part of her desired the comfortable familiarity of Leslie’s body, she didn’t want the woman in front of her. “I don’t look butch. I’m in a fucking floral shirt. And if I did, so what?”

“So what?” Leslie fumed, hands going to her hips. “So your career has an image that goes with it, and you’ve completely jeopardized that! What are you going to do when clients don’t trust you to sell their homes? You’re not twenty, for Christ’s sake. You look ridiculous.” 

Deep breath in, deep breath out. I am not the problem here. “I happen to think I look good, thanks. I’ve been getting a lot of compliments on it.” 

Leslie gave a heavy, melodramatic sigh. “Next thing you know, you’ll be getting tattoos and a motorcycle.”

This made Kensi smile. She hadn’t considered either, but the ability to push Leslie’s buttons was too tempting. “Now that you mention it...”

“Ugh!” Leslie threw her hands in the air. “No! No way. I draw a line there.”

Her ordering tone made Kensi feel frigid. It brought her back to the moment. It’s too easy to get sucked back into her world. How was Leslie so good at controlling the conversation? 

“You don’t get to draw a line, Leslie. And you don’t get to break into my home and use my shower.”

There was a moment when Leslie’s eyes got wide like a deer’s. Like maybe she realized she’d been caught doing something wrong. Then, in patented Leslie fashion, she tried to shift the conversation back into her court. Ignoring Kensi, she wiped the condensation off a mirror and began to brush her hair and look at her reflection. “This isn’t your home, it’s ours. We bought it together and I helped pay for it, even if my name isn’t on the mortgage. And being in a relationship means I do have a say in whether you ruin your body with ink or risk your life with a motorcycle.” 

“We broke up.” Kensi couldn’t believe this conversation was actually happening. Especially since, when she’d discovered what Leslie had been doing, the resulting argument had been the largest and ugliest one they’d ever had. “You’ve been stealing from me for years, Leslie! You used my money that you stole to help pay the mortgage. Un-fucking-believable.” Kensi was, for the first time with Leslie, feeling like she had a backbone. Keep it going and don’t back down. “You aren’t allowed in this house, and you aren’t allowed into my life anymore.” 

“Please,” Leslie said, as if Kensi’s anger was only a fly buzzing in her ear; something that could be swatted away. It wasn’t a plea, it was a sigh of irritation. Like she couldn’t be bothered to take Kensi seriously. Well, maybe she can’t, but she’s going to understand that she can’t live here anymore. 

“You haven’t been here for a week—”

“A break doesn’t mean broken up, Kensi. Come on! All couples have troubles. It’s normal. It’s amazing we haven’t had real problems up until now.”

There were so many things wrong with what Leslie was saying that Kensi could scarcely think clearly. The sheer hubris her ex had was like cold water, slowing her thoughts like ice. “I—I need you to understand something, Leslie. It’s important to me. You’ve been lying to me for the entire duration of our relationship. You took money. And you know you took it, that it wasn’t a mutual bank account, because each and every time I freaked out about being stalked, about having my identity stolen, about not being able to pay my goddamn bills—” she took a deep breath, letting the anger fuel her, “you watched it all and knew the answer. All you had to do was tell me, just once. We might have been able to work it out. But you didn’t. You stole and you lied and you let me become a fragile, paranoid woman. That’s not just a real problem, Leslie. It’s illegal. I’m just breaking up with you, when I should be turning you into the police. So don’t roll your eyes and say ‘please’ to me. I want you out of my house and out of my life now.” 

During her tirade, Kensi had watched as Leslie’s face, still pink from the heat of the shower, slowly morph into a pale white. Her ex’s lower lip was trembling and for a moment Kensi was afraid there would be tears. She wasn’t sure she could hold onto her resolve if there were tears. Instead, despite her wide, wet eyes, Leslie stood up straight. It made her breasts look spectacular and yet, Kensi was still past caring. Good. “Well,” she huffed. “You have certainly turned this into a story, haven’t you?” 

“The paper trail makes it a bit more than a story, Les.” Kensi sagged. “I’ve saved everything. I don’t want to resort to threats, but if you don’t leave or you try to come after me or the house, I won’t hesitate to take you to court.” She didn’t want to fight, not really. She just wanted... well, it would be nice if Leslie could admit that she’d done something wrong, for once. And god, an apology would be bliss. It wouldn’t be enough to consider getting back together. That wasn’t a possibility. But it might help begin the healing process that Kensi so desperately needed. 

“I don’t know what to say to you right now.” Leslie went to a drawer and grabbed a pair of underwear. She wriggled into them. “I’ve been staying with friends because I thought we were on a break.”

“Our break is permanent.”

“I get that now, Kensi. So what am I supposed to do? What about all of my things?”

“I boxed all of your things for you. I know you know that because you obviously found them at the door and decided to unload them. Well, repack it all and I’ll help out.”

Leslie gave a thin smile. “Okay, great. I won’t need much money—”

“What are you talking about?” Kensi didn’t like where this was going. God grant me the patience to accept the things I cannot change. She wasn’t sure if that was how the prayer went, but it felt like the right thing to ask. She couldn’t ask or expect for Leslie to change just because Kensi had unleashed her anger on her one time. 

“Well, you just said you were going to help, and I’ll need some money for food and a hotel until I can figure something out.”

“I meant I’d help you bring your boxes to the car.”

Leslie picked up a small vase. It wasn’t particularly meaningful to Kensi and that was a good thing, because Leslie hurled it against a wall. It shattered, pieces tumbling to the floor. Both women stood with their mouths agape. 

“D-did you just really do that? Are we going to be those people now?” Kensi eyed the shards, then Leslie’s large, frightened eyes. 

“No... I’m sorry. I don’t know why I did that. I’m just so, so—I don’t know what I am. It seemed like the right thing to do, but I’m embarrassed now.” It was, Kensi reckoned, one of the first honest things Leslie had said to her in a long, long time. It softened her heart just enough. 

“Call your parents while I box up your things. Let them know what’s happened and that you’ll need a place to stay.”

“You’re really telling me that at thirty five, I need to move in with my parents.”

“I’m telling you that this isn’t your home anymore. The rest is on you.” 

Leslie shuffled on her feet, like she wanted to stall, or to argue more. Kensi understood. If Leslie hadn’t been the instigator, this break up would look totally different from the outside. Like Kensi was the messed up one, dumping someone out in the world. But Leslie’s parents were in Cary, not so far away. And she didn’t leave me a choice. 

After Leslie was gone, Kensi’s nerves were ragged. The fight had been like a grater, rubbing vigorously against her energy and resolve. Now there was the pink, pulpy, new Kensi. Exposed and vulnerable, but still there. She called Tess. 

“You’ve reached my voicemail. I’m out, but leave a message.” 

The beep signaled Kensi. “Hey. Wow. I’m, uh, I’m terrible at messages. So, yeah, you know... call me back? You said to call you? I mean, you did. You said to call you, and I’m calling you, and wow, I sound like an idiot.”

She hung up and then cursed, remembering that there was an option to erase a message too late. It wasn’t even time for dinner yet, and suddenly the house felt too small. Kensi knew her claustrophobic reaction was stemming from her fear of being alone, especially after the fight. I’ve got to get out of the house. 

It seemed like the perfect excuse to put on a new outfit, too. Spinning slowly in front of the bedroom mirror, some calm was restored to Kensi’s mind. In the full-length reflection, she saw someone that felt like her. Really like her. The short hair was shaggy and falling into her eyes just a bit. The t-shirt was lean, emphasizing her small breasts and long torso. She turned and looked over her shoulder. The tight pants emphasized her ass, which, in Kensi’s opinion, was her best asset. Sneakers instead of heels. I’m never wearing another pair of heels in my life. 

The woman in the mirror appeared confident. Her darker skin suddenly seemed even more exotic than when she had her long hair, simply because it looked out of place with the youthful, hipster clothing. Am I too old to be wearing this? But she shook that thought right out. Jeans and t-shirts were classic. You’re never too old for it. And Mike and Paul wouldn’t steer her wrong. They wouldn’t have helped her out if they’d thought she was making a fool of herself. 

None of that matters. Am I comfortable now? She shut her eyes, listening to her body. There was a hum there that hadn’t been there before. Like the buzz after a hard workout, it pulsed inside of her. But Kensi knew it had nothing to do with overworked muscles and everything to do with coming alive for the first time. Her clothing no longer felt like a costume, but an extension of herself. I’ve been pretending for so long. 

Grabbing a wallet and delighting in sticking it in her back pocket instead of a cumbersome bag, Kensi decided to hit up a bar. A specific bar, really. The Barcade. 

If I run into Tess, it’s okay. That would be fun. And if not, there’s plenty of games I can play to distract myself until bedtime. Having a plan helped. Getting out of the house helped more. 

Seeing Tess would help most of all. 
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Chapter Ten 
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The bar wasn’t as busy as when she’d come in with Tess. There were a handful of people, but none of the large groups crowded around games or the bar. It made the noise of the games seem louder, more of a reminder that she was there, a woman in her thirties, alone, in a bar. With arcade games. 

New Kensi doesn’t give a shit, she reminded herself. It felt right, so New Kensi went to the bar and ordered a vodka tonic with a twist. She’d never drank vodka that hadn’t been mixed with a juice or hidden beneath a cup of sugary additives. The bartender made it and let her start a tab. She grabbed some tokens while she was at it. 

Feeling hopeful, she made the way to the DDR platform with drink in hand and heart lodged in her stomach. It was empty. Tess wasn’t around. It was impossible to deny the sinking sensation in her guts. But empty meant she could practice and maybe she could impress Tess the next time they hung out. 

Pounding the rest of her drink (cool, crisp, and better without all the sugar), she stepped onto the platform and fed the game some tokens. The lights and music pumped up and she navigated clumsily to the beginner mode. Soon the bass was thumping and the arrows sent her into an awkward flurry of stamping. 

Her score was decent for an amateur, and Kensi found she liked the focus the game demanded of her. She started another round. There was something meditative about Dance, Dance, Revolution. Kensi was forced to turn her logical brain off. It was easier to not think. She saw, she moved. Slowly but surely, as she let go of her self-doubt, her timing got better. She could anticipate a lot of the moves. When she finished, she had a near-perfect score. It wasn’t enough to get on the board—she knew she’d have to work up several difficulties for that, but it felt so satisfying to know that she had done it on her own. 

New Kensi can try new things and feel good about it. New me kicks ass! She mused as she went to get another drink. The bartender gave her a nod of approval. “You were really moving!” he said, and pointed to the game. 

Kensi pushed some sweaty hair from her eyes. “Yeah, it’s definitely a work out.”

“Weren’t you in here with Tess the other night?” 

She wasn’t sure if she should be shocked the bartender knew Tess. She did say she came in here a bunch. “Yeah, she was helping me through a rough day.”

“She’s good at that. Sweet girl, good listener.”

“Yeah,” Kensi replied, rocking on her feet. “Does she... does she bring a lot of girls here?” It was stupid to ask, and immature. But I’ve also had a rough week and have just learned how little I can trust my instincts. She tried to write it off as being wary, not stalking or prying. 

The bartender knew what was up and gave her a knowing wink. “It’s been awhile since she last had someone come in.” 

Kensi’s heart lifted, but only a bit. It was, well, off-putting to know that it hadn’t been something special that Tess had done just for her. This led to the subsequent wonder—did Tess also give friendship fucks to other women to make them feel better? Was that just a thing she did? The thought horrified Kensi. It was almost too much to bear, considering she’d just gotten rid of one manipulator. Before she could work herself up, though, the bartender added one more tidbit. 

“Look, I can see what you’re thinking. If you like her, let me give you a tip. Tess doesn’t do well if she thinks she’s being smothered. Give her some space, and she’ll be as loyal a friend as you could ever want.” He wiped the counter with a rag. 

“What if I want more than friendship?”

“Then you might be in for a battle. I haven’t known her to stick to anyone for a long time. Not trying to crush you or anything, just telling you what I know.”

The happy endorphin high from doing so well at DDR was rapidly waning in the wake of her conversation with the bartender. She thanked him and made a mental note to tip well. He’d been trying to help, after all. It wasn’t his fault that Kensi was a rollercoaster of emotions, or that she was letting her crush on Tess become out of control when she should just be focusing on herself.

She loaded up another game, but her thoughts were so muddled that she botched it, failing out before the song ended. 

“I would have expected you to at least last until the end of the song.” A lighthearted, lilting voice called out from behind her. And—curse it all—Kensi felt the butterflies renew as she turned to face Tess. 

“I’ve been a bit distracted,” she admitted. 

Tess was leaning on the handles leading to the dance platform. She had on tight jeans and a large, loose t-shirt with the neck ripped off. It hung off of one creamy shoulder. Her red hair was up in a loose bun at the top of her head. “Oh? Thinking about something good? Or bad?”

Kensi sighed. When she wasn’t with Tess, she was a neurotic mess. Worried, lonely, and constantly over analyzing. As soon as the hairdresser appeared, though, it was like all those qualities evaporated. In their place was relaxation and a deep comfort Kensi hadn’t experienced in a long time. It felt scarily like trust. Which is why she found herself blurting, “The latter.”

Tess’s large eyes drooped in sympathy. “Poor baby. Why don’t you tell me about it while we play?”

They played co-op mode—that is, both on the board at once, competing—while Kensi told Tess about the encounter with Leslie. Tess won with ease, but she was all sympathy as the game ended, whereas Kensi was just out of breath from dancing and talking at the same time. 

“Wow, that sounds hard and intense. I’m sorry you were caught off guard.”

“Yeah, exactly! And it blows my mind that she’s still in denial about her part in our break up!” 

Tess shrugged her bare shoulder at that, and Kensi had the urge to lean in and nip the exposed skin. “She probably doesn’t fully grasp what she’s done. It sounds like she’s just as good at convincing herself about her intentions as she was about convincing you for so long that it wasn’t her.”

“But the obvious lies!”

Tess’s hands flew up. “I’m not defending her. I’m just saying she’s got a personality I see a lot in my trade, and I think you have to let go of the idea that she’ll ever admit she did something wrong.” 

“I’ve let go of so much already, though.”

Tess threw an arm over her shoulder. They were both damp with sweat and the smell of her combined with the heat of her closeness made Kensi weak in the knees. “I know you did. But this isn’t a battle you’ll win. Focus on the things you’ve done already. Like, for example, this killer outfit!”

Kensi had forgotten she was wearing new clothes. Her hands smoothed the shirt, tugging at the hem. “You like them?”

The look on Tess’s face said she more than liked them. “They’re sexy as hell. You are far more attractive in this boi way than you were as Lady Ultra Femme. It didn’t suit you. This, though...” Her hand snuck around Kensi’s waist and pulled her close. Kensi’s breath caught in her throat, her eyes wide. “This makes you magnetic.” Tess leaned in and whispered in Kensi’s ear, her breath a hot whisper. “You’re making me crazy. I’ve been thinking about you all day.” 

Her chest hurt from how hard her heart was pounding. “I-I don’t understand. Are we...?”

“Still friends,” Tess said. “But maybe friends who’d like to unwind tonight? Tomorrow’s Monday, what do you have planned?” 

“I’m meeting with some clients at ten,” Kensi whispered. Every cell wanted this to happen. Her heart was practically vaulting in triumph. But her brain, damn its need for logic, was focused on how hot and cold Tess was. She’d turned this down! Now she was skimming her fingers inside the waist of Kensi’s jeans and Kensi’s arousal was ramping up too fast. 

“Plenty of time for play,” Tess murmured before brushing a kiss across Kensi’s lips. It seared her, left her mouth tingling and gaping open. “Come to the bathroom with me.” 

“You... you want to do this in a bar bathroom?” Kensi swooned with the crushing weight of what was happening to her body. Her nipples were tight and between her legs she felt swollen and eager. Despite the knowledge that a bathroom was the least desirable place for intimacy, there was no denying the sudden and desperate need she felt to touch and be touched. 

Giving her a knowing smirk, Tess grabbed her hand and tugged her toward the restroom. Unlike the clubs of Kensi’s youth, this was a fairly well maintained restroom and she would have taken time to appreciate it, but as soon as the door was shut and locked behind them, Tess was on her. 

It was like a sudden downpour of greedy lust after a prolonged drought. Kensi had enjoyed her time with Tess that first night in the loft bed, but this was different. Every touch scorched her. Their breaths were loud and ragged, filling the air. Tess slid a hand under Kensi’s t-shirt and moaned into Kensi’s mouth. Kensi smiled into the kiss—she hadn’t worn a bra. Then she gasped as Tess palmed her small breast, kneading it, before brushing a thumb over her nipple. 

Tess was a bit dominant, and Kensi didn’t mind, but the way Tess was acting and the things she was saying had knocked Kensi far out of any comfort zone she knew. There were two choices to regain some footing. One was to take charge, to start claiming equally instead of being pushed over. The other was to stop the encounter, to take a breath and get some space. 

The pulsing wetness between her legs didn’t accept space as a viable option. 

She wrapped her hands into Tess’s hair, tugging it free from its messy bun. The soft curls were easy to knot her hands into. With a firm hold, she kissed Tess fiercely, their lips mashing. Tess’s gasp and quick slip of a tongue inside Kensi’s mouth spurred her to push more. She tightened her grip, yanking Tess’s hair at the roots, and Tess’s moan echoed in the small bathroom stall. 

Kensi pressed Tess against the door, wedging her thigh between her legs. Tess began to rock on it, making needy noises that were driving Kensi crazy. She released Tess’s hair and traced her fingers down Tess’s soft cheeks, her neck, her collarbone. She pulled the loose, open neck of Tess’s ripped t-shirt down, hugging it below Tess’s black, lacy bra. 

Jesus, her breasts are phenomenal.  They were so large and soft, begging to be licked and handled. She tugged the thin lace cups down, too, so that Tess’s breasts were lifted and exposed. Pale pink nipples were her reward. 

Kensi tugged one into her mouth, her tongue swirling around it while Tess ran her fingernails down Kensi’s back. She suckled harder and harder until Tess cried out. Testing the waters, Kensi bit down gently and was rewarded with her lover bucking on her thigh. She moved to the other nipple and worked it the same, alternating back and forth until Tess’s fevered, whispered begging wore her resolve down. 

She unbuttoned the front of Tess’s tight jeans and slid her hand down the front. Finding Tess’s hot, soaking core was easy. Kensi kissed Tess, pushing her tongue into her mouth as she slid her fingers inside. 

With firm, even strokes she quickly brought Tess to a wall-slapping, howling climax. The redhead’s cheeks were deeply red and her chest was flushed. Unwilling to stop unless Tess said so, Kensi slipped her fingers out...

Only to pinch Tess’s swollen bud between her fingers, stroking it until Tess had another short, hard orgasm. 

It was immensely satisfying for Kensi. The smell of Tess’s musk was strong and heady. Kensi slipped her hand from out of Tess’s pants and buttoned them while Tess recovered. Finally, she sucked her fingers and tasted the salty perfection that had coated them. 

“That... wasn’t what I had intended,” Tess said between deep breaths. 

“I thought that was exactly what you intended,” Kensi laughed. “You’re the one who invited me into the bathroom, remember?”

“Yeah, but you were supposed to be the one who couldn’t walk after I was done with you. Now I’m going to have to go home, because I sure as hell can’t play anymore DDR tonight. You’ve ruined me in the best way.” 

Her compliment bolstered Kensi, lifting her completely out of the confused funk she’d been in. “Well, we can always take this somewhere else...”

“I do owe you,” Tess said with a laugh. “My place?” 
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Chapter Eleven  
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It had been so long since things had been great. In fact, Kensi wasn’t sure she could remember a time when she’d been so happy. Everything was perfect, with one exception. Despite all of the hangouts, the thousands of texts, the hours spent at the barcade playing DDR, and god, the sex... Tess was still very firmly Kensi’s friend. 

She introduced Kensi as a friend. She made sure to never call a hangout a date. The mornings that they woke up, naked and in tangled sheets, she’d make sure to exclaim how nice it was to have a friend who was so good in bed. 

If Kensi pushed too hard, or wanted to hang out too much, Tess would flit away for a few days. If she tried to hold her hand, Tess would maneuver away in a delicate but firm way that implied no. It was hard because, while Kensi wanted to respect Tess’s boundaries, she also felt like those boundaries got moved whenever it was convenient to Tess. When Tess wanted the steamier sex, the kind that made Kensi’s mind fuzzy from the sheer amount of need, then Tess would play the game closer. Flirtation, touching... the works. And, let’s be honest, it worked. Kensi was a sucker for when Tess was hot and heavy. 

But there were long afternoons when Tess was avoiding her. Kensi spent that time frustrated and throwing herself into work. That, at least, was making something good come from all the pent up frustration. Her client list was growing and she was managing to make sales in less time. This was particularly confidence-boosting because Raleigh had an influx of new buyers and not enough homes to go around. Most sellers were asking for at least fifty thousand over appraisal, and it made those sales a hard pill to swallow. 

Leslie had warned her that her business would suffer from her new look. She couldn’t have been more wrong. Instead, Kensi found that the suits made her feel a level of assuredness that had been lacking in skirts. She walked with her shoulders back and when she smiled, she felt it all over. Nothing felt like an act, or like she was wearing a skin that didn’t quite fit. 

Like right now, as she watched her clients sign the stack of papers that would make them homeowners. They’d also make Kensi the largest commission of her life. A three million dollar home in the outskirts of Raleigh. It was palatial and gauche for Kensi’s tastes, but she wasn’t buying, she was selling. Her heart pounded as she watched her clients sign the final page, making sure they initialed and the notary approved. As soon as the pen was placed down on the table, she popped a bottle of champagne. 

Everyone sipped and shook hands as keys were handed out. Kensi was walking on dreams. She knew what this commission was going to mean at the real estate company she worked for. It was going to mean she’d be given more clients with larger spending accounts. It meant an office, if she wanted one, and a deep discount on her promotional material. This was an in that most agents dreamed of after working ten years more than she’d been working. 

But that’s not what was making her smile as she drove to Atomic to tell Tess. What was making her smile was this felt like the final step in getting over Leslie. Proving that she could do well on her own, looking the way she wanted to, made Kensi believe in herself in a way she’d never experienced. It was time for a celebration. 

And it’s time to let Tess know how I feel. It felt right, she thought, as she sped along the beltway. Tess had been shy about commitment, but Kensi hadn’t exactly been forthright about her feelings. In an attempt to keep Tess in her life, she’d been compromising. Again. Kensi didn’t mind letting Tess call some shots, but she also didn’t want to try and stifle her own feelings out of fear. I don’t want to be afraid anymore. 

It helped that it had been a while since she and Leslie had broken up. Aside from some nasty texts from “friends” she’d shared with Leslie accusing her of being cruel, it had been as clean a break as it could have been after the disastrous post-shower incident. It hadn’t felt right to approach Tess about a relationship while the bed sheets still smelled like her ex. But Kensi had replaced those sheets, had removed all the traces of Leslie (aside from the photo of her mother), and had made sure to spend enough time being single that it didn’t feel like she was hopping from one relationship to another anymore. 

Tess just needed to make sure I wasn’t using her as a quick fix. Kensi was positive that Tess’s reluctance had been smart self-preservation. Just one of the many traits she admired in the redhead. Tess guarded her heart and after her time with Leslie, Kensi couldn’t blame her. But the way they just clicked when they were together? That kind of magic had to mean the attraction was mutual, and all the other emotions that came with it. 

The salon parking lot was packed and Kensi didn’t see Tess’s car, but she nabbed a spot as soon as it became open. Inside, Alyssa was on the phone and didn’t notice Kensi walking in. The smell was the first thing that hit her. It was that good, nostalgic smell of hair products. The sounds, too, were comforting. Chatter and hair dryers and just the general sounds of people being busy. She hadn’t been back to Atomic since the night that Tess had cut her hair. 

“May I help you?” Alyssa was off the phone and looking at Kensi with curiosity. Kensi noted that Alyssa had changed her look again, ditching the purple for a new black pin-up look. It suited her. 

“Hey Alyssa, is Tess in?” There was a mirror beside the register. It was there so clients could admire their finished hair as they paid—and tipped—before leaving. The short cut Tess had given her was getting shaggy and could use a trim. I’m already here. “And does she have space for a cut?” 

“Sure.” The looks Alyssa was giving her were weird. Kensi drummed her fingers, uncomfortable with the formal reception. Alyssa had always been so warm before. That’s what I get for not coming in for so long. “She’s got a spot in a half hour, does that work?” Kensi nodded. “Great. What’s the name?”

It dawned on Kensi that Alyssa didn’t recognize her. Ha! No one there had seen her with the short hair. “Alyssa, it’s Kensi. McKenzie Carlton.” She smiled as Alyssa’s eyes went wide. 

“Holy shit, Kensi! I didn’t recognize you without the long hair!” To Kensi’s delight, Alyssa ran from behind the counter and gave her a big, rib-crushing hug. When she let go, she stepped back and looked Kensi up and down, appraising the new look. “I hope you don’t mind me being unprofessional, Kensi, but you look hot as hell.” 

Kensi felt her ears heat up. At least my hair is shaggy enough to cover them turning red. “Um, thanks.”

“No, I’m serious,” Alyssa gushed. “You are primo lesbian wank bank material. The change makes you look so...” She frowned as she searched for the word. “So full of swagger. Yes! That’s it. You’ve got swagger.”

Now there was no hiding Kensi’s pleased blush. She felt the prickle of it from her chest to her cheeks and forehead. Alyssa’s compliment was just the boost she needed after the sale. This is my day. I should buy a lottery ticket. 

“I wondered why it had been so long since you'd come in. You've been missed! Tess will be so excited.”

“Ah, well, Tess and I have been spending time together outside of the salon.” The awkwardness of admitting it was weird—she didn't have anything to be embarrassed about! Yet she felt the tightness in her chest, like she was telling a secret she shouldn't be.

That feeling was heightened when Alyssa frowned before remembering herself, flashing a too-quick grin. “That's great! You've always been a favorite of Tess’s.”

Kensi shoved her hands in her pockets, her high dampened. What had that frown been about? “Alyssa, there's not a problem, right? No ‘don't see the clients outside of work’ policy or anything?”

“No, no, nothing like that. It's just that...” Alyssa didn't look like she was planning on completing her thought.

Kensi prompted her. “It's just that... what?”

“I really like you, Kensi. I don't want you to get hurt.” 

That's backward. She barely knows me and works with Tess all the time! Shouldn't she be worried about Tess? “We aren't dating,” Kensi said, testing the water. It felt like sand in her mouth to say it.

The relief on Alyssa’s face was hard to take in. “Oh, okay, good. She just goes through women quickly. I've never known her to date anyone for longer than a few weeks. She's sort of a love nomad.”

Kensi’s chest clenched. Yeah, but it's been longer than a few weeks. It's been almost two months. That's gotta mean something! But then again, they weren't dating. Just friends with benefits. 

Briefly, Kensi missed Leslie. Not the person, really, but the comfort and security of a long term girlfriend. She'd forgotten how difficult dating could be, and how hard to read some women were. Hard to read? Tess is practically a foreign language! 

“Well, I guess that's okay.”

Alyssa looked just as afraid of the direction the conversation was going as Kensi felt. “It's good she has a friend. She has a hard time keeping those, too. I bet you're the reason she's been so happy and upbeat at work!”

Christ. What am I supposed to do with this information?

“Let me grab you a coffee for while you wait,” Alyssa offered before dashing away, leaving Kensi hovering on a knife’s edge between exhilarated and devastated. Good thing I didn't buy that lottery ticket.

While she waited, Kensi tapped her foot. Finally, feeling too flustered to wait with nothing but the flurry of her thoughts, she pulled out her phone and opened the ‘notes’ app.

She started with the cons of telling Tess how she felt. The list included “I scare her away” and “she doesn't return my feelings.”

Then she listed the pros of not telling Tess. She'd keep a friend she desperately needed. She'd still get to have sex, and she supposed she could eventually see other people. But that thought left her feeling cold and gross.

Which led her to the final note—what were the pros of telling Tess how she felt? She wouldn't always be pining, because she'd have all her cards on the table. If Tess shared her feelings, they could stop walking on eggshells when it came to emotions. Despite the trepidation caused by the conversation with Alyssa, this felt like the best choice. 

Just as she decided, Tess came to grab her for her appointment. There was a stiffness to Tess’s shoulders that Kensi didn't love, but maybe it had just been a long day. 

“This is a surprise,” Tess said as she gestured to her chair. 

Sinking into the padded leather seat, Kensi waited as Tess covered her in a cape and a paper neck guard. “I wasn't planning on an appointment, but I had a great day and wanted to share it with someone. Well, with you. But since I was here and there was a spot open...”

Tess’s shoulders eased a bit and the pit in Kensi’s stomach relaxed. “You are in need of a trim.” She ran her hands through Kensi’s hair, dragging her fingernails along the sensitive scalp. A hot shiver ran from the top of Kensi's spine to the bottom, settling between her legs. 

“I like having my hair played with, too.” 

“Mmhmm,” Kensi sighed. She felt a little disappointed when Tess started spraying her hair with a squirt bottle instead of leading her to the washing station, but Kensi was a walk in, so she shouldn't expect the full treatment.

As Tess began to comb and measure Kensi's hair, she smiled at her in the mirror. “You were going to tell me about your great day?”

“Well, there was a lot. I'd hoped to take you out to dinner tonight if you were free.” This had been part of the plan: paying for dinner. While Tess balked at the title of girlfriend, Kensi had refrained from anything but going Dutch. Too many knee jerk feelings happened when it came to paying tabs. 

Tess’s quick, confident hands hesitated for a second before resuming trimming. “I'm free to hang out tonight, I guess.” 

It was another one of those carefully crafted replies that drove Kensi crazy. What did she mean, hangout?

“Are you feeling anything in particular?”

“We could do the old reliable,” Tess offered. The old reliable was The Pit followed by hours playing Dance, Dance, Revolution.

Kensi squirmed. “I was thinking more like Second Empire.” It was a nice restaurant. Definitely a date restaurant.

Tess stopped cutting. “You want to take me to Second Empire?”

Oh god, did she have to make this feel so hard? Kensi's body flooded with heat, and not the fun kind. The I'm-in-the-spotlight-and-forgot-my-lines kind. “Yes?”

The silenced dragged on just long enough for Kensi to imagine Tess rejecting her, their friendship lost, and Leslie laughing maniacally at the ruin of Kensi's life when Tess finally said, “Okay.”

Stamping down the urge to jump out of her seat—after all, her hair was getting cut—Kensi beamed. “Awesome. What time should I pick you up?” 

“Is nine too late?”

“No. I'll make reservations.” 

Tess finished her hair, even styling it in a cute, swooping faux hawk. “So you'll look hot for your date,” she joked with a wink. 

Playing along, Kensi replied “I hope she likes it!”

The cape came off and Tess brushed her ears and neck. “She'd have to be blind not to appreciate it.” 

Flying high again, Kensi paid and said goodbye to Tess and Alyssa. She had enough time to go home, make reservations, and change. 

At her townhouse, she surveyed her closet. It was going to be important to make the right impression. She opted for some tailored navy pants and a linen blend t-shirt that had a slim cut and v-neck. It was a touch more feminine than the rest of her clothes, but when she added leather cuffs and some eyeliner, it heightened her androgynous look. With her dark skin, black eyeliner, and mascara, she felt like Prince. It was perfect.

She still had a little bit of time before she needed to pick up Tess. As she leaned on the counter in her kitchen, she looked at the photo of her mother. With a pang, she realized that it was coming up on the two year anniversary of her mother’s death.

It still stung. Her mother had been a doctor while living in Sri Lanka. Choosing to do some research in North Carolina, she'd left without her parents’ approval. At the pharmaceutical company she was researching for, she'd met Kensi’s father, a good ol’ Southern boy, complete with pickup truck and drawl.

Her mother never left. Her father, enchanted by her mother’s brilliance, biting humor, and Buddhist sensibilities, managed to move past some of the darker parts of his Southern heritage.

Like when Kensi had come out to her parents. Her father, after two days of stewing, managed to tug her into a rough hug. “Guess I don't need to worry about no teenaged pregnancy, then,” was all he'd said while her mom smirked in the background. 

Remembering them pushed Kensi to follow up on an impulse she'd been shoving aside: to call her father. After the break up, there had been a quick email to keep him in the loop, but that was it.

He picked up on the third ring. “Hey baby girl,” he said gruffly. “How're ya?”

“Good, Daddy, really good. I sold a big ass house today.” As usual, when speaking with her father she slipped into his cadence.

“Aw, hell yes! You're so smart, just like your mama was.”

“Dad, you have a PhD in bioengineering. You're pretty sharp yourself.”

He was silent. Compliments were easily given by both of them, but received with difficulty and quiet pride. 

“Speaking of Mom, I was thinking of her and wanted to see how you're doin’.” 

“Good enough. I miss her like hell. You, too. Why don't you come down to Clayton soon? We can grill out.”

It had been a long time. Leslie, while liking her parents enough, always had a harder time visiting. It was hard to find a place to fit in when the conversation could range from sports to protein synthesis and not much common ground between. After her mother died, conversations became even more strained, both of them so filled with mourning there wasn’t room for much else.

“Sounds good, Daddy,” she said softly.

“If you're, uh, seein’ anyone new, let’m know it's an open invitation to them, too.”

“I will.”

“Does that mean you're seein’ someone?”

She laughed. “It means it's complicated.”

“It always is with women.”

“Yeah, sure Daddy. You're such an expert on us ladies,” she joked.

He chuckled. “Like hell I am. Talk to you soon, Kensi.”

It was a good call, if short. Then again, her dad wasn't so much a talker as a storyteller. Her mom had once told her she fell in love with his stories. Aside from working at the pharmaceutical company, he was a writer on the side. His books were about growing up in the South and about identity. They were the true foundation of her relationship with him, because he'd always been able to understand that it was harder for her, growing up between two cultural identities.

Grabbing her keys, she headed out the door. She looked good, she'd made a huge stride in her career, and Tess had said yes to a date. 

It was hard to imagine anything not going her way.
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Chapter Twelve
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“You look amazing tonight,” Kensi said as she slipped her napkin onto her lap, then straightened the forks beside her plate. Tess grinned shyly. It was true, though. Tess was dressed to kill, and Kensi was a willing victim. The curvy redhead was in a black sheath dress with an asymmetrical hem. It hugged in all the right places and made her assets even more appealing. 

“Thanks. You clean up well, too. I really, really like this look on you.”

“What, the shirt?”

“The whole thing. It suits you much more than the Talbots collection you rocked before.”

Kensi took a sip of wine. “Don’t knock Talbots. Some of those dress suits were pretty comfortable.”

“But so not you, you know?”

Oh, Kensi knew. She didn’t have to answer. They both had experienced the change that had come over Kensi since cutting her hair and changing her wardrobe. Bit by bit she was unraveling all the things that had made her unhappy or less sure of herself. It lifted her heart and made everything clearer.

Except for this relationship. It’s as cloudy as ever. 

That was her trepidation speaking, of course. God, had she ever waffled so much before in her life? No, because you were able to just fall into line with whatever other people wanted. It had been easier. And not entirely unhappy. But wholeheartedly unsatisfying. So now, with a beautiful woman looking at her with hooded eyes across a table in a low-lit, sexy restaurant... it was time for what Kensi wanted. 

“So, what are we celebrating?” 

“I sold a house today.” There was an urge to drag this moment out, to savor it. After all, once the conversation started, it wasn’t finishing until Kensi knew how Tess felt about her. 

“Awesome! How many houses do you average?” 

“Usually one every one to two months. Raleigh is tough because there are plenty of clients, but not enough houses to show. So it is feast or famine, you know?”

Tess gestured to the table. “This looks like we’re in feast mode.”

Kensi felt a tingle when Tess said we’re. “Totally. I sold a very large and obscenely expensive house today.” 

“Well,” Tess said as she held up her glass to toast, “that is exciting news!”

“It really is! I’ll be able to pay off my townhouse with this, and I’m pretty sure my firm will offer me a promotion. I’m not going to take it, though.”

“Oh?”

“When I first got my license, I’d hoped to be independent. Actually, Leslie was going to be a partner in the business. But with my home paid off, I think I can make a go of it by myself. I’m going to start my own real estate business!”

Tess laughed and clapped. “That’s awesome! I’ve always dreamed of owning my own salon, so I get it. But I’m probably never going to be able to afford it. Being your own boss is going to be so nice.” 

“It’ll be a lot harder, too, but you’re right—it will be nice to be my own boss.”

“I love how confident you’ve become. Getting your own style, letting go of Leslie... and now this. It’s impressive. You’ve grown so much since I’ve known you.”

“Admittedly,” Kensi brushed a hand through her hair, her nerves ramping up, “you had a lot to do with that. Everything, really. Your friendship means a lot to me.” 

Tess fumbled with her fork, her eyes growing larger. “Well, thanks. Your friendship means a lot to me, too.”

Taking a deep breath, Kensi steeled herself. “I want to do this more.” 

“What, sell houses?”

“That, too. No, I mean, I want to take you out more. On dates.”

This time Tess didn’t fumble. She placed her fork down and leaned back in her chair, her face thin and wary. “Kensi, we talked about this.”

“Only a bit, and only in the beginning. At the start, when I was still reeling from Leslie and barely knew you as someone other than my hairdresser. But now we know each other. We text all the time. We’ve slept together more times than I can count. You’re the first person I think of when I want to talk about something new. Hell, you’re the first thing I think of when I wake up on my side of the bed and see an empty pillow across from me. I always think about how nice it would be if I woke up next to you, instead.” As she poured out her heart, she felt any walls around it falling down. It was on display for Tess to do whatever she would with it. 

“Fuck,” Tess said, and Kensi crumbled. There were a lot of responses she’d considered, but not that one. 

“Fuck,” Kensi repeated. “A woman tells you she wants to date you, that she has feelings for you, and your response is ‘fuck’?” 

“Shit, no,” Tess said, but then, flustered, stammered. “I—Well... Look, it isn’t what you’re thinking, I just... fuck!” She hissed the final word and pressed her palms into her eyes, like she was hiding from Kensi. 

It was enough, though. In her chest she was frantically trying to sweep up the remains of her shattered hope, desperate to glue it back into some semblance of dignity. “Just forget it. Forget I said anything.” She glanced around, hoping to flag the waiter for the check. She wasn’t hungry for dessert anymore. 

“No, wait. Just give me a second to process, okay?” Tess pleaded and Kensi reluctantly put her hand down. 

“Take your time, I guess.” But don’t take forever. Because sitting there, watching Tess absorb something that Kensi had been so excited about, was almost unbearable. She’d considered a laughing rejection at worst, but not this lingering, active disgust. That’s what it felt like, at least. Like Tess was disgusted that Kensi could even consider that she’d be interested. 

“I can see your mind working,” Tess sighed. “It’s working super hard to make this a worst-case scenario. It really isn’t. I just... didn’t see that coming.” It didn’t ring true, though, and Kensi was still nursing her hurt feelings. 

“Really, Tess?” 

The woman flinched. “Okay, no, not really. I saw it coming.”

“And you hoped I wouldn’t act on my feelings?” Jesus, could this get any worse? 

“I hoped I wouldn’t want to say ‘yes’ so damned much.” 

The room went silent for Kensi, her focus entirely on the glint of the low lights in Tess’s red hair, making it almost magenta. Or the small part in her full, soft lips. “Does... does that mean yes? Like, yes, you want to go on dates with me?” 

“Yes, Kensi, that’s what it means.”

Her stomach didn’t relax and her heart didn’t leap. “Forgive me if a bit of the thunder has been stolen from the moment.” 

“I’m sorry.” Tess reached across the table, offering her hands. Kensi took them and the soothing pressure of Tess’s thumbs rubbing circles helped her relax a bit. “I really am. It’s difficult for me to talk about me. I like listening to other people, I like seeing them change, but I have a hard time talking and an even harder time changing. Dating and relationships require both of those things, and I’m not good at them. So I didn’t want you to ask because I knew I’d want to, and I cherish you so deeply that I’m now terrified I’m going to fuck everything up.” 

The honesty wasn’t what hit Kensi the hardest. It was the full, unfiltered realization that she didn’t know that much about Tess. Tess was a great listener, and good at keeping conversations moving. But she didn’t share and she never needed. And Kensi, feeling so betrayed by Leslie, had done a grand job of taking all the things from Tess she needed while sheltering herself from the parts that were important. 

“You aren’t going to fuck everything up. You don’t have to talk. But I have been an exceptionally shitty listener. You might not be good at changing, but I’m discovering that I am. Let me date you. Let me listen to you, if you’ll let me. Let me be there for you the way you’ve been there for me. Okay?”

Tess let out a long, weighted sigh. When she breathed in again, she perked up. “That sounds nice, Kensi.”

They smiled at each other tentatively, their fingers interlacing on the table. “So...” Kensi had a sudden influx of butterflies in her stomach. 

“So...” Tess teased back, the corner of her mouth lifting in a seductive smirk. Then she laughed. “Okay. This is hard for me. I haven’t done this in a while. I think it would help if...” 

“If what?”

“If we go play DDR.” 

Okay, not what I expected. “You want to go dance at the arcade?”

“It’s my stress reliever and I’m feeling stressed and overwhelmed.” 

“You really know how to flatter a girl.” Kensi joked, but she was still feeling cautious. The balance between them was precarious, and it was hard to remember not to get hurt. She said yes. She likes you. Remember to listen to her.

“Maybe not, but there are other things I know how to do to a girl to make up for it.” 

Heat flared to life in Kensi and she waved at the waiter, eager to get to the dance floor. The sooner they played, the sooner they could move on to those other things. 

When the ticket came, Tess reached for her wallet. Kensi shook her head.“No, babe, I got this.”

“I’m already ‘babe?” she said, wallet still in her hands.

“Really, let me pay. My treat. I invited and picked the fancy ass restaurant.” 

Tess put her wallet back in her purse. “Okay, fair enough. But I’m getting the games and drinks at the bar.” 

“Nope. The night’s on me. Please. It means a lot to me to have the money to do this. All those years of never knowing whether there were funds in my bank account. The sale today cemented it for me—I don’t have to worry anymore, at least like I did.” 

Tess threw her hands up. “Fine, fine. You don’t have to twist my arm anymore. Be my sugar mama—but only for tonight,” she warned, glaring. “I hold my end, okay?” 

With everything falling into place, Kensi would have agreed to just about anything. A woman who wanted to share in the relationship? That was an easy yes. 
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Chapter Thirteen 
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“I can’t believe I’m eating street vendor hot dogs,” Kensi muttered. She and Tess were in downtown Durham. She’d had a client looking in Durham’s outer neighborhoods that morning, and Tess had the day off, so they met up for lunch with plans to go to the science museum after. According to Tess, the museum had llamas and a bear, along with all the kid-centered exhibits. 

At the moment, though, they were sitting on the curb eating hotdogs that Kensi had just bought from a cart. 

“You’re eating them and loving every bite.” Tess took a giant bite to hammer down her point. Mustard dripped from the corner of her mouth and, unable to resist, Kensi leaned in and licked it off. 

“I am.” 

The sun shone hot and she felt a trickle of sweat between her shoulder blades. Tess leaned in and rested her head on Kensi’s shoulder, despite the heat. It didn’t bother Kensi at all. As soon as they’d agreed to see each other, Tess had become a toucher. She was always grabbing Kensi’s hand, or throwing an arm around her waist, or snuggling in close, like she was now. It was reassuring to Kensi to connect on a constant, physical level. 

Unfortunately, Tess still hadn’t opened up about why she’d been so reluctant to start dating. It was hard to give her time, but Kensi worked on being ready to be there for her. “Hey,” she said. “Tell me a secret.” This was her usual joke-but-not-a-joke, a way for Tess to know she could open up if she was ready. 

“A secret? Hmmm.” Tess shoved the last of her hotdog in her mouth and chewed. Kensi could feel her jaw working against her shoulder. “Okay. I’ll tell you a secret, a real secret, if you want.” 

“I’m ready.” Although she was sweating, there was a cold chill of anticipation that settled in her limbs. This is it. 

“I don’t think I want to go to the museum.” Tess smiled and leaned in to kiss Kensi’s cheek. She lingered there, brushing her nose along Kensi’s neck until her nipples hardened. “I want to go home. To air conditioning. And I want you to—” she brushed her lips against Kensi’s ear, whispering in a low and husky way, “—to screw me with a strap-on.” 

Kensi swooned, shutting her eyes against the onslaught of delicious, dirty images that came with Tess’s confession. Mouth suddenly parched, she cracked out, “I’ve never done that before.” 

“Is that okay? Are you interested?” 

The deep hum between her legs was more than an answer. Yes, she wanted to. It was as thrilling as it was intimidating. Leslie had been the person she’d slept with the most in her life, the person where she’d been willing to take it past vanilla. But Leslie had abhorred strap-ons or anything remotely phallus shaped. That was okay, but...

But having it on the table, knowing she’d be able to play in new ways with Tess’s incredible, rounded body, sparked Kensi. “I’m interested.” 

“Great!” Tess hopped up and helped tug Kensi to standing. “Let’s go to the sex shop.” 

“You don’t have one?” 

Tess smirked. “I do, but it is for me to wear when I want to. I want you to wear something that feels comfortable to you. That speaks to you.”

“You think a dildo is going to speak to me?” There was no hiding the doubt in her voice. It’s just a rubber toy. A toy is not a dick. A dick will not be speaking to me.  

“I do. It’s like Cinderella—you gotta find the one that fits.” 

“That’s... that’s so dirty.” 

“Just like street hot dogs. And you love it.” 

Yeah, Kensi did. 

* * * *
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THE SHOP WASN’T AS bad as she’d expected. Porn shops felt like a man’s world in Kensi’s previous experience. Even the mannequins were styled for elaborate and distinctly male fantasies. But this place, small but well lit, was clean. It felt like a store, not a purveyor of filth. The displays were more organic looking, less in-your-face vulgar. 

It catered more to women. There were realistic pictures, body shapes of all sizes on the DVD covers, and a saleswoman who didn’t blush at any question.

“May I help you?” 

That didn’t mean Kensi didn’t blush. Her whole body tingled like it was on fire with embarrassment. “We’re just looking, thanks.”

“It’s her first time looking at strap-ons,” Tess cut in. “Could you help?”

There was a devious sparkle in both sets of eyes as they latched onto her. Kensi squirmed. “I guess I’m going through a bit of an existential revolution. In my thirties. Lame, right?” 

“God, no. Who doesn’t? You might go through another one in a decade. It’s cool you’ve got such a supportive girlfriend,” the saleswoman chimed. “It took my girlfriend and I over a year to figure each other out. Then sex went from good to—” she waggled her eyebrows, “—good. Exploring is natural.”

“Isn’t it sexy that she didn’t have the wild twenties?” 

Kensi’s ears were so hot they could catch fire. “They were plenty wild. I just haven’t been with a girl who likes this kind of penetration before.”

Tess squeezed her hand. “I’m sorry. I’m not trying to be mean. I really do think it’s sexy and I’m very happy you’re so open to it.” 

“Y’all are super cute together.” 

Taking a deep breath, Kensi realized there really wasn’t anything to be worried about. Like everything else, this was something new. She wanted to try it and, if she didn’t like it, well, Tess seemed like the kind of girlfriend who’d understand. She was already so good at telling Kensi what she liked. This was just something to explore together. “Thanks. Okay, show me what you’ve got.” 

It took longer than she expected. They looked at all different molds and colors, lengths and girths. In the end, Kensi found that she was drawn to a particular dildo. Tess had touched it twice, wrapping her fingers around the pink body of it. It had glitter, too. It looked so distinctly ridiculous and non-threatening that Kensi sort of fell in love... if that’s something you could do. 

“Do you like this one?” she asked Tess. 

“Do you?”

They nodded at the same time. The saleswoman helped them fit it to a harness and then took the package up to the counter. “Anything else? Nipple clamps? Rope?” 

“Let’s take this one step at a time,” Kensi laughed. 

“That will be ninety two dollars.” 

Tess started to pull out her wallet. “No, babe, I got this,” Kensi said, stopping her. 

Her girlfriend frowned. “You got lunch. And this was my idea.”

“Yeah, but I’m going to be, uh, wearing it.” Her eyes darted to the cashier. Not that the lady hadn’t figured out what was going on, but this conversation felt more intimate than before. She shoved her card at the cashier and flashed her a look that said don’t take money from her or else. How could she let Tess pay for this? 

Tess didn’t argue, but a bit of her zest was gone. She pouted out to the car. Kensi put her discreet paper bag in the back seat. The shift in mood had thrown her. Paying for toys that she was going to use just made sense, right? What is she so upset over? 

When Tess didn’t talk the entire way home, Kensi began to shift in her seat. She parked in front of her town house, but didn’t get out. They sat in silence. 

“Can you tell me what’s going on?” Kensi asked, hoping that for once, Tess would open up. 

A heavy sigh was her answer. She reached for her door handle, no longer in the mood for sex. 

“I get frustrated when you don’t let me pay.”

Kensi froze, afraid any movement would stop Tess from opening up. 

“I like being your girlfriend, Kensi. A lot. And I get that you’re going through all these big changes right now and you know how much I support them. But a relationship has to be equal. Let me be a part of it, okay?” 

It wasn’t an answer, not really, but it softened Kensi nonetheless. She did tend to try and be the dominant financial half of their duo. It was a knee-jerk reaction. A lot of it stemmed from pride, because she had so many black memories of having to call Leslie to bail her out, or calls from the bank asking about her funds disappearing. She still checked her bank account daily, feeling a clutch in her chest as the screen loaded, wondering if it was going to say insufficient funds like it used to. It never did. And despite the amount she spent on she and Tess, the number in her account kept growing. 

“I’ll try. It’s just that whenever Leslie paid—which was often—it was because I didn't have money. So there’s a lot of, I don’t know... like... inate shame that I feel when someone else offers to pay. Leslie did a number on me, and I guess I’m still working through that.”

Tess pointed to the clock. “It’s almost dinnertime. Let’s go to my place instead. I’ll order delivery and maybe we can rekindle some of this afternoon’s excitement. I’ve got continuing education tomorrow, so it’d be nice to be in my own bed, and feel a little more like I’m on equal footing right now.” 

“Yeah, that I can do.” It was a good compromise and Kensi felt better as she pulled back out and headed to Tess’s small apartment. When she took a turn too fast, the paper bag slid across the seats and tipped over, the glittering neon content spilling out. 

They both giggled and she didn’t think it would take long for them to rekindle at all. 

* * * *
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“YOU WANT ME TO what?” 

“I want to play DDR naked, and while you’re wearing the strap-on. Competitive mode. Whoever wins a round gets to make a demand on the other person.”

“You always win, you’re like, the Dance, Dance Master.” 

“Okay, then we’ll just take turns.”

“With the dancing, right? Because I’m not sure I’m ready for dual strap-on action.” 

“Yes, just with the dancing.” 

“Fine.” 

Kensi stripped and began messing with all the straps and fasteners of her new harness while Tess set up her DDR gamepad in front of her TV. It wasn’t nearly as posh as the huge arcade platform, but it was available for naked DDR-ing, Kensi guessed. Because that’s a thing that we should do. Yeah, right. 

But then Tess began a striptease and Kensi stopped thinking. She watched, hungry with lust, as Tess took off the tank top she’d been wearing, revealing a purple padded push up bra that did spectacular things to her breasts. Tess slowly shimmied out of her leggings, exposing thick, creamy thighs and rounded hips. She was wearing a thong that disappeared, too. 

The shape and curve of Tess’s body was reminiscent of a Botticelli. The flaming red hair contrasted beautifully with the paleness of her skin and complemented her pale pink nipples. It was the dark, seductive look that took Tess from angelic into sexy. That’s my girlfriend. It felt odd and wonderful each time she remembered. That body belongs to my girlfriend, and she’s going to let me taste every inch of it. 

Heady with lust, Kensi stepped toward the woman of her desire, but Tess laughed and pressed a play button. The pop music was jarring and they laughed. “Okay, let’s dance. I’m excited to see you move, Kensi.” 

They took their places on their pads. The arrows started flowing and Kensi discovered there wasn’t any awkwardness anymore with her feet and timing as they began. She’d played enough that it felt instinctive and fun. What was awkward was the heavy piece of rubber bobbing at her groin as she moved. 

She couldn’t look at the screen fully; her eyes kept dropping down to see the absurd vision of the dildo basically helicoptering about. It was only when the song was over that she realized she was the winner. 

Tess was standing still, hands over her mouth to stifle giggles. “That was totally worth it. The most ridiculous thing I’ve seen all day.” 

“You set this up just so you could watch that, did you?”

“Oh, yes. You’re a good sport. And getting so much better at DDR! I bet in another few months you’ll be able to take me on!” 

“Don’t placate me,” Kensi scolded. “I’m about to take you on now, you little minx.”

“Please do.” Tess sighed and stepped into Kensi’s arms. “You’re so lovely. Even when jumping all over my floor with a giant pink strap-on.” 

That does it. Kensi wound her hands in Tess’s hair, kissing her hard. The kindling of lust between them caught fire, blazing hot. Hands searched out breasts, hips, skin—anything and everything was fair game. 

When Tess dropped to her knees in front of her, Kensi watched in rapt fascination as the red head bobbed up and down on her newest appendage. It was strangely erotic and not something she’d ever have imagined. But then Tess’s hand slipped between Kensi’s legs and stroked her and no, she might not have imagined it, but Tess knew exactly what she was doing. 

With kisses and coaxing, Kensi found her way inside of Tess. Their hips ground as she moved in her. The sounds Tess made encouraged her and yes, this was a new kind of sex she could get behind. Only because it was happening with someone who loved it, and loved her, unfettered and honestly. 

They made love over and over until it was far past Tess’s reasonable bedtime, and Kensi relented and watched her girlfriend drift off to sleep. 
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Chapter Fourteen
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“You’ve been busy with clients all week,” Tess groaned into the phone. “When am I going to be able to see you?” 

Kensi frowned as she waited for a client to meet her at Cup O’Joe. They wanted to list their home on Glenwood. It was the kind of listing senior agents dreamed of, and she had a chance to land it as her first major listing under her own name. But the client was being courted by other agents, and that meant plenty of schmoozing for Kensi to try and get the contract. “Tonight? I’m free after eight.”

“I am opening tomorrow, so I can’t stay up late.”

“Why don’t you come over to my place and I’ll feed you dinner and we can watch a movie? Netflix and chill as the kids say these days?”

“That is what the kids call hooking up these days, and I bet the kids have already moved on to some new lingo. We’re just making ourselves look even older by using it.” 

“Well, I can watch Netflix and chill or I can watch Netflix and chill, if you catch my drift.” 

“The former, I’m afraid.”

“That’s okay, Tess.” It was, too, though it sucked. The truth was, Kensi was just as exhausted as Tess was, and while she missed caressing and kissing, she also needed rest. And sleep. Also, probably a day off, which she hadn’t taken in almost four weeks. Ever since committing to being her own agent and turning in her notice, she’d been working overtime to make sure her face was out there. “I’m down for that, too. Truly.” 

“Okay. I’ll be there at eight.” 

“I’ll be waiting. Love you.” 

“Yeah, yeah,” Tess teased, but Kensi could hear the affection. 

Her client showed up and Kensi had to put away her fatigue and worry with her phone. It was game time. This was the third appointment of her day, and she was driving another couple around in two hours. She hadn’t had time to eat. 

Over coffee and a hastily devoured muffin, she filled the potential client in on all the reasons why she was the best agent to list. The client was an older lesbian, butch, and terribly sweet. At one point Kensi was certain some low-level flirting was happening. Well, glad to know that even when spread thin, I’ve still got it. 

She didn’t get a concrete ‘yes,’ but she felt like the meeting went as good as it could have. Grabbing another cup of coffee (with an added shot of espresso) she rushed to meet her final clients. They were a young, hip couple looking for a starter home and preferably no new construction. This was a hard request, because most of the affordable homes in their price range were new construction. Their other options included fixer-uppers that had a daunting amount of fixing that needed to be done, or outskirts places like Garner and Clayton. 

It took almost three hours for them to turn down every home she took them too. She was tired and she needed to fill her gas tank. By the time she’d dropped her clients off and done that, it was 7:45 and she was twenty minutes from her home. Shit, I need to get dinner, too. 

Driving to Whole Foods, she walked in hoping to grab something and run and stood, dismayed, at the crowd. There must be an event or something. Looking at her watch, she saw it was five minutes until eight. Shit. 

Kensi was a whirlwind through the prepared foods area, grabbing a hodgepodge of containers, a loaf of bread, and a bottle of wine. She worked to keep her items under ten, sped through check out, and rushed home, eager to see Tess. 

Who was standing in the dark. Furious. Well, it was too dark to be sure, but Kensi saw the arms folded in front and the cocked hip. Guilt stained her elation. She was almost a half hour late. Getting out of the car, she held the wine bottle in front, a peace offering. 

“Half an hour, McKenzie Carlton. Half an hour I’ve been standing on your doorstep, waiting for you for a hang out that you scheduled, and you can’t even call?” Ouch, the full name. I’m in trouble. 

“I’m sorry, babe. I got caught up with the clients and then I needed to get food and Whole Foods was packed—”

“Just text next time, okay?” There was a hint of frailty in Tess’s response that Kensi didn’t understand, but felt a need to shelter her from. 

“Yes, of course. That was stupid of me. I’ll text next time. Hungry?”

Instead of answering, Tess slipped into Kensi’s arms, wrapping her arms tightly around her waist. Kensi felt the damp heat of Tess’s breath on her neck as her girlfriend nudged in close. It was awkward because of the bags she was carrying, but she managed to hold Tess, kissing her hair. 

“I’m hungry,” Tess said finally, releasing her. “Let’s eat.” 

Dinner was okay and the movie forgettable, but Kensi was able to relax because Tess was there and they fell asleep together, tangled on the couch. 

* * * *
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“MY LEASE IS UP IN A month and I don’t know if I’m going to try and find a new place.” 

Kensi had been struggling to fit more time in for Tess. Currently that meant a quick lunch at the sushi place next to Tess’s salon. “Oh yeah?”

“Yeah, the studio was nice, but it’s feeling small now that it isn’t just me staying there sometimes. Like, when you’re there it feels cramped and when you aren’t there it just feels lonely.” 

Kensi’s stomach fluttered. “Yeah, I know those feelings. Like, the townhouse just doesn’t feel like home if you’re not there. It just feels like walls with a kitchen and a bed.” 

“Maybe I can look closer to you, then. Cut down the commute for when we stay over?”

“Or maybe you should just move in with me.” Kensi stuffed a large piece of eel roll into her mouth and looked away. She’d been thinking about it for a while, but it had seemed so important to Tess not to rush things. It had been a good thing so far. For starters, their relationship had begun with a concrete foundation of being friends. It had also given Kensi the motivation to begin her own business, because she felt comfortable devoting the amount of time it took to start from scratch in an already competitive market. “If you did, it would be easier for us to spend time together. I was thinking of changing the second bedroom into an office for work, so I’d be home more often.” 

Tess bit her lip. “This is a good time to tell you it’s been awhile since I lived with someone. I’d be bringing a bit of baggage.”

“Bad roommate?”

“You could say that.”

There was obviously a story there, but Kensi had learned that if she tried to push, Tess always clenched up three times tighter than before. It was better to file away the comment, keep an eye out and an ear ready for when Tess was comfortable sharing a bit more. 

Taking a big gulp of tea, Tess leaned back in her seat. “Oh, you sly jerk!”

“What did I do?”

“You know I feel obligated to open up now, don’t you?” 

Kensi smiled. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m just eating sushi with my girlfriend.” 

“Fine, the bad roommate was a girlfriend. She was my only roommate and my only real girlfriend before you.” 

“Okay.” God, Kensi was brimming with questions. How long ago had they dated? How close had they been? Why had it been a bad experience? Was the ex the reason Tess flinched so much when it came to typical relationship stuff? But she bit her tongue. 

“I don’t like to talk about her. But she is why I was so reluctant to be in a relationship. Fortunately, you’re nothing like her, and... I think we could make living together work. In fact, I’d like it very much if I could move in.” 

Sweet love of sassafras, but Tess was frustrating! Kensi felt the rush of elation at Tess’s ‘yes.’ Living together would not only solve a bunch of the logistics of trying to see each other when they both had schedules dependent on other people, but it would also just be nice to fall into bed, night after night, next to her. Smell her on the pillows in the morning. Hell, even clean the red hair from the shower drain from time to time. When it came to Tess, those things sounded wonderful. 

But now there was an ex. Kensi didn’t mind exes—who didn’t have them? And who didn’t have baggage that came with them? Lord knew she was still working through emotions and reactions that stemmed from her break up with Leslie. The difference was, she’d been able to be open about that with Tess. Tess knew every secret and every worry. Kensi didn’t even know a name. Or anything other than that Tess once had a girlfriend and it sounded as if it ended badly. 

We’re going to have to find a way for her to trust me more. One step at a time, though. She owed Tess that much. Patience almost always paid off when it came to her girlfriend. 

They giggled through the rest of lunch and made plans for a late dinner. Kensi had clients that so far had proven to be demanding and hard to please, and it was looking like a long afternoon of house hunting with them. 

At least she’d have the knowledge that she was going to be living with Tess soon to get her through the day. 
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Chapter Fifteen
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“That’s the last of the boxes,” Kensi huffed, breaking down the final cardboard moving box and stacking it with the others. They’d drive them to the recycle center. “What do you think? Does it feel like home?” 

Tess looked around. Kensi wondered what she saw. The truth was, there hadn’t been that much to move. The studio apartment had been small and Tess didn’t keep anything “extra” beyond her Dance, Dance, Revolution set up. Which was now in Kensi’s living room. Other than that, it looked about the same. The bedroom did, too. 

“I think it might take some getting used to,” Tess finally admitted. “But I’m glad to be here.”

Kensi snuck up behind Tess and wrapped her arms around her waist. “It feels good to have you here. What do you want to do?” Kensi imagined they’d re-christen the house in various naughty ways. Her mind was already thinking of all the different places, positions, and toys that were available. 

“Honestly?”

“Always.”

“I kind of want to go get a drink and play at the arcade.” 

That wasn’t what I’d had in mind. The disappointment was easy to shake off. “Okay. Let me change shirts and we’ll go.” 

They both freshened up. While Tess was in the bathroom putting on makeup she called out to Kensi. “Okay, so we did things a little backwards. Sex, then friendship, then relationship, then moving in.”

“Well, we were having sex all along,” Kensi replied, wondering where this was headed. 

“Sure, sure. But the point is, we forgot a crucial step.” 

“Which is?”

“Meeting the parents.” 

Oh, right. That. Kensi felt the burn of shame in her gut. Her father should have been introduced to Tess a while ago. She’d never brought her around for the weekend. Instead, she’d launched herself into her business with such intention that she’d called weekend after weekend with excuses. 

She’d missed spending the anniversary of her mother’s death with him. 

I am a shitty daughter. The hardest part about being late on a wrongdoing was knowing that avoiding it wasn’t going to make it better, but it sure as hell felt like the easier option. She was sure her dad was already hurt that she’d been busy for the anniversary, but he’d be extra wounded that she’d met someone that she liked so much that they’d moved in together... without introducing her to him first. 

“You’re right. But your parents are out of state, right?”

“Yes, but they’re kind of coming to visit...”

“So that was your attempt at warning me?”

“That was my attempt at warning you.” 

Meeting the parents. Maybe they’ll provide some insight into Tess, at least. Surely they can’t be as shut tight as she is about her past. “When will they be here?” 

“In a week.”

Kensi thought fast. Maybe it would be better for everyone to meet everyone together. A small party. It wouldn’t make her father feel better, but she’d be shielded by guests. Cowardly? Absolutely. But Kensi was okay with that. She’d even do something she hadn’t done in a long time. 

She’d cook dinner. 

“I’ll clear my schedule and we can have everyone over. How does that sound?”

“Like you read my mind. Do you want me to get a caterer or something?” 

Kensi smiled. “No, I’ll take care of it.” 

When Tess came out, Kensi’s pulse raced. Tess was wearing leggings that looked like pleather. They hugged and squeezed her, making her ass so rounded Kensi thought she might drool. She’d paired the leggings with a loose black tunic. The black made her skin paler and her hair like fire. “How did you go from I-just-moved-in-the-summer grungy to spectacular in fifteen minutes?” 

“A girl has tricks,” Tess giggled. “Like dry shampoo!” 

“Well, Miss Dry Shampoo, I hope you’re ready to get sweaty again as I kick your ass on the dance floor.”

Tess’s giggles turned into full belly laughter. “Bring it on!” 

“It’s on like Donkey Kong!” 
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Chapter Sixteen
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The smells were of her childhood. With her mother on the wall watching from the photo, Kensi was transported back into the kitchen of her youth, where her mother had stood at the counter for hours, always chopping something. 

On the stove she had four pots going at the same time. Looking at the clock, she knew she had just enough time to transfer two of the pots to warm in the oven, cook some roti, and change clothes before their guests arrived. 

“Holy crap, it smells amazing in here,” Tess sighed as she walked into the kitchen. They’d split the work. Tess cleaned and neatened the house while Kensi had shopped and cooked. “I didn’t know you could cook like this!” 

“My mother taught me. Here, try this.” She dipped a spoon into the simmering kool. A seafood broth, she’d included crayfish to appease Tess’s parents, who had flown into Raleigh from New Orleans. It wasn’t a traditional broth because it was spiced with tamarind and she used a special flour to thicken it into a gravy. Tess blew on the spoon and then took a bite. “Oh God. Oh God. That’s like Indian food and gumbo had a delicious baby. I want to eat all of it. Let’s not share that with the parents. We can hide it and I will eat it all. And you’re never leaving the kitchen again, I hope you know. I’m about to turn into a cruel girlfriend and chain you to the stove and make you cook for me—”

“I’m glad you like it,” Kensi laughed. “I’ve also got a lamb curry and lamprais in the oven. Thank goodness the Asian Market had banana leaves.” 

“I’ve never eaten anything out of a banana leaf. I’m so stoked for this meal, babe.” 

“Nervous about the parents coming?” 

“I’m too distracted by the magic that’s happening in this kitchen to be nervous. Are you?”

“I’m making a lot of magic in this kitchen so I can charm them into overlooking how nervous I am.” 

Tess kissed her. Her lips were soft and still tasted slightly of kool. The kiss made Kensi hungry for more of Tess. She wanted to hide between her girlfriend’s thighs, warm and wet, and skip over the dinner with the parents. But she was proud of what she’d made and she knew her father, especially, would appreciate the Sri Lankan dishes. Her mother’s cooking had been the thing he often spoke about missing the most. 

The doorbell rang and their kiss ended. Kensi looked at the clock again. “It’s too early!”

“Maybe it’s just a delivery? I’ll go check.” 

When Tess didn’t pop back in after, Kensi relaxed. It must have been a package. Kensi was adding peppers to the curry when she heard her father’s booming voice. “There’s my daughter!” 

She dropped her spoon into the pot and cursed, grabbing a spatula to fish it out. “Daddy, I’m glad you could come.” She burned her fingers on the now too-hot silver spoon, placed it on the cutting board, popped her smarting fingers in her mouth, and turned just in time to be pulled into a bear hug. 

Gregory Carlton was a larger than life man. Aside from his time in the sciences, he was an avid outdoorsman who enjoyed hunting and travel. When he wasn’t doing that, he was writing. Kind of like if Teddy Roosevelt had merged into Ernest Hemingway; that was her father. 

“You’re crushing me!” she happily complained. Now it felt like her childhood, with the food of her mother and the overbearing but loving presence of her father. 

“You’re lucky that’s all I’m doing,” he growled with affection. “If your new lady friend wasn’t such a looker and so damned nice, I’d been scolding you heavily for neglecting your poor, feeble father.” 

“It’s contradictory to threaten physical harm while calling yourself feeble, old man,” she teased. 

“I missed you, kiddo.” He planted a kiss on her forehead. “Please tell me you’ve also made lamprais?”

“It wouldn’t be a celebration without it!” 

She noticed that they’d both chosen to wear white. Her shirt was underneath an apron because she was cooking. But they looked comically alike in starched, button down shirts tucked into jeans. Only she was tall, lanky, and brown while his barrel chest stretched the buttons and his skin had the slight tint of sunburned pink and freckles it always had. 

“Why are you here so early?” she asked as he said, “Holy shit, you cut off all of your hair!” 

“I came early because I wanted to give you a hard time before Tess’s folks showed up.”  His eyes narrowed. “Why did you cut off all your hair? It was so long and beautiful. It reminded me of your mother’s hair.” 

She ran her hand through the short locks, unable to meet his gaze. “I know, I know. I just needed... change.”

“She would have hated it, you know.” His voice was rougher, the way it always became when he talked about her mother.” 

“Maybe not,” Kensi pushed back. But after a moment, she gave a sad smile. “Okay, yes, she would have.” 

“I picked your name, and so she was so thrilled you looked like her. Like you managed to be both of us, you know?”

Prickly unease flittered through her. Her fists clenched. “I am both of you. A name doesn’t get more American than McKenzie Carlton. And I still look like her. This skin and nose will never look Anglo.” It came out defensive, maybe more so than she’d intended, but Kensi didn’t regret it. “Besides, mom is the one who supported me when I came out, I’m sure she’d support me dressing and looking the way I feel fits me the best?”

“Like a man?” It would have been offensive, the kind of cut that wounds to the marrow, if her dad wasn’t genuinely asking with that hint of true naivete that offset the hurt. Barely. Good old Southern boy, she reminded herself. He might be okay with her being a lesbian, but that didn’t mean he’d ever understand it. Accepting should never be confused with embracing. 

“Well, we’re about two sentence exchanges away from some real hurt, dad. Let’s avoid the fight and focus on the food.” 

He wavered. Greg wasn’t the kind of man to back down from a fight, especially if it was masquerading as a ‘discussion.’ But Tess came over with a chilled glass filled with craft beer, and he let it go. 

It was probably easy, since he had a new sensitive subject he could press her on. “How long have y’all been livin’ together?” The drawl was back out. He was in charming mode. Kensi relaxed a little. It was nice to see him and, while nothing had been truly solved, it hadn’t become worse, either. In his heart, he loved her and she knew it. That was enough. 

“Not too long, Mr. Carlton,” Tess offered. 

“Call me Greg, please. I always told Kensi that after she turned thirty, she didn’t owe anyone a Mister or Missus if she didn’t want to.” 

“It’s a hard habit to break. You may have to remind me again later, Greg.” 

He clapped her on the back and took a sip of beer. “You got it.” 

Tess pointed to the photo of Kensi’s mother. “You were right that Kensi got her looks from her mom. Lucky me and lucky you, right? They’re gorgeous. Would you be willing to come in the living room and tell me more about your wife? That’ll give Kensi some room in the kitchen, and you can slip in some embarrassing stories of her childhood that she can’t protest.” 

Kensi’s father straightened up. “This one is the one, Kensi. You’d better work your ass off to keep her.” 

“I was hoping mom’s recipes would be enough,” she joked, delighted and embarrassed by his compliment. She hadn’t put the words ‘the one’ in her description of Tess... but she hadn’t shut the idea out, either. If someone else noticed it, though, then maybe it wasn’t too good to be true. Maybe she’d just found the woman she could spend forever with. 

“If it tastes as good as it smells, I’m sold,” Tess said merrily. “It helps that you have a sweet ass, too.” 

It was the first time in Kensi’s memory that she could remember her father being purple-faced and speechless. Her stomach knotted—had Tess gone too far? But then his booming laughter filled the kitchen. “Like I said,” he managed, wiping tears from his eyes. “She’s the one.” 

He allowed Tess to escort him out and while Kensi was happy for the breathing room, she felt a bit nervous over leaving them alone together. She’d forgotten how, despite years of working to be more open-minded, small bits of her father’s origins slipped in. Like how he could occasionally make racist remarks and then laugh it off, as if he’d forgotten completely that his wife was a foreigner and his daughter mixed race. 

God, she remembered when, after he’d finally accepted she was gay and her mother had convinced him that loving her was just as important, if not more so, once she came out, he’d felt bold enough to ask questions. At her mother’s encouragement, too. Questions that still made Kensi twist in agony when she remembered them. Things like “But how does sex work?” and “Do you take turns being the man?” and her favorite, “Well, I guess y’all have it easier than gay dudes. I mean, imagine if you had to take it up the butt all the time.” 

She braced herself on the counter, trying not to laugh and cry at the memory. In his own, weird way, it had been his attempt to “get it.” But she’d told him to google his questions and avoid porn, because traditional lesbian porn wasn’t made for lesbians. After that she’d spoken to her mother, making her promise to talk to her father about never, ever asking her about sex again. “I didn’t like when the both of you gave me the sex talk. I like even less having to give it to my father in my twenties.”

How could she love him so much and yet feel so divided? It didn’t help that he was moderately famous, his books and essays on every bookshelf in Raleigh. They were proud of him as a resident writer and his books about his childhood were admittedly beautiful. For all his uncouth, ignorant ways, there was also a deep understanding of the male condition in the South, and a natural ability to create beautiful, haunting prose. She suspected his redneck-like nature made the prose all the more impressive to his critics. 

In the end, maybe they were all held captive by some form of prejudice. 

The timer dinged and she pulled the lamprais from the oven. Covering everything to help it stay warm, she shrugged out of her apron and went to the bathroom to freshen up. 

In the mirror, she took stock again. Tess’s parents would be the first people she’d meet that won’t have known her as she was before. Instinct told her to spritz her face with toner and apply a new coat of lipstick. It’s what she would have done before to prep for guests. But in her button down and jeans, neither step felt necessary or like her. Instead, she grabbed some texture fiber from Tess’s side of the sink and worked some into her hair, roughing it into shape. 

Kensi pinched her cheeks, bringing a tint of pink to the coffee skin. Not that she’d need it; her father was apparently determined to make her embarrassed and uncomfortable that evening. Well, consider it due punishment for neglecting him when he was hurting. It isn’t just about me. I should have been there for him. 

The doorbell sounded again. 

Time to meet the folks. 

Oh, God. 
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Kensi found Tess’s hand under the table and clasped at it for dear life. Her girlfriend must had shared her sinking sense of doom, because her fingers threaded through and she squeezed hard enough to hurt a little. 

That pain was nothing compared to the way the evening was going. 

It wasn’t fighting, or cursing, or even stone cold silence. It was the opposite. Her father and Tess’s parents got along splendidly, and in all the camaraderie, found something they had deeply in common: A complete disappointment and misunderstanding of their daughters. 

Tess’s parents, Harry and Ellen, were nice enough. White bread American Middle Class all the way, complete with Ellen in a matching shell and cardigan and Harry in boat shoes with no socks. They were the kind of power couple that often sprang from University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. They were both Greek in school, studied political science, and played golf and tennis on weekends. 

Kensi looked at them and looked at Tess, and for once thought that maybe someone had even more of a cultural identity problem than she did. Tess wasn’t outright rebellious in her look, but her grungy hipster chic was a far cry from the pressed chinos of her family. It became obvious, too, that neither Harry or Ellen had been happy about Tess’s choice in career, either. 

This was something Kensi’s father identified with quickly. “I mean, just go to college, am I right?”

“Exactly!” Harry and Ellen agreed in unison, holding their third or possibly fourth wine glasses up in a toast. 

“That’s where you find yourself,” Ellen added. She had the deep, sweet Southern drawl that made everything she said manage to sound both endearing and condescending. 

“We’re both doing well in our careers,” Tess added dryly. “God forbid you just be happy that we’re successful.” 

“And in love. I thought all parents just wanted their children to be happy,” Kensi added. 

Her father beamed. “Oh, Honey, of course we do. But it’s harder not to worry when your child picks a field that’s, well—”

“You’re saying that you think people might not need their hair cut or might not need houses soon?” 

“No, of course not. But there’s just nothing to fall back on if it doesn’t work out.” 

Tess poured too much wine in her glass and then topped Kensi’s off. “I mean this in the nicest way, Mr. Carlton—”

“Greg, please.”

“Of course. Greg. Anyway, I mean this nicely, but screw you. Your daughter has paid off this townhouse. Paid it off entirely. There are few people I know your age who can boast the same thing. And she’s killing it with her new business. If you knew the hours she’s been working, you’d be nothing but impressed. Kensi is the kind of adult other adults look up to.”

Heat and affection rushed through Kensi and she grabbed at Tess’s hand again to squeeze it. 

“What about you, dear?” Ellen asked. “How’s work?”

“Busy,” Tess said, but Kensi couldn’t help but notice how tight her reply was. “I’ve had more clients this month than ever before.” 

“Good, good. So you’ve found your feet, then?” What does she mean, find her feet? Tess was one of the most put-together people she knew. While Tess might play as hard as she worked (they’d both dropped a lot of cash at the barcade between drinks and rounds of DDR), she also never hesitated to offer to chip in. Hell, she still gets pissed off if I try to pay for too many things. 

“Mom,” Tess said pointedly. It was a command. Stop. That prompted a flare of curiosity in Kensi. Was this another part of Tess’s past, and was it something she’d ever know about? 

“Well, fine, we won’t talk about it. But it’s good you have a roommate. That’s going to make a major difference in your—”

“She’s not a roommate, mom. Kensi is my girlfriend.” 

Her mom waved a hand as if dismissing her. “Same thing.” 

“It’s really not,” Kensi teased. “I’d be happy to go into all the explicit detail of what makes girlfriends different than roommates. But we can skip that and you can just trust me that Tess is the most fantastic, giving, and supportive person I know.”

“And Kensi has managed to change from a cool person into someone strong, capable, and resilient in the time I’ve known her. Not to mention,” Tess added, squeezing back, “an amazing cook. This is the best meal I’ve had in a long time.” 

“We can all agree on that,” Harry said. “We love trying new cuisines. Is this Indian?” 

“Sri Lankan,” Greg answered. “My wife was from Jaffne.”

“We’ve never been to Sri Lanka,” Ellen said. 

“Neither have I.” Greg put his fork down and patted his belly. “I met Shani in RTP. She was researching at the same company I worked for. Damned smart woman, she was.” 

“Great mom, too.” Kensi was relieved the conversation had shifted away from how disappointing she must be. “She taught me everything I know in the kitchen.” 

“Thank goodness. I’d have just died with her if I didn’t think I could eat a meal like this again.” Greg gave a chuckle despite the morbid nature of the joke. 

“Well, Kensi and I will clean up while y’all talk,” Tess said, getting up and beginning to stack dishes. Kensi followed her lead. The parents launched into conversation, not needing the girls there. Thank goodness. 

In the kitchen, Tess set the plates in the sink and then went and leaned her forehead against the freezer door. “Remind me not to suggest having all the parents over when I suggest it,” she groaned. 

Kensi moved behind her, resting her head between Tess’s tense shoulder blades. “Agreed. Although it could have been worse, I suppose.” 

“How could it have gone worse?” 

“They could have disliked each other?” 

“Yes, but then they wouldn’t have a chance to talk about how we have failed to live up to their expectations.”

Kensi kissed the nape of Tess’s neck. The shudder that ran down her girlfriend’s spine encouraged her. Slipping a hand around, she reached up to see if the response had made it to Tess’s nipples. Brushing her thumb over t-shirt and bra, she felt the hard nub beneath. 

“We are not doing this while my parents are in the other room,” Tess sighed. “But later we can absolutely do this.” 

“That is the thought that will get me through this night.”

“Your dad isn’t that bad.” 

“Your parents seem nice.” 

“It could have been worse.”

“Yes, definitely could’ve been worse.” 

When they made it back to the dining table, the parents were all joyfully lamenting that they’d probably never have grandchildren. 
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Having an office at home did mean Kensi got to see more of Tess. It also meant that there were occasional days where she wasn’t meeting with clients but Tess had a full day of work. Usually that meant Kensi would take her flier and patrol neighborhoods, putting it in mailboxes hopeful that anyone thinking to sell might think of contacting her. 

Today, though, she decided to relax. Tess had fully supported the idea. Still in her pajamas, Kensi had already binge watched Lost Girl season two and drank enough coffee that her hands trembled. Feeling restless, she decided to grab the mail. 

The mail continued to be a fickle thing. Mostly because, despite months going by, she still occasionally received mail addressed to Leslie. Most of it was trash; ads, magazines, fliers. But some of it looked important. She had a box that she saved them in and every few weeks she’d drop it off at Leslie’s parent’s home with a kind note for Leslie to please go to the post office and have her mail forwarded. 

Because Tess was now sharing her mailbox, she also found herself sorting through a gazillion magazines. There were fashion magazines, home decorating magazines, food magazines, and a ton of celebrity gossip magazines. Tess would save them all, leaf through them for three hours on a morning off, and then bring them into the salon for people to read through. Occasionally she’d keep one, dog eared with new looks she hoped to try on daring clients. 

Today the mailbox was crammed full. Kensi carefully balanced the slick magazines with a large stack of envelopes, walking slowly back to her home. In the kitchen, she dumped the pile and began sorting. For her, there was a bank statement, some credit card offers, and some real estate promotional items. For Leslie, she sighed, there was some tax-looking envelopes and what looked like a doctor’s bill. She set those aside and gruffly thought about how she’d need to drive over soon and dump more mail for her ex. In the stack for Tess, there were seven catalogs, three magazines, and...

Two envelopes marked Urgent and Final Warning. 

The stamp, red and glaring, made Kensi pause. Yes, they were lovers and yes, they lived together. But they didn’t share bank accounts and Kensi didn’t have Tess’s passwords, or vice versa. Which meant they definitely weren’t at a place where, say, opening the other’s mail would be appropriate. But anxiety was quickly blacking out the rational parts of Kensi’s brain and all she could see was the warnings. 

What could she be getting a warning about? The letter didn’t say who it was from. Unwilling to open it yet, Kensi manipulated the envelope so that she could peek through the plastic address window. There wasn’t much to go on, but she saw what she was fairly certain was the logo for a prominent credit card company. 

There were spots in her vision and too late, she realized she wasn’t breathing. By the time she took three deep breaths, she’d also ripped open the envelope. Oh shit, why did I do that? She still hadn’t looked. But will Tess believe me? I mean, the damage is already done. May as well see what this is about. 

It was flimsy, but her palms were sweating and all she could think was I can’t go through this again, I can’t go through this again...

The envelope held a letter that was from a credit card company, and Tess was very late on a substantial payment. The minimum payment was over three hundred dollars and the balance? Kensi clutched the counter for support as she looked at the credit card balance. There were so many zeros. 

How did Tess afford the place she’d lived? Hell, how did she afford to pay Kensi rent? Why had she even insisted on paying Kensi rent? The townhouse was paid off! But she had, bearing into Kensi until she’d finally backed down, accepting money each month for Tess’s share. Kensi’s mind ran through all the times Tess had paid for things, like tabs at the bar or dinners. She didn’t know how much money Tess made at the salon, but certainly obviously couldn’t cover the lifestyle she had. 

She opened the other envelope and saw that Tess’s debt was even larger than before. Jesus. 

Mouth dry and heart pounding, Kensi went and lay, fetal style, on the couch, a pillow hugged to her stomach. Her first instinct was to stop letting Tess pay her rent. That amount alone would equal the minimum payment... on one of the credit cards. If we stopped eating out so much, that would help. We could share a car, probably, too. Even as the wheels turned in her head, solving Tess’s problem, her gut was reacting differently. Nauseous, it warned that this could quickly become another Leslie situation. Tess might not be sneaking the money from behind Kensi’s back, but wouldn’t this eventually lead to her needing money? How could it not? 

Tess’s mother had asked if she was finally on her feet. This must be what she’d been referencing. Kensi’s blood chilled. How long had she been in debt? Why hadn’t she told Kensi? 

Unable to stomach laying there and descending into anguish, Kensi got up and went to her computer. It was an old habit, but she checked her bank account and credit cards. There was a slight release at seeing the normal amounts. It was more money than she needed, really. 

What if I just give some to Tess? Would that be so bad? 

But the part of her that had been betrayed by Leslie was still heavily scarred and threatened to rip open anew. She was afraid, so freaking afraid of being suckered in again just because she loved someone. Whoever said love was enough hadn’t had their bank accounts stripped by their lover.

The obvious answer was to talk to Tess about it. Yes. Deep breaths. She’d talk to Tess about it. It wasn’t really the amount of debt that made her so upset, though it certainly didn’t make her happy. It was the fact that Tess had hidden it. At the root, she felt like Tess had lied to her about money, and that hurt her deeply because Tess knew her past. 

She just hoped that talking about it would be enough.
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It was dark when Tess finally came home. Kensi had left the porch light on, and Tess waved away the moths as she darted in. “What a day,” she sighed. She immediately took off her shoes and placed them on the shoe rack Kensi had put next to the door. It was a small move, thoughtful, but Kensi was too wound up to appreciate it. “Seven clients today. Seven. And three of them changed what they wanted, adding in hand-painted foils. Which meant I worked through my lunch to make sure I didn’t fall too far behind. What’s for dinner?” 

“There’s some spaghetti on the stove.” Kensi thought she sounded tight, and worked to relax. It was impossible. It felt as if she was planning to go to war, not ask her girlfriend about some late notices. 

“Ohhhh, pasta. Carbs make mama happy.” Tess didn’t go straight to the kitchen, though. She detoured to come kiss Kensi’s cheek on the way. “I missed you,” she said with a smile before rushing to grab food. 

Why does she have to be so amazing? Kensi’d had too much time to think all afternoon and ultimately, it was hard for her to believe that she could forgive this. Yet here was Tess, as buoyant and loving as always. It was all the little things, like the kiss and the shoes, that made her special. But lying is a deal breaker. It has to be. 

Tess brought two heaping plates into the living room and set them on the coffee table. “Let me grab some wine and glasses and I’ll be back.” 

Each diversion made what she had to talk about harder. Kensi was grateful for them, though. Every extra second allowed them to pretend things were normal. Let her pretend that she wasn’t about to have her heart broken all over again.

When Tess came back she poured them each a glass and then grabbed her plate. Her eyes squeezed shut as she took her first bite and she hummed. Normally Kensi would watch, happy her adorable girlfriend took so much pleasure in the little things. Now she just shifted on the couch, unsure of how to begin. “This is so delicious, Kensi. I’ve never dated someone who was so confident in the kitchen.”

“It’s just jar sauce and ground turkey over pasta, but thanks.” It wasn’t, though. She’d added veggies and some freshly shaved parmesan. 

“You make jar sauce into something magical. What’d you do today?” 

Deep breaths. I can do this. “I need to talk to you about something.” 

“Anything,” Tess said, still chewing a large bite of pasta. 

“Why didn’t you tell me you were in so much debt?” 

One question and Tess transformed in front of her eyes. The exhausted, loving, relaxed girlfriend dripped away. She stopped eating, putting the plate on the couch cushion next to her, and grabbed the arm of the couch so hard Kensi could see her knuckles turning white. Inside, she steeled herself. 

“How did you find out?” It was the kind of soft, gentle tone that didn’t soothe: it shouted danger! Danger! Kensi didn’t know how to stop the avalanche that was about to happen, so instead she leaned in, allowing herself to get swept into it. 

“You got some late notices—”

“You read my mail?” There was a panic in Tess’s eyes that seemed disproportionate the the fight they were having. 

Kensi sighed. “Look, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have. But we need to talk about the debt you’re carrying around, and what you’re going to do about it.”

“You invaded my privacy, Kensi, and you think a flippant apology is enough? I can’t believe you’d open my mail!” 

“I can’t believe you’d lie to me when you know how I feel about lying! And money!” The heat of the fight was gas on a fire, and Kensi was lit. 

Tess, though, wasn’t going to back down either. “Did you think maybe that’s why I didn’t tell you? That I’ve been working so hard to keep you from panicking and running because I’m in a bad financial place? Trust me, I know how you feel—it’s all you ever talked about when we first hung out!”

It was like a slap to the face. Stunned, Kensi pulled into herself. “You encouraged me to talk about it. You asked about Leslie, about me, about what happened. You can’t throw that in my face now.” 

Tess stood up quickly, frustrated. Unfortunately, her rash move tipped the plate of spaghetti over and pasta and red sauce slid and slopped on to Kensi’s lightly-colored linen couch. “Fuck!” Tess cursed. “Let me go grab a towel.”

Kensi looked at the couch, at the large stain next to her. No towel, no amount of soda water or and internet trick was going to get it out. The sofa was ruined. Is my relationship ruined, too? When it had been her, alone, with all the circular thinking and mounting anger, that hadn’t seemed out of the realm of possibility. But now, with Tess frantically trying to clean the mess, tears streaming steadily while Kensi just sat, absorbing it all, something flickered in her. It grew, steadily, giving her resolve. 

I can’t lose her. This isn’t worth it. 

She didn’t think she was wrong, but she also didn’t need to be right in the moment. Not if it cost her Tess’s love. “Hey,” she said gently. Tess’s face was as red as her hair and she kept scrubbing, ignoring the futility of her efforts. Kensi rubbed her back. At first, Tess cringed under her touch. But slow, soothing circles helped her melt into Kensi. She put her face into Kensi’s lap and sobbed while Kensi stroked her hair. 

Something was wrong with the situation and Kensi was struggling to put her finger on it. Despite all her intense emotions and worries from the day, she hadn’t felt like they’d reached the point of the fight that would warrant this level of reaction from Tess. It was the subtle things, like how Tess flinched, or how she’d looked like a deer in headlights, eyes open and body braced for the pain, that made Kensi worry. 

Those are physical reactions. She stroked Tess’s red hair, loving the slight coarse texture of it and the way it softly tumbled through her fingers. The ginger color looked strange looping and sliding over her slim, brown fingers. It dawned on her, amidst the soul-crushing sounds of Tess’s hiccupping sobs: Someone has hurt her before. Not just broken her heart, but tried to break her spirit, too. 

Kensi swooned, feeling sick to her stomach. How had she been so blind? Tess had given her all the clues from the get go. The reluctance to fall in love. The constant running away at the beginning when things got too serious between them. The way she’d become fragile in a heartbeat whenever conflict, like who was paying for what, arose. 

How scared she must be, all the time. She slid off the couch slowly, pulling Tess into her arms and locking her in tightly to her chest. I’m such a fool. “Listen to my heartbeat, baby,” she crooned. “Do you hear it? I’m not angry right now. I’m here for you. You’re safe with me.” 

Tess’s jagged inhale hurt like a knife slicing at her, but then Tess’s arms slipped around her neck and she melted into Kensi. “I’m sorry about the couch,” she cried. 

“It’s just a couch. We can get a new one. You can help pick it out.” 

“I can’t help pay for it, though. I’m so broke, Kensi, and I didn’t want you to be scared. I didn’t want to burden you.” 

“I get that, now. I’m sorry for reading your mail. I let my past and paranoia make decisions instead of my head, and they wronged you. I won’t do it again, ever.” 

She just kept rubbing Tess’s hair, her back, loving the comforting press of their bodies together and willing her love to find some peace in their connection. When Tess’s hot, wet breath on Kensi’s shoulder finally slowed to the tired, ragged after breath of a sob session, Kensi gently pulled back enough to cup Tess’s face. “Who hurt you? You were scared of me, and that troubles me. I don’t want you to fear me.” 

Tess shut her eyes but leaned into Kensi’s touch. “I’ve kept that from you, too. Probably for the same reasons. Baggage sucks, you know?”

She thought of Leslie, of how deeply she’d been hurt by the betrayal. How it obviously had altered her at some fundamental and hurtful level, and how she clearly wasn’t over it yet. Yeah, baggage sucked. “I do know. Was it your first girlfriend?” 

“First real one, at least. I met her when I was younger. She was older, charismatic, and seemed so... I don’t know. Put together in a way I didn’t feel. I was reeling from coming out to my parents, who were devastated that I wasn’t going to be a cookie cutter daughter for them, I think. Her confidence hooked me. She took care of me. As soon as I turned eighteen, she let me move in with her.” 

Tess turned and kissed the palm of Kensi’s hand. “It started small. I didn’t know any better. She’d want me to turn over my money from working retail to pay bills. She said people in relationships shared everything, and she was so caring I thought that made sense. But I had no money, ever. She paid all my bills, which meant she was in charge of my life.

“Slowly, bit by bit, she wanted our lifestyle to change. But I hadn’t gone to beauty school yet. I was making bare minimum at a clothing shop at the mall. Jesus, I used to skip lunch so I could use the allowance—because that’s what she gave me, a lunch allowance—to go play DDR on my breaks. Dancing, focusing on the game was the only time I felt in control and like I could just let go.” 

Kensi dropped her hands and grabbed both of Tess’s. She squeezed and didn’t let go. Tess needed to know she wasn’t going to run from this ugly truth. 

“So, under her encouragement, I took out credit cards. She said we’d be able to pay off a lot of the stuff when I got promoted, or when she did. She was so certain our future was going to be comfortable, so it was okay to take out debt then. And I did it because I loved her, and I was scared of being alone. When one maxxed out, we’d open another, transfer the balance, and then rack the newly-paid card back up.

“Then, when I realized that I was having to put car payments on credit cards, and food, because all of my money was just going to pay the minimum on all the cards, I knew we were in trouble. I said we needed to buckle down and pay some stuff off. That’s when she got physical.”

Tess let out a hoarse laugh. “You know, in hetero relationships, when the woman is abused by a man, everyone rushes in with sympathy. But I told my mom what was happening, and she...” Tess took a deep breath and Kensi saw her steel herself. “She said that women couldn’t abuse other women. That I was just crying for attention and trying to sway her to lend me more money. I’d already borrowed from my parents to try and cover bills.

“I believed her, too. Like, look at me. I’m tall, I’m not frail. I’m not the kind of person who gets abused, I guess. Except that I was. It wasn’t like, fists or anything. But she’d grab me so hard it’d leave bruises. She’d curse at me and call me useless when I couldn’t support her life anymore. She threatened to turn everyone against me and leave me homeless.” 

“Christ,” Kensi murmured. She’d never heard of anything like it, but it didn’t sound crazy. Hell, she’d worried that if she outed Leslie to their friends, it would have somehow gotten turned against her. And that was a fraction of the shit that Tess had been forced to endure. “I’m so proud of you for getting out if it. How did you?”

There was a light that lit in Tess’s eyes. Bright and shining and determined. “The two hardest parts were deciding to take the financial loss and just eat the debt. Trying to get her to pay it off or help was only going to keep me tied to her, and I needed to be free. The second hardest part was asking my parents if I could move back in. It just reinforced their already dumb ideas about lesbians, like we all just move in together on a whim and we’re not stable or able to love long term. But I ignored their comments, they let me move back in, and I put myself through beauty school. Got a decent job and moved out. Now I’m crying in your arms.” 

“My arms are always going to be here for you to cry in. Now—and please, this isn’t criticism, I’m just trying to understand—how did you get to the late notices? Why have you been insisting on paying for so many things when you couldn’t? Why didn’t you trust me?”

“That’s a lot.” Tess fidgeted, but she didn’t run from the questions this time. “It’s a couple of things, I suppose. To start, and I’m not trying to accuse you, but you were pretty vulnerable when we first met. And about money, too. Secretly, I was even a bit jealous.”

“What? Really?” Kensi couldn’t fathom what about her break up with Leslie was enviable. Tess gave her a quick peck on her cheek. 

“So, you were always having trouble paying, remember? Some part of me really connected with you because I thought you were in the same boat as me. You’d always talk about being broke and God, I got it. When the break up happened, I discovered you weren’t anything like me—I mean, we both had girlfriends who’d taken advantage, I guess, but you hadn’t been manipulated like I had.”

“I wouldn’t say that’s true, but I can see how you’d feel that way.” 

Tess tilted her head, her hair swishing down her back and one shoulder. “I can see that now. Talking about it makes me see the similarities again. Anyway, I was afraid if I told you how deep in financial trouble I was in, you’d bolt.” 

“But you were the one fighting being in a relationship!” 

They laughed together, their bodies shaking and breasts touching. We should always talk while touching, Kensi thought. It makes all the difference in feeling safe and loved. 

“Touché, Kensi, touché. I was attracted to you and I felt, I don’t know... drawn to you. But it scared me, too. Especially since our connection became deep so fast. So I kept finding space in case, well, you changed and I needed to run.” 

“You know all the running just made me want you more. And confused the hell out of me. You were hot and cold!”

“Sorry. I’m sorry I didn’t trust you. I guess I felt like—feel like, sometimes—I need to leave myself room to escape. I know you aren’t her, I do. But it’s just so ingrained in me now. And you’ve been going through so much drastic change, from ultra femme to this confident, short-haired, pants wearing woman. With all that change, I didn’t know if some bad things would come out, too.”

It hurt to hear, but mostly because while Kensi was never going to be capable of the things Tess’s ex did, she could see how her own past could make it seem possible. You went through her mail, typical controlling partner action. It all clicked. And she’d reacted in just the way that Tess had feared. 

“Well, I need to work on trust, too. I did a shit job of trusting you today, and I’m sorry,” she said as she shifted Tess off her lap. They untangled themselves. “Come with me,” Kensi said. 

Taking Tess by the hand, she led her into the bathroom. It was one of the best features of the townhome, with double sinks and a deep jacuzzi bathtub. Kensi began running the water, testing until it was hot but not scalding. Then, slowly, she began to undress Tess. She let her fingers skim Tess’s ribs as she pulled off the worn t-shirt, loving the gooseflesh that erupted on Tess’s tummy as she did. She walked behind her and kissed her shoulders as she unclasped Tess’s bra, letting it slide off and fall to the floor. 

Kensi trailed a fingertip down Tess’s spine, then swooped both hands out to caress the flare of her waist. Gently, she tugged skirt and panties down. “Get in the water,” she commanded, but kept her voice soft. Gentle. Because God knew Tess deserved some gentleness. 

As Tess got comfortable in the bath, Kensi went and grabbed a cup and fished under the counter for the lavender shampoo sample she’d seen a while ago. Because of Tess’s job, they had a surplus of hair care samples. Opening the small bottle, she sat on the edge of the tub. 

“Aren’t you getting in?” Tess asked, opening and closing her legs suggestively under the water. 

“No. I’m taking care of you.” 

“You always take care of me.”

“No,” Kensi said softly, “I let you take care of me, and I tell myself that it’s what makes you feel better.” 

“You’re not wrong.”

“Still, it’s good for a giver to receive, too. Important. Now, tip your head back.” 

Tess did, shutting her eyes. Kensi dragged the cup through the water and then gently poured it on to Tess’s hair. The water sluiced down, creating rivers of flame in the red strands. Kensi repeated the action, over and over, until Tess’s hair was soaked and she was sighing in contentment.  

Pouring the pungent yet sweet shampoo on her palm, Kensi began to work it into Tess’s hair. The suds lathered both hands and hair. Tess’s mouth fell open a little, her eyes shut. She let Kensi wash her. 

“For five years the best part of my week was when you’d shampoo my hair on Friday.” 

“Mmhmm?”

“I don’t regret chopping off my hair—it should have happened a long time ago. But you made it worth it, each week, with warm water and your fingernails and your ability to make life feel better, even if just for a moment. Having my hair played with is basically my best guilty pleasure.”

“Good thing you seduced a stylist,” Tess joked, but her voice was husky and soft. 

“Good thing,” Kensi agreed. She filled the cup and began to rinse, watching the lather run off and swirl into the water, creating milky designs that kissed Tess’s skin. 

When Tess’s hair was clean, Kensi grabbed some soap and squirted it in her hands. She slipped them over Tess’s shoulders, rubbing at the knots, then smoothed them up and over clavicles before dipping into her armpits. Though the water had washed most of the soap off by then, Kensi brushed her hands down ribs, swirling over Tess’s soft belly, before bringing them up to the mounds of breast that lifted just above the water line. 

With aching slowness she soaped Tess’s breasts, loving the way the soft flesh flowed and molded under her slick palms. She pressed them together, kneading, increasing the pressure until Tess moaned and arched into her. Smiling to herself, Kensi thumbed Tess’s pink nipples, teasing them into peaks for her to pluck and pinch. 

When Tess met Kensi’s gaze, her eyes were deep pools of need. She bit her lip, the plea written on her beautiful features. Touch me? it said. 

When it’s time, Kensi thought, before continuing to pluck and knead. When Tess was whimpering, Kensi relented. She pushed her sleeve up and slid her arm into the water, her hand seeking the heat between Tess’s parted legs. 

Finding her girlfriend ready and wanting triggered her own intense arousal. Pushing inside, she stroked, letting Tess rock on her hand. The water sloshed as Tess found the right rhythm and Kensi moved with it. Her sleeve got wet, the bathwater stealing up the cotton fibers. 

It didn’t bother her. 

She played it out, bringing Tess to the edge and then withdrawing, moving back to breasts. Tess, frustrated, allowed it though. Back and forth, from Tess’s depths and back up to her tender, sensitive breasts, until she was mewling and keening with a need so great that Kensi though she might come just from watching Tess. 

There was no game anymore, the dance was over. She circled Tess’s center in the steady, hard pressure she knew Tess loved, and the redhead shattered, gripping the rim of the tub and calling out her pleasure. 

Kensi pulled the plug and helped a wobbly legged Tess out. She toweled her off, then sank to her knees in front, helping Tess prop a foot on the toilet before tasting the aftermath. The second orgasm took no time at all, Tess sobbing with pleasure and clutching at Kensi’s hair in the most delicious way. 

It was more than a treaty or an apology. They touched like it was medicine and let the healing begin. 
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Chapter Twenty
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“Okay, here it is. A new budget.” 

Tess looked at the spreadsheet Kensi had spent the day putting together. She watched her girlfriend’s eyes bug. “I don’t think I knew you made that much money, Kensi.” Tess’s eyebrows knit together. 

“It’s okay. Don’t worry about fifty-fifty. We’re a couple, and we split other things. Money doesn’t need to be on the nose. And here,” she pointed to the line for utilities. “You’re in charge of one fun dinner a week. You can decide where and how much, be it KFC on a cheap week or something nice. I’m taking over utilities and you aren’t paying me rent.” 

“It doesn’t feel fair. You’re still shouldering all the house costs.”

“That’s true, but look at my debt column and look at yours—no, stop, I’m not trying to make you feel badly. I’m just pointing out that I don’t have a lot of bills right now and you do. So let’s work on shaving down some of your debt, okay? This house, which is our house because you also live here, is paid off. There’s no point in you paying me rent. We told your mom we’re not roommates, so let’s not act like roommates.”

Tess hid her face in her hands. “It’s just, I don’t know... mortifying to be an adult and still in so much debt.”

“At least we don’t have student loans, which you would have had you followed your parents advice.”

Tess dropped her hands. “Okay. Yes. You’re right. Thank you. You can’t know how much this means to me. But seriously, and I freaking mean it, if it starts to feel like I’m taking advantage of you, let me know and we’ll figure something out. I don’t want you to feel like I’m a siphon or something.”

“I hear you, I do. The thing with Leslie, though, it wasn’t about the money. Or at least, not all about the money. It was about the fact that she lied about it. That was rough. And she was stealing from me. You aren’t. You’re not using my name, or logging into my accounts. You’ve never asked me for money. So this isn’t even close to the same. It’s us, working together, to make our relationship work.” 

Kensi slung an arm over Tess’s shoulders. “Now, I think you need to call a consolidation company.” 

“What’s that?”

“They’re going to take all your credit cards and negotiate lower interest payments. Your interest alone is keeping you from making any dents in the debt. At this rate, you’re paying five times over what was originally on the cards. So you’ll pay the consolidation company one fee each month, and they’ll distribute it to your cards in the way they feel is best. You’ll know exactly how much to give them and, if you’re able, you can always pay more each month to whittle it down more quickly.

“The key is you won’t be able to use the credit cards.” Kensi was a little worried about this part. She’d noticed how often Tess would slide a different piece of plastic depending where they went. “You’ll need to be debit card and cash only.”

But instead of looking upset, Tess looked relieved. Happy, really. “That sounds perfect. Trying to juggle them all has been a nightmare. I’d love a streamlined system.”

So Kensi stayed with Tess while she called. It was a long call because they processed her application. In the end, though, they wouldn’t take her debt because of her job. The income was too unreliable since it wasn’t salaried or even hourly. 

“I’m sorry,” the person said over the line. “We need to know you can make payments.”

“But I can give you, I don’t know, bank statements or something to show the money is pretty steady, right?” 

“It isn’t enough.”

Kensi could see the disappointment crushing Tess. How frustrating and dejecting, to be turned down for debt that wasn’t even fully hers! Tess was drowning, looking for something to grab onto and pull herself out, and her job, which she’d had for a long time, wasn’t enough. 

“What if she had a cosigner?” Kensi asked. “Would that help?”

“No, you can’t,” Tess hissed. 

Kensi ignored her. “I’d cosign for her. I can email my documents, if you’d like. I’m a real estate agent.” 

“Well, two incomes would make the difference,” the lady said. “Are you her partner?”

“Yes.”

Tess fumed, looking torn between relief and anger. Kensi told the lady what she needed and they waited while she sent the email and the woman evaluated. While she was doing that, they listened to the awful slow jams that are being-on-hold music. 

“Kensi, that’s too much. We haven’t even been together a year.” 

“Yeah, but cosigning will help you. You need this if you’re ever going to get out of the debt.”

“It’s my fault I’m in so deep.”

“We can agree to disagree on that. Look, Tess. I love you. So let me help you.” 

Tess let out an exasperated sigh. “Okay, okay. You can help me. But just with this, okay? Some things I have to do on my own, or I won’t conquer my demons.” 

The phone clicked on. “Congratulations, you’ve been accepted.”

Tess cheered, bouncing up and down on the couch. 

* * * *
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LUNCH WITH PAUL AND Mike was a nice, new development in Kensi’s life. Tess was taking on extra clients during the day in an attempt to increase her income, while Kensi was learning to start saying ‘no’ to all of her clients whims. She’d expected a decrease in clientele, but the opposite was true; like a club with a wait list or the girl who was too cool to talk to you, her ability to make herself unavailable also made her more desirable. 

It also helped at home, because they couldn’t both be exhausted workaholics and still support each other. Tess had grumpily pushed the point that Kensi hadn’t been available for more than an hour a day for weeks on end, and when they did hang out, they were too tired to do anything but watch the television. No more Dance, Dance, Revolution nights and no time for cuddling. 

No time for cuddling was basically a crime, especially with someone as soft and rounded as Tess. It was the kick in the labias that Kensi needed, so she cleared more time and was more selective with clients. 

Sitting outside of The Remedy, Kensi sipped her sweet tea while Paul and Mike listened as she updated them on her life and the perplexing response to her cutting back work hours.

“The delightful irony is, I’m probably going to make more this year because of it. I’m only getting buyers who are genuinely in need of a home and not futzing about, and because I seem in-demand, more and more clients are contacting me to list.” 

Paul clapped. “What does that mean, exactly?”

“It means selling a house instead of shopping for one. You’re the one with all the negotiation and power. It’s a lot less leg work, too.”

“That’s great, Kensi.” 

“I know, right? And Tess is taking three days off soon. She’s been busting her ass and deserves a staycation. We’ll finally be able to go and replace ‘spaghetti couch.’” 

“Thank goodness. It’s made me uncomfortable to know you’re living in filth and chaos,” Mike drawled good naturedly. 

“Yes, it’s a total travesty.” Kensi didn’t hide her wry sarcasm. “What would we do without a fancy new couch?”

“Where are you going?”

“Probably Pottery Barn. I like big, cozy, fluffy couches.” Both men winced and she bet their tastes ran more chic mid-century modern. 

Her phone pinged. It was an unknown number. Normal people let those go to voicemail, but because of the nature of her job, it was more often than not a new, potential client. “Excuse me, I need to take this.”

Getting up from their bistro table, she walked to the far edge of the outdoor seating at the cafe. It was the tail end of summer, which meant North Carolina was still blazing hot. The blooms in the planters at the restaurant were still full and vibrant, not getting the memo that winter was coming. “Hello?”

“May I speak with McKenzie Carlton?”

“Speaking, how may I help you?”

“This is the Raleigh Police Department. Would you be free to come downtown this afternoon to answer some questions?” 

Kensi stood straight. “I’m sorry?”

“We need to ask you a few questions.” 

“Am I in trouble?”

“Is this afternoon good?” 

Panicking, Kensi’s foot tapped rapidly. “Yes, I can make it in.” It would mean calling a client. And telling them what? That their realtor is in trouble with the cops? 

“I’ll email the address.” 

What in the hell is this about?  Her mind raced. It was the police, not the hospital, so no one she knew could be hurt. Her stomach lurched and she quickly dialed Atomic Salon. 

“Atomic, this is Alyssa—”

“Alyssa, is Tess okay? It’s Kensi.”

“Yeah, she’s with a client, is everything alright?” 

Oh, thank God. Relief washed through Kensi. “Yes, sorry. I just misunderstood something. Talk you soon!”

“Okay, talk you later, Tess.” 

So the police weren’t calling for anything related to Tess. For one horrible moment Kensi had wondered if she was supposed to come in and identify a body. She walked back to the table. 

“Is everything okay?” Mike asked. “You look pale.” 

“Maybe,” Kensi said. “I hope so. The police want me to come down to the station this afternoon but they wouldn’t tell me why.” 

“Uh oh,” Paul said. “You need to call a lawyer first and make sure they’re ready.” 

Kensi felt sick all over again. “Why? If they called instead of like, I don’t know, sending someone to pick me up... it can’t be that bad, right?”

“Maybe. But it’s still a little shady,” Mike agreed. “I’m backing Paul on this—call a lawyer.” 

“I don’t even know what kind of lawyer to call. Criminal?”

“Sounds like a good place to start. We’ll get your tab. Go take care of it and call us if you need anything.”

“And with the juicy details later!”

Kensi thanked them and hurried to her car. In all of her thirty-something years, she’d never had to deal with the police, or lawyers. Heck, she barely got in trouble when she was young and dumb enough to risk it. 

There’s a kind of panic that swells so big so fast that there’s no other alternative. You regress, and you call your parents. That’s just what Kensi did. 

“Dad?”

“Hey, Honey! What can I do you for?” His Southern was strong, which was good. It meant he was in a happy mood. 

“I’m not sure. The police called me and want me to go to the station for questioning. I don’t know what to do.”

Even though they were on the phone, she could feel his dad mode activate. “Okay. I’ll meet you there. What time?”

“Two.”

“I can make it. I’m calling a friend who’s a lawyer, too, sweetheart. He’ll know what we need after that. Don’t worry, it’s probably nothing. I’m glad you called me, though. We’ll make sure you’re okay.”

Her chest had been slowly constricting since the initial call. Her father’s strong words and definitive action helped her relax a little. The panic was still there, flitting about inside, but it was a dull roar compared to the huge crushing wave it’d threatened to become. 

She went home and changed into a suit, since it seemed, well, in her best interest to appear professional. For what? You’ll look great in your mug shot. Her mind rifled through all the things it might be. But she didn’t have any unpaid tickets, she’d been a model citizen, and she hadn’t had any problems with the banks since her break up with Leslie. 

Leslie. 

Something tickled in her mind. Is she what this was about? I hope to god not, because I am so done with her shit. 

Kensi styled her hair and, in a last minute decision, put on some eyeliner and mascara. It felt strange to wear makeup now, but she also didn’t know how much the RPD might care about someone who looked like she did. 

As prepared as she could be for something she didn’t understand, she left a note for Tess explaining where she was. It was time to go in. 

* * * *
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HER FATHER WAS WAITING for her in front of the police station. There were black and white cars everywhere, and people in blue informs walking with intention all around them. He grabbed her hand like she was five, and for a moment, Kensi’s throat clamped up. She had so many differences with her father, fights they’d never complete and misunderstandings that would always stand, but when she needed him, he came through. He came through like a fucking lion. 

“Let’s go see what they need.” 

An Officer Todd met her and shook their hands. “Thanks for coming in.”

“Why am I here?” 

“Let’s go talk in the back,” he said. 

“I’m coming with her,” Greg grumbled, his jaw set. 

“I’m afraid that isn’t allowed. But I promise that you aren’t under arrest, Miss Carlton. I really do just have some questions and we’ll go from there, okay?” 

“Okay.”

“Don’t talk if you feel like things are going south,” her dad warned as she walked away. 

Officer Todd sighed. “Normally he’s not wrong, but this isn’t a police show. I’m investigating a case against Leslie Hanger, and you’re listed as her partner and roommate.” 

Kensi’s fists tightened. Of course. Of course it was Leslie. Because breaking up wasn’t enough. Because dropping off all that mail with the nice notes reminding her to change her address wasn’t enough. Fury wrapped around her like a blanket, smothering her. “I’m afraid we broke up several months ago. I have a new girlfriend who lives with me.”

Officer Todd sighed. “Well, that simplifies and complicates things. Here we are.” He opened a door. The room wasn’t like the interrogation rooms on TV. It was just an office with a large conference table covered with papers, and two other people in suit pants and shirts with loose ties writing on a white board. 

“Have a seat. That’s Detective Fitz and Detective Kim, they’re working on this case as well.” 

“What’s the case?”

“Leslie Hanger is suspected of identity theft and fraud. When trailing her accounts, your name came up, and she’s still listed at your address.” 

“I’ve been trying to get her to change it for months.” 

“What was the nature of your relationship with Miss Hanger?” 

“She was my girlfriend for five years.” 

“And what was the reason for your break up?”

The accusation hung on her tongue. If Leslie had three people working on a case against her, then chances were high that Kensi wasn’t the only one she’d stolen from. Fraud, too, which once would have seemed inconceivable to Kensi but now felt like another drop in the Ex-bucket. She should tell them the truth. She still had files at home, collections of all the bank notices and changes as well as notes about having to change her post office box. It would be easy to help them. 

But once upon a time, Kensi had loved Leslie. Really, truly loved her. She remembered those photos in bed, light muted by puffed-out sheets. Smiles and arms and legs and love. How much of that had been real? Despite it all, despite everything that Leslie had put her through, Kensi had to believe that some part of it had been real. That Leslie had loved her, too, even if it was in her own twisted way. 

Was ratting her out to the police betraying her? If she’d done it to someone else, let them be the ones who hang her. Kensi bit her lip, unsure. 

“Miss Carlton, please. Your face is a bit of an open book. She stole from you, too?”

Tears sprang into Kensi’s eyes and she nodded. 

“We’re recording. I know this is hard, but I need you to say it out loud, okay?” Officer Todd gave her a sympathetic look and pointed to a tape recorder she hadn’t seen before. 

“Y-yes. She stole from me for three years out of our five year relationship.” 

“I’m sorry,” Officer Todd said, and it helped, because it came across as genuine. He wasn’t just getting his case together. He could see the history of her hurt and he felt for her. It helped, truly helped. “Can you discuss it?”

Inhaling, she let out a quick, “Yes.” She did, spending over an hour going over the chain of events and her final discovery of Leslie’s secret filching. It was easier, in part because she’d already told the story once to Tess, who hadn’t shamed her for being so ignorant to the obvious signs. 

“I just didn’t want to believe it was her,” Kensi said finally. “When my world felt like it was falling apart, she was there for me. Supportive, loving... all the things you expect in a partner. So even though now, looking back, I can see so many places where I chose blindness, I can’t be angry at myself anymore.” 

“You needed it to not be her,” Officer Todd said, nodding. 

“Exactly. I needed something concrete. Tangible. And it sucked so much when I learned that was all a lie.” 

The other detectives had quit working on the board halfway through the story and pulled up chairs to listen. Now they chimed in. “You wouldn’t believe how common this is. Something like one third of all identity theft cases are friends and family.” 

“Yep.” 

Kensi shrugged. “Thanks. It doesn’t help as much as having someone supportive after it.”

“Good for you,” Officer Todd said. “May I come by later and grab those papers you said you have?”

“Yeah, that’s fine... What’s going to happen to her? To Leslie?”

“She’s going to be arrested, and we’ll see what her lawyer does, I suppose. Probably jail time. Your case isn’t the only one. She’s hustled a lot of people.” 

Officer Todd escorted her out. Her father, brooding in the waiting area, didn’t stop looking menacing until he’d walked her to the car. “Well? What was that all about?” 

Kensi told him, leaving out details. The core was the important part. “I feel dirty, dad. Like, I know I just told the truth and I know she didn’t just hurt me, she broke the law. But it feels shitty to go to the police.” 

“It would have felt worse if you hadn’t. Knowing Leslie, she could have charmed them into thinking you had some part of it.” 

Kensi sighed and hugged her father. “Thanks for coming. It means a lot to me.” 

“If I wasn’t here for this, what kind of father would I be?” 

“I don’t know, but right now you’re kind of the best.” 

He grinned and turned pink. “That’s awful nice of you to say. Thanks, Honey.”

“Thank you. What’ve you been working on?” 

“I’ve been doing some freelance writing. Taking a break from novels. Mostly essays for magazines.” 

“Well, let me know if they get picked up and I’ll buy a copy.” 

They hugged again. Kensi checked her phone as she said goodbye and got in the car. She’d turned it off while interviewing with the police. 

There were twenty texts from Tess. All of them were a variation of “Are you okay?” 

It had been a long, scary day. Reliving her time with Leslie for the interview had left Kensi feeling tight and wary. Like she had re-exposed all the raw nerves and now they cringed at the slightest gust of air. But that wasn’t Tess’s fault. 

She texted back: “Am okay. Coming home. See u soon.”

It was harder, in ways, for Kensi to be fragile now. Since recovering and discovering herself again, she’d created a strong-mode model for herself. Strong and aware all the time. She didn’t want to be the flaky people-pleaser she’d been before. And with Tess needing so much financial help, she couldn’t afford to be weak or wishy-washy now. 

Driving back she steeled herself for the days ahead. The detectives had warned that there was a chance she’d have to testify in court. Officer Todd had mentioned that despite the break up, there might still be ramifications from her relationship with Leslie and had suggested hiring a lawyer to help go through her accounts to be safe. 

Tess, who’d been thriving since their night of honesty, would worry about this thing with Leslie. Kensi resolved not to hide it from Tess, but not to tell her too much, either. It was her past and she was trying her best to sweep it out of her life. The few remaining crumbs would be gone soon enough, and Kensi knew it was her job to take care of them. 
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Chapter Twenty One 
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“This is the one,” Tess said, bouncing before lying down and stretching out. “Do you think it will fit? I’ve never had a couch longer than I am.” 

It was a long couch. A sectional, to be precise, with room for four larger humans. It would swallow Kensi and Tess as they snuggled on it, but as Tess rolled back and forth in contentment, Kensi laughed. Swallowed it is. 

The couch was also more than she’d planned on spending that day, but she hadn’t given Tess a budget when they’d gone looking. After she’d told Tess about the police station, she’d felt validated in her choice to keep some tidbits out. Tess had freaked out, angry and protective of Kensi and suddenly paranoid about their situation again. Kensi found the fridge stocked with more food than they could eat, and Tess had bought her a few books as a gift. “To take your mind off the case,” she’d said. 

Except that, generous and caring or not, it was still money Tess didn’t have to spend. Kensi was working hard to stay strong and not patronize her girlfriend while also letting her know it was okay. Gifts weren’t necessary. 

“So this couch is a little expensive,” Tess said, eyeballing the hanging tag. “Can I pay half?” 

“I don’t know, can you? That’s a big chunk of cash.”

“Would it be okay if I paid the half and we didn’t eat anything special for a while instead? We’d have a comfy couch to eat take out on, and I can learn to cook to save the money back.” Tess pushed herself back up. “Besides, I’ve been saving. I mean, I’m putting a big chunk down at the consolidation place, but I’ve also been taking my lunch to the salon and putting the money I would’ve spent on it into savings, along with half my tips.” 

Kensi couldn’t help but smile, she was so impressed. Those were the kinds of things she’d had to do when she was paying her way through her license. It was hard, so hard, to be on a tight budget anytime. But in someone’s thirties and beyond? When, on Facebook, you could see all your past friends giant houses and luxurious vacations? It felt awful. Hard. No wonder she’d treated herself too much. Tess had been through hell and was still paying for it, literally, and yet managed to be a glowing beacon of love and hope. 

It was freaking admirable. 

“Okay, okay. I don’t expect it, you understand.” It was hard to say ‘yes’, but Kensi also saw the pride in Tess’s eyes as she’d rattled off her accomplishment. Further, as part of the consolidation, she’d cut up her credit cards. If she was offering to pay, it meant she had the money for half. 

“I’ll get it and you can write me a check or something, okay?” 

“Deal.” 

It was unspoken, but something else was being said by the offer to split the couch. It was a promise, barely noticed, but which lifted Kensi to joyous heights as she searched for a sales associate. Splitting the cost of furniture meant Tess intended to stay with her long term. It meant she was already considering a future with her. Co-ownership of a large purchase was a big deal, and neither of them had needed to talk about it. 

Tess was a sure thing. 

“Excuse me?” She went up to a woman behind a counter. 

“How may I help you?” The woman smiled. It was Pottery Barn, in Crabtree Valley Mall. But it was also a Monday morning and slow, and the woman looked like one of maybe two people working. 

“We’d like to purchase a couch.” 

The woman beamed. “Great. Which one?”

Kensi pointed. “The one you’ll have to pry my girlfriend off of.” 

This earned her a light laugh. “I love that one! That’s just the floor model. Is that fabric the one you’d like?” The fabric she was referencing was a dark, denim blue. Leslie had decorated their townhouse in light naturals. It looked clean and too-modern. The dark splash of color was so Tess. Which meant it was perfect. 

“Yeah, I think so. Would you mind picking some pillows for it? Something bright? We like lots of color. I’m thinking four to five for the size of the couch. What do you think?”

“Oh, yeah, definitely. Are you sure you want me to pick them?”

“I trust your judgment. We just like color and we need something new, I think.” 

The woman looked shrewdly at Kensi, then and Tess, assessing. “I can manage that. We’ll do orange and blue, to complement your girlfriend’s hair.” 

Yes! The woman took her information and they scheduled a delivery date. 

“Okay, Ms. Carlton. All that’s left is payment.” 

Kensi whipped out her credit card. She rarely used it, but she liked to put large purchases on it because she got cash back. The woman took it and slid it through the register. 

And frowned as she handed it back. “I’m sorry. Do you have another card?”

Her body knee-jerked into panic mode. Old memories of this happening all rushed to the surface, plaguing her and making Kensi short of breath. This card had a large credit line and almost nothing charged to it currently. There was no reason for it to not clear. “Would you mind trying again?” 

The woman’s smile tightened, but she agreed. She slid it again. “Same thing. It says denied.” 

Kensi fumbled with her wallet and pulled out her bank card. She had the cash in her account. It took everything in her power to stay calm. You can look at the credit card as soon as this is done. This isn’t a big deal. You’re not going to have to start all over again. She struggled to calm herself down as the woman swiped her debit card. 

“I’m so sorry,” the woman said, handing it back. “It’s also been declined. It says to call your bank.” 

Scalding shame welled up from her gut. Kensi knew she was a deep shade of russet, her brown skin unable to hide a blush this intense. “I’m sorry, I don’t know what’s going on. Do you mind if I step aside and call my bank?” 

“You can, but it’s a bank holiday. They may not be open.” 

Kensi’s mind rushed. The nightmare felt like it had claws that were digging deeper and deeper into her. Stumbling blind in her panic, she found herself grabbing a pamphlet. “What about a store card? Can I open one of those?” 

It was madness and she knew it. Yet she couldn’t stop herself. What would Tess think, if this still happened to Kensi? Leslie was being investigated! There was no way for her to have gotten Kensi’s newest information. 

The clerk gave her a gentle smile. “I’m not trying to be patronizing, but if two cards say no, why don’t you investigate that before opening a card with—” her eyes darted to see if anyone was close. There was no one but them. “—a twenty seven percent interest. It’s not worth it.” 

Tears stung Kensi’s eyes. The woman was being kind and she knew it, but the whole situation felt so impossible it was hard to walk away. This just shouldn’t be happening anymore. Tess came over. She saw the red heat and tear-swollen eyes that Kensi now sported. 

“Oh, babe, what happened?” 

“My credit card and bank card were declined.” It came out dead, as if she thought no inflection could steal power from the fact. 

Tess immediately hugged her. The soothing smell of her salon-product hair and the reassuring strength of her arms bolstered Kensi, who felt on the edge of unraveling in an embarrassing, public fashion. 

“I don’t know why they were. I’m so sorry.” 

“Oh, babe, don’t be sorry. This isn’t your fault. Let me get the couch and let’s go home and figure this out together.” 

Words that were meant to be sweet sent Kensi into a spiral. This was just like what happened with Leslie. Her card would decline and Leslie would swoop in and save the day, a princess on a white horse. “No, let’s just go home.” 

“It’s not a big deal. I have the amount in my savings, and you can just write me a check—it’s the same plan we had, just in reverse.” 

The urge to get angry, to lash out, was so large it scared Kensi. She felt the vitriol welling up in her throat. It was pure defensive fury, trying to build a shield of rage she could hide all her fear and hurt behind. But before she said anything, she must have given Tess a look, because Tess immediately let go of her. 

She flinched from Kensi. 

Guilt seeped in, mixing with the confusion and the anger. Exhausted and barely holding it together, Kensi nodded to the clerk and then started walking toward the parking deck. She felt Tess’s presence behind her, heard the steady steps that followed. 

She didn’t slow and she didn’t stop. Kensi couldn’t because, in her awful state, she was terrified of taking it out on Tess. It truly wasn’t Tess’s fault that the situation was a trigger for Kensi. She’d been nice, probably even proud of the fact that she could rescue the situation and buy the couch, and Kensi had shot her down. 

But knowing it didn’t help soothe the panic. Not in the moment, at least. 

I just need to get home and find out what’s happened. Then we can talk.

Tess sped up to unlock the car before Kensi got there. She was already buckling in when Kensi fell into her seat. Needing to lash out a little, Kensi slammed her door shut. 

And fell deeper into loathing when Tess whimpered. 

“Jesus, I’m sorry. I’m just—” 

“Let’s go home.” 

Tess was as closed off as she was. It sucked, because what Kensi was going to need when she came down from the fear and paranoia was her girlfriend, who she’d just managed to frighten. We’re a real pair, aren’t we? 

As she drove, she rolled the window down. The wind whipped her hair and dried her tears. It cooled her. As she replayed the instance over, she tried to picture it from Tess’s point of view. Then quickly wished she hadn’t, because man, she felt like a monster. 

“I shouldn’t have gotten so angry. You were just trying to help.” 

Tess remained silent. 

Kensi rolled her window back up. “That moment is basically the only nightmare I have. I lived it so many times over those three years. The deep, hateful shame of not having enough money and not being able to explain it to people. I mean, rationally I know that clerk won’t even remember me and my declined cards tomorrow. She isn’t thinking, ‘That chick doesn’t have her shit together, why would she think she could buy a couch from this store?’ But it just sucked me into a place I thought I’d left behind and it made me scared. Terrified, really.” 

“I know,” Tess sighed. “I do, really. But I tried to help and you got mean. Just the way you looked at me—”

“You felt the same things I did. I brought you back to a scary place and made you feel unsafe.” 

“Yes, you did.”

“It hurts me, deeply, that I scared you. That is more of a nightmare than all my cards being declined forever.” 

Tess let out a strangled laugh. “Well, that is saying something. Kensi, I’m not mad at you. I got scared and it created a physical response. It’s going to take awhile for the adrenaline to fade.”

Kensi started to reach over, wanting to pat Tess’s leg to reassure her, but Tess stopped her. A quick glance earned Kensi an apologetic look. “I know. It’s me. I just need some physical space right now. This is probably the only time when touching makes it harder for me to recover.” 

She diverted her hand to rest on the drive shaft. She needed the touch, the reassurance. Well, Tess needs space more. Guess what? This is what a real partnership is going to be like. It isn’t just good food and dancing at the arcade on the weekends. It means putting her needs above my own. Kensi relaxed into her seat, trying to let her own angry energy escape. 

When they got to the townhouse, they went inside without talking. Tess went straight to the bathroom and began to run a bath. Kensi could hear the water in the pipes and the splashing as the tub filled up. The urge to go and try and comfort Tess, to make sure everything was alright, was overwhelming. 

Instead, she decided to trust. It was hard, harder than she’d like to admit. Trust had earned her three years of misery before. But that was Leslie. 

This is Tess. My Tess.

Her Tess wasn’t like that. Her Tess made her feel more alive, more herself, than anyone ever had before. Her Tess accepted her because of her change and growth and never questioned her decisions. 

Once she’d focused on the good, it made it easier to move forward with the bad. Time to get to the bottom of this. 

The first thing she did was pull up her bank account and credit card statements on her computer. Oddly, the bank account was full. The money was there. There was no reason for her card to have been denied. Still, it was a huge comfort. The credit card, though, while not maxed out, had a hold placed on it. 

She dialed that customer service number first. After several exasperating transfers she was finally connected to a human. 

“Hello?” 

“Am I speaking with Ms. McKenzie Carlton?”

“Yes.” Kensi gave more information confirming her identity. Due to her struggles with theft, she’d negotiated with the credit card company for some extra questions and parameters to verify that it was her. Thankfully, it appeared they were still using them. 

“How may I help you today, Ms. Carlton?”

“Well, I tried to use my card, which has a low balance and a high credit line, and it was denied. I’m looking at my account online and it looks like there’s been a hold placed on it?” 

“Yes, I see that.”

“What is the hold for?”

“One moment, let me check.” There came the sounds of fingers rapidly clicking across keys. “It looks like the card’s co-signer, Miss Leslie Hanger, has had all funds shut down. She can no longer access her cards, and that includes this one.”

“I never agreed to a cosigner. It should only be me.”

“Hmm... one moment.” More clicking. “I have an image here of your signature granting her account access.” 

Kensi pinched the bridge of her nose. Leslie sure had a way, even months later, of making it easier and easier to let her go. “Would you email it to me?” 

“One moment.”

It took a minute to send through the ether, but Kensi’s e-mail pinged. When she pulled up the image, it was clearly not her signature. “Do you have something else on file with my signature? My initial application, perhaps?”

The operator paused. “Yes, I think so.” 

“Is it possible to compare the two signatures?”

“One moment.” This time the operator put her on hold. Because she’d had similar conversations over and over for years, Kensi was prepared for the dull music and the wait. But it didn’t take long for another person to pick up. 

“Ms. Carlton? I’m Vanessa Hirsch, the manager here. I’ve been sent the images and I must apologize. They clearly don’t match.” 

“If it helps, I have a scan of my driver’s license with signature, too. I can email to confirm.” 

“Please do. But in the meantime, I’m removing the hold. Again, we’re terribly sorry. Are there any purchases you’d like to file a claim against?” 

Kensi did a quick scan. She didn’t know if Leslie had forgotten about this card or just hadn’t had a chance to use it, but all her records were her own purchases. “No, thank you. Please, for future notice, there are no people who may have access to this account.” Tess and I can talk about a separate joint account, if it’s important to her. But some things needed to stay hers. There were some hurts she wouldn’t get over for a long time, and now she was slowly learning to be okay with that. 

“I’ve made a note, Ms. Carlton. My sincerest apologies.” 

“Thanks for working so quickly.”

“Well, we appreciate your business.” 

Kensi hung up feeling better. Now she just needed to find out why her bank card had failed. Because she banked with the local credit union, she didn’t have to fight to talk to a person. They picked up on the first ring. 

“Hello,” she explained. “I’m McKenzie Carlton and I have an account there that I have a question about.” Again she went through the verification process. 

“How may I help you, Ms. Carlton?”

“I tried to purchase something today and my debit card didn’t work. Could you see why?”

“One moment.” Clicking. “Well, it should have. How much was the amount?”

“Why does that matter?”

“Because when you opened an account with us, it looks like there’s a stipulation here that funds over one thousand dollars can’t be drawn from your account at one time.” 

Kensi could laugh. Duh! She’d just opened the account after the break up. Knowing who’d been haunting her made it okay for her to move on and trust a bank again. But with checks in place, like not letting anyone use her card for major purchases or withdrawals. 

“Would you like to remove the stipulation?” 

A couch was the only big purchase Kensi had in mind, but she felt safe now. “Yes, please. Thank you for your assistance.” 

“I’m afraid you’ll need to come in and sign for it with some ID.”

She couldn’t even be mad; it was things like that, the constant checks and verifications, that gave her a much needed safety net. “That will be fine. Have a good day.” 

Having the crisis explained away helped immensely. Her body sagged in the chair and she spun it around a few times, letting the dizziness clear the last of her anxiety. Now she just had one more thing to take care of. 

As soon as she was done with her bath and ready to talk, of course. 

Kensi could trust that it was going to be okay. 
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Chapter Twenty Two
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It took a couple days, which Kensi did not expect. Tess didn’t give her the silent treatment, but she slept on the pasta-stain couch. It helped that Tess smiled at Kensi and wished her a good day when she’d leave for work. When she came home, too, she brought tiny apology gifts. Nothing big. Just a pastry from Whole Foods or a free sample of styling gel. 

So, as difficult as it was to endure, Kensi let her have her space. 

And because of it, Tess came to her with fat tears and open arms. 

“No one has ever listened to me like you do,” Tess said, hugging Kensi fiercely. 

“You haven’t talked to me yet!” Kensi laughed, hugging back like she might never let go. 

They rocked and wobbled, tangled in each other. “Yes, but I can’t think of anyone else who, after that incident, would have had the patience to let me work through my shit. Like, they’re always well meaning, but I get over my past better when I can do it on my own.”

“I won’t lie,” Kensi said, breaking her hug and taking Tess by the hand. “It was hard as hell.”

“I appreciate it even more, then. Thank you.” Tess kissed her, her soft lips hungry, hinting at making up for days of space. 

With a groan, Kensi pushed her back. “I do, however, need a bit of closure. Can we talk about it?” 

“Yes. I owe you.” 

They went and sat in the living room, close enough and with their legs twined so that they sat on the stain, covering it. 

Kensi twirled a lock of Tess’s hair on her finger. “I get now why long hair has appeal. Yours is so much fun to play with.”

“Eh,” Tess shrugged before knotting her fingers in Kensi’s mop. She squeezed, tugging on the scalp, and Kensi’s whole body shivered. “Short has advantages, too. But you didn’t want to talk about hair, did you?”

“No.” Kensi leaned her head onto Tess’s shoulder. “I’ve just missed you and needed a moment.” 

“Take your time. You waited for me, I can wait for you.” 

The connection was electric. Their bodies slowly seemed to meld together, so that Kensi was pressed against enough of Tess’s skin that she wasn’t sure where her body ended and her girlfriend’s began. “We need to always be touching when we talk about hard things.” She’d thought it once, and now, with the heat and the smell and the reassurance of another body, she knew it was true. 

“It does have appeal.” 

“So I’ll just tell you what I went through, and then if you need to say something, I’ll listen.” Kensi nestled more deeply into the nook of Tess’s shoulder. 

“Deal.”

“I already explained the initial reaction. I know it's irrational. But God, it had happened to me so many times. That awful, clenching realization that I was going to have to walk away from buying something and not knowing why. A couch isn’t a big deal, but before it had sometimes been food. Groceries, or lunch. A few restaurants. Things I needed and I suddenly couldn’t get.” 

“That sounds awful.”

“I think it scarred me more than I realized. I thought that once the problem with the identity theft was solved, that these worries would disappear. But I haven’t had to deal with it before trying to buy the couch, so it threw me into the deep end.

“And when you came, it just... it repeated a moment that I’d done before. So I got angry, and defensive, and I didn’t give you a chance. I’m sorry. But I’ve been thinking during our space, and it hurts me, and scares me a bit, to think that you might fear me. So I need to know—do you think I could hurt you? Or treat you badly?” 

Tess sighed and sank further into their snuggle. “All those feelings are valid. If I’m being honest, I haven’t been fair to you. I’ve given you nibbles of my past and expected that to not only satisfy you, but explain why I am.”

Kensi shot up. “You’ve given me more than nibbles.”

“Yeah, but only after you pulled it out of me. After something had happened that sent us in a spiral. It isn’t fair for me to fall apart first and explain second. You need more of a foundation so that you aren’t worried.” 

Tess pulled apart enough so that she could gather Kensi’s hands and bring them to her lips. She kissed each finger, tender kisses grazing knuckles. “I promise that I am not afraid that you’ll hurt me. Further, I don’t believe you would. It took this time for me to make sure. But having the space only made me miss you terribly.”

In her chest, Kensi’s heart was fluttering. “I’ve missed you, too. I just didn’t want you to, I don’t know... think less of me.” 

“Babe,” Tess said, “I think the world of you.”

“It would be nice to prove our parents wrong by staying together.” 

“And maybe we could skip some drama for a while.” 

“Ha! You know what they say about lesbians...”

Tess frowned. “They are almost always wrong. Stupid, ignorant—” 

Unable to help herself, Kensi silenced Tess with a kiss. It was a nice kiss, the nicest she could remember. Nice doesn’t mean sexy, per se, or seductive, or deep. But it was full of love, and that was what made it oh, so very nice. 

Now, nice or not, Kensi was feeling a fierce tug between her legs. Her hands began to roam Tess’s body, tracing familiar curves. “I have something pink and sparkly that I’d love to bring out.” 

The deep groan that came from Tess sent Kensi’s motor into a purr. There was a rush of arousal, and she debated whether she could wait to get upstairs and put on the harness, or if she needed to strip Tess right there on spaghetti-couch. 

“Only if you promise to use it in all of me,” Tess teased back. Kensi’s eyebrow shot up, questioning, and Tess laughed as she nodded. “Yeah, let’s get risky and frisky.” 

Cupping her face and kissing her again, tasting a hint of what was to come, all Kensi could do was say yes. Yes. 

Yes. 
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Chapter Twenty Three
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“Thanks for helping us,” Paul said. 

They were walking down a former warehouse district just outside of downtown Raleigh. The empty shells were all brick and steel—and they were for sale. A developer had picked up the block-sized plot and was planning on selling individual sections for a new, hip shopping center. 

The sun was out but it was finally cooling off, with enough breeze that Kensi was comfortable in her dress slacks and a polo shirt. “What’re you going to open?” 

“We want to open a coffee shop.”

“How very cookie cutter of you.”

Mike laughed. “Yeah, it’s kind of cliche. But both of us only have experience in food and retail, and we’re ready to take the next step. Plus, we searched on the internet and there isn’t another coffee shop for a three mile radius. In a world where there can be a Starbucks across the street from another Starbucks, that makes this the land of milk and honey.”

“And caffeine,” Paul added. “We’ll probably do the gallery thing, too. You know, a space for artists to host their work.” 

“I think that sounds awesome. Just as a warning, though, I typically only do residential real estate.” 

“Yeah, but you’re also the only person we trust with our future.”

Kensi winced. “So no pressure is what I’m hearing.”

“Oh no. Complete pressure. All the pressure. You’re in a Paul and Mike pressure cooker.” At Mike’s joke, they all looked at each other and grimaced for fun. “Okay, so scratch that last bit.” 

They were meeting with a representative of the development company. The idea was sort of like the new construction neighborhoods: The developer would offer from a choice of floor plans and customization inside, but the outside would be uniform throughout the shopping center. 

An older gentleman in a tan suit waved at them, pushing his sunglasses up to rest in his hair. He had the friendly never-grew-out-of-his-fraternity look. Kensi sighed. She could work with it, but she hoped this would be easy. Negotiations regarding a type of business she was only intro-level knowledgeable about made her skittish. 

“Hey, I’m Andrew,” the man in the suit said as he held out his hand. His face was slightly sunburned and weather-lined, but his smile was large and genuine. “I have a makeshift office here where I can show you what we have available.” 

They entered a small, dingy trailer house parked outside of an area where construction was just in its beginning stages. Inside, though, it was surprisingly clean and cozy, with comfortable chairs set in front of a large whiteboard and potted plants in the corners and windows. 

Paul, Mike, and Kensi took their seats while Andrew began his spiel. He handed out pamphlets that showed some of the design ideas. Kensi had to admit that it was just the sort of aesthetic appeal that was hip, but could easily transform to stay with trends later. And things like exposed brick walls should never go out of fashion. 

“What’re you boys thinking of opening?”

Mike glanced at Paul before saying, “A coffee shop. Nothing crazy or risky.” 

“All restaurant endeavors are risky,” Andrew replied. “But you’re right that coffee in this area has a good chance of success. You’re lucky, too. You’re the first to come with a coffee idea. We’ve got some clothing stores lined up, a bookstore. What I’m really hoping for now is a few small restaurants, a hair salon, a spa, and—you guessed it—coffee.”

Kensi smiled as Paul and Mike bounced a little in their chairs. No poker faces there. But she was more focused on something Andrew had listed. “Tell me more about the hair salon.” 

“Sure. We’re really looking for something high-end, so no ten-dollar haircut chains. Something funky, with character. The people who live in this area of Raleigh are affluent and have money to spend. They want hip.” 

An idea began to germinate in Kensi’s mind. She and Tess had been doing so well recently. They were in couples counseling. It was helping them to talk about and learn from their pasts. Tess had suggested maybe she needed some coaxing by a third party to talk about her experience with the ex, and Kensi definitely felt constant residual reminders that large wounds take constant care and time to heal, or they risk festering. The counseling was good, really good. Whenever something came up that sent a flare in either of them, they now had some tools to talk about it. 

Of course, money and big decisions were major triggers for both of them. 

What Kensi was considering wasn’t just a big decision. It was major. Life changing. 

While she was thinking, Paul, Mike, and Andrew were talking about what they’d do to get eyes on the coffee shop. “We thought about getting married at the shop on opening day,” Mike said with a blush. Paul grabbed his hand, looking on with affection. “Yep. Call a local newspaper and have an enormous wedding cake shaped like a latte or something that people could come eat.”

Andrew just shrugged. “That definitely has a weird, cheesy appeal to it.” 

Kensi sent them a quick look at the word ‘weird.’ Raleigh wasn’t like Austin yet. Weird could mean a compliment or a put down and sometimes it was hard to tell. 

“Well, fellas, and, um, gal, I’m going to give you the contract and pricing to look over. I’m actually meeting with a prospective hair salon owner in another hour, so we’re well on our way to a sweet little shopping center.” 

Kensi’s pulse skyrocketed. Shit. She had planned on talking to Tess first, seeing if maybe starting something new had appeal. Tess was doing well with the consolidation, but her credit score had taken a major beat down. It would be years before she could apply for a business loan. 

On the other hand, Kensi’s credit was excellent, due in part to Leslie’s conviction. It still hurt a bit to think about, but it had been out of Kensi’s hands before she’d even been involved. And Leslie was the one who involved you. Don’t get hung up on this. A lawyer had worked with Kensi and, bit by bit, they’d gotten her credit score up to a very high number. She could probably get a business loan, and if she negotiated the real estate deal, she’d save money. 

“How good do you feel about their prospects?” she asked Andrew while Mike and Paul were reading and discussing.

“Pretty good. They seem interested.” 

“Okay, well give me half an hour before you meet with them.” 

His eyebrow quirked, but sunglasses-on-head Andrew nodded. “Okay.”

Kensi waved to the boys and pointed to her phone. They were too engrossed to notice. Am I really going to do this? It was impulsive. Rash. Those were two things Kensi wasn’t, at least until she cut her hair. 

The best part of chopping off that hair was Tess. But the second best part, all this time after, was knowing that sometimes impulse decisions were the ones that gave you strength. Showed you that change is always happening, so why fight it? 

She called her bank. 

* * * *
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“LET’S BE CLEAR THAT I’m blaming the two of you if she’s angry,” Kensi warned as she drove Paul and Mike to their car. 

“What? You were only there for us! And man, were you ever. I can’t believe you secured a fixed-rate lease at this percentage. It’s going to help us get in the black faster, for sure.” 

Kensi was speeding and kept having to pull her leaden foot off the gas pedal. She couldn’t help it. Her body was amped up, like she’d just cliff-dived or jumped out of an airplane. 

Except you didn’t. You bought the world’s most ridiculously big gift for your girlfriend. Tess was going to freak out. Hell, Kensi was freaking out. She just hoped that it was a good freak out, because she’d committed to opening a shop with Andrew, and if Tess said ‘no’...

Maybe I’m on a roll here. I need something else, too, to butter her up. 

She half listened to Paul and Mike as they excitedly spoke about all their plans. They mentioned at least a hundred times that, of course, Kensi and Tess were invited to their coffee shop wedding, seeing as Kensi helped them make their dreams come true. 

When she said cheerful and many-hugs goodbyes to her friends and now, clients, Kensi knew she had one more stop to make. After all, she was being crazy that day, so why not just roll with it? 
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Chapter Twenty Four
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Tess and Kensi were snuggled on the big, giant couch. They’d had it long enough that it was starting to break in and get comfortable. Each woman had a cushion that seemed to mold itself to their body. 

Stretching out, Tess put her feet on Kensi’s lap and wiggled her black-polish manicured toes. “Please? I was on my feet for eleven hours today.”

“Poor baby,” Kensi crooned, but she began to rub Tess’s feet, firmly stroking the pads and arches until Tess was sighing with contentment. She didn’t know how she’d managed to play it cool all night. Her heart had been racing for hours and there was a small worry they’d have to go to the ER instead of her chosen final destination. 

There was also concern about how tired Tess was. When exhausted, Tess was hit or miss with her ability to rebound. Sometimes all Kensi had to do was suggest a new adventure and Tess was up and ready. Sometimes, though, she just needed to rest and binge watch tv. 

The latter did not factor into Kensi’s plans. 

“So, I’m wondering...”

Tess propped herself up on her elbows. “Yes?”

“I know I’m rubbing feet that have been working hard since early this morning, but we haven’t been to the Barcade in a while. I’m feeling pretty charged tonight, and I bet I can take you in a round or two of DDR.”

The full belly laugh Kensi received was a good sign. Tess swung her feet to the floor, sitting up as she did. “It’s like you know me or something.”

“Or something.”

They’d been keeping up with their Dance, Dance, Revolution dance-offs at home, but Kensi knew Tess was missing the arcade. In her efforts to save money, she’d forgone weekly outings of drinking and video game dancing. Kensi was impressed, knowing how hard that was for Tess. It was time for a treat. 

And a surprise. 

God, how was she going to get through this without giving anything away?

“Are you hungry?” 

Tess smirked. “I could eat,” she said, though her nose was wrinkled and her face said ‘what are you up to?’ 

“We have reservations at the Pit, so we don’t need to change.” 

“What did I do to deserve a night on the town with my lady?” Tess’s smile was full now, her eyes bright and merry. Kensi took a moment to just appreciate how freaking lucky she was to have a girlfriend so beautiful and so uplifting. Tess was the strongest person Kensi knew, and she hoped that tonight’s attempt to show how much she admired her didn’t backfire. 

Kensi pulled on a hoodie and handed a sweater to Tess. It was a hunter green and made her hair and eye color pop. “You’ve been working hard and I’ve noticed how much of the fun stuff you were used to that you cut out. The arcade, the lunches, and all that Halo Top ice cream.”

“Don’t knock it, that shit is delicious.” 

Kensi laughed. “I know. Anyway, you’ve been busting your ass and not letting me help—”

“The therapist said—”

“I know, I know. Some things are important to do by yourself. But anyway, I have the money and it’s been a hard few months with Leslie’s trial and my working weird hours and I just want to take you on a date. Will you let me take you on a date?” 

“Duh.” 

* * * *
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I ATE TOO MUCH TO TRY and dance. Why did I eat so much? Kensi groaned as she waited for Tess to finish in the bathroom. The same bathroom when, ages ago, Tess had decided to get handsy and could wait until they got home. I’m going to throw up. 

This was it. They were closing in on the big reveal, and Kensi was scarcely keeping it together. 

Tess came bounding out of the restroom. “Okay, ready to play?”

“Let’s get drinks first. I have something I want to show you.” 

At the bar, the bartender took their orders. Kensi was going to need hers ASAP; her mouth was dry. 

“What did you want to show me, Oh Mysterious One?” 

Kensi reached into Tess’s oversized purse and pulled out a thick manilla envelope, setting it on the old wood bar counter. 

“When did you sneak that in there?” Tess’s eyes were large and wondering. 

“When you were grabbing dancing sneakers!” 

“How devious. But... what’s in the envelope?” 

Kensi rolled her eyes. “I mean, obviously you need to open it and find out.” 

Tess did. She flipped through the first few pages in the folder. “Okay? I don’t get it. You made a sale?” 

“Nope. I bought something. Or, at least, I’m leasing it. It’ll be ready for customization in another three weeks, and ready to open in another six months.” 

Tess stared hard at the papers in front of her. “I don’t understand.” 

“It was an impulse buy. I was helping Mike and Paul with finding a location for their new coffee joint, and we came across this great property about twenty minutes from our house. That area is growing and it’s going to be huge in another few years. They were looking for some pretty specific stores. Including a hair salon.” 

Her heart beat skipped. Kensi held her breath. As if in slow motion, she could see the wave of emotions Tess experienced as she realized what Kensi was saying. There was some fear, and a hint of anger in the tightness around her eyes. But Kensi didn’t move and she didn’t rush to make it better. This was a big, big surprise, and she knew that with Tess, waiting was key. 

“You... you bought me a salon?” 

“Yes. You told me you wanted to one day open your own place. And it’s going to be a while before you can take out a mortgage or business lease. So I took it out for you. The spot was already being competed for, which is why I didn’t have time to ask you.” 

“Holy shit.” 

“Is that a good thing?”

Kensi’s skin felt uncomfortable, like it was shrinking but she was staying the same size. Please be a good thing. If this failed, she was really screwed for the last part of the evening. If this goes badly, there might not even be a last part. 

“It... is. It’s a good thing. I’m just feeling overwhelmed.” The bartender saw Kensi motion for a second round. She waited, letting Tess absorb all that the deed and the papers meant for her. Kensi hoped this would be a chance for Tess to start something that felt good to her, that allowed her to be even more of the free spirit she was, without the baggage of her past. When the bartender plopped their drinks down, Tess grabbed hers and emptied it in seconds. Finally, she hugged Kensi tight. “Thank you. You’re amazing. And I’ll pay you back.” 

“We’ll do whatever you need to in order for you to feel good about this. We can get your name put on it, you can pay me back, you can not pay me back, whatever. You helped me find myself, Tess. If it wasn’t for you, I’d be lost.”

Tess didn’t reply, but Kensi caught her brushing tears from her cheeks. “Well,” Tess said. “I’ve just become a business owner. We should celebrate by dancing.”

Those words brought back the avalanche of anxiety. For better or worse, this next part was the deal breaker. 

Kensi bought a large handful of tokens and Tess followed her carrying their drinks. 

“I’m feeling like I can handle hard mode,” Kensi said.

“Feeling cocky after that little surprise, are you?”

“Babe, you have no idea.”

Tess laughed. “Bring it on.” 

Popping in the tokens, Kensi worked her way through the selection process, choosing the challenge mode and a difficult song. It would be Tess versus her, top score wins. Tess said merrily, “You must want some humiliation.” 

“I must,” Kensi replied gamely. 

The music began to pulse through the speakers and the animated dancing girl came on screen. The numbers flashed: Three. Two. One. Arrow directions pelted them, moving fast. Kensi dropped into the zone. Her feet moved, her mind was blank. She hit almost every step. In just a few seconds, her heart was racing and her skin was beginning to flush. Licking her lips during a particularly complicated pattern, she tasted the salt of her sweat. And this is just the first song. 

When it came to an end, both women were breathing hard. A crowd had gathered and they began to cheer. Their respective scores popped up on screen. 

Kensi had won by an extremely narrow margin. 

Tess pushed her sweaty hair out of her face, mouth open in disbelief. “No way!” 

“I mean, you haven’t been able to play for a while...” Kensi teased. Then she braced herself. The screen flipped again, the large top-scorer’s chart lit up in twinkling lights. 
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As Tess stared, Kensi fished in her pocket. The best part about wearing men’s pants? All the fucking pockets! She felt around, her jeans a bit snug, before managing to grab the ring. It kept slipping, her hands slick with sweat from exertion and nerves. 

When Tess finally turned toward her, mouth open and eyebrows knit, Kensi was ready. She put on her most nonchalant smile, at complete odds with the jumbled nerves that were itching inside of her. 

“How did you beat all my scores?” 

Not the reaction Kensi had hoped for. Still, this was Tess. All things in good time. Except a good time is right now, because I’m dying here! “I’ve been practicing.” 

“You’ve been practicing,” Tess said, her voice filled with disbelief. “When? You’ve been working bananas hours!” 

“Well, maybe I fudged the work schedule a bit so I could fit in the practice time so that I could ask you.” 

Tess shook her head. “Unbelievable.” She almost sounded mad. 

Abort! Abort! Red lights flashed in Kensi’s imagination, and this was headed south real quick. Tess was staring at the leader board again. 

Well, in for a penny, in for a pound. Just in case Tess didn’t get it, Kensi dropped to one knee and held out the ring. All around them, patrons had gathered, first to watch their superb and difficult dance-off, and staying for what was turning into a circus show. Oh god, Tess, please say something! 

When Tess looked over her shoulder again, she had to drop her gaze to find Kensi. Kensi, whose hand was shaking as it held up the ring. The arcade lights, brilliant neons and reds, flashed through the diamond on the ring. Like buying the business, Kensi had viewed the ring as an investment. 

One she hoped would have many happy returns. 

If she’ll just say yes.

“Wait,” Tess said. “You mean to tell me that you got better than me at Dance, Dance, Revolution, the game I’ve been passionate about for most of my life, just so you could ask me to marry you?” 

Sweat dripped into Kensi’s eyes, stinging. “Yes?”

“That’s some serious fucking commitment.” Tess crossed her arms. “Did you just buy me the business to smooth this over? Butter me up?”

“Uh, initially I’d planned it in reverse. I’d thought the marriage would make buying the business go over well. Tess, babe, you’re killing me here.”

Tess waved her hand like Kensi was over reacting. It was a move straight from her mother. That didn’t bother Kensi. Sometimes we inherit more from our parents than the nose or the hips. “Get up, Kensi. Of course I’ll marry you. You bested me at DDR. If that doesn’t make you a keeper, I don’t know what does.” 

This time it was Kensi’s turn to take a moment to process. When it clicked, though, she jumped to her feet and picked Tess up, spinning her around and laughing. The bar erupted in cheers. When Tess’s feet touched the floor, she attacked Kensi with a passionate kiss. They became so involved in it that Kensi forgot where they were until the cheers turned uncomfortable. 

Breaking away, she turned and bowed, mostly to hide her sweaty, flushed face while she recovered. 

“Let me see the ring!” 

Kensi handed it over, thrilled she hadn’t lost it when hoisting Tess and spinning her around. It managed to stay on her pinky, which she’d kept curled in for dear life. 

This was the one part of the evening she hadn’t worried about. Tess not walking out of the business purchase and Tess saying no had been her only concerns. Whether Tess would like the ring was a given. 

“Oh, gosh. This is amazing.” Tess slipped it on and held her splayed fingers up. The diamond was half a carat pear cut, with small emeralds cradling it on either side. The band was faux antique filigree, making it look old and delicate in white gold. “It’s too much, of course. And what do you want? Do you want an engagement ring?”

Kensi smiled. “No, just the wedding ring.”

When Tess began to shift into a stormy looking pout, Kensi held up a hand to stop her. “But, because I know it’s important to you to be fair, there’s a watch I’ve been dreaming about. I’d love an engagement watch.”  

“May I have it engraved?”

“That would make me very happy.” 

Tess admired her ring some more. “I have to say, Kensi... I’d hoped we were heading this direction. But you blew this out of the water. Everything was perfect.” 

“You’re worth it.” 

“For future reference, you also could have just cooked me lamprais and I would have said yes to anything.”

“You make that sound naughty.”

“I meant for it to sound naughty.” 
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Chapter Twenty Five
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“I’m so sorry for this.” Tess had her face buried in her hands. “You must really love me if you’re willing to suffer through this.”

“No offense, but there’s still time for me to run.” 

“You’d never ditch me at the altar! Besides, I’d make sure every hair stylist in the state would exact my vengeance the next time you go in for a trim.”

“Ouch, that’s harsh!”

Kensi and Tess were hiding in the choir box that looked down on the sanctuary. People were still coming in and grabbing seats in the pews. On the end of each dark, wooden pew was a burst of pink and white, featuring cloud-like peonies and pink buttercups. Ribbons trailed from bows. It was as classic Southern Belle as a wedding could get.

Ellen was walking frantically about as she gave quick smiles and words with guests and more serious looks and hushed conversations with relations. Kensi snorted. “She’s looking for you.”

“Yeah. She’d be furious if she knew you’ve seen me in my dress. It breaks with tradition.”

“In my defense, marrying lesbians also breaks with tradition, and I never pictured us having a church wedding.”

“Jesus—oops,” Tess glanced up, as if Jesus was hanging out in the rafters and waiting to point fingers at people who took his name in vain. “Sorry. I mean I never pictured it, either. Or the white, fluffy dress.”

Kensi shook her head. “I didn’t even understand most of the planning. Our colors are pink according to her.”

“Ah, she hit that on the nose. All lesbians get into the pink.” Tess played an air snare and cymbal. 

Kensi groaned. “That was a terrible joke.” 

Tess leaned over and kissed the end of Kensi’s nose. “Yes, it was. Thanks again for doing this. When Mom learned that, of all the dreams that had been dashed because I’m her daughter, she at least got to have a wedding—”

“It’s okay. My dad was pretty pleased.” 

“Really?”

“Mmhmm.”

“Well... I should get going. Don’t want to be late to my own wedding.” Tess stepped back from the banister. “How do I look?” 

Were there ever the right words to describe a bride on her wedding day? Were any of them sufficient? Kensi wasn’t sure. What she was sure of was Tess had picked the perfect dress, despite all her huffing protests. It made her look like an old movie starlet. Her hair was in a soft, loose updo, with small pink flowers tucked into the crimson strands. She was a vision that Kensi would remember for the rest of her life. 

“I guess you look okay,” Kensi said, rolling her eyes. 

Tess gave her a light punch in the arm. “Hey!”

They shared a smile, knowing the truth. 

“See you down there?” Tess asked and Kensi wondered if she was genuinely afraid that Kensi might skip out. 

“I’m the one in red. Can’t miss me.” Tess giggled and ducked through the door that led to the steps. They’d discovered the hidden staircase when hiding from Tess’s mother. Having a breather and being able to see all the people who’d gathered there to celebrate them had helped boost their confidence. 

No, the wedding wasn’t their idea. But they had a secret that made it bearable: They’d already been married for three days, having gone to the courthouse. Alyssa had witnessed, along with Mike and Paul. So today was just a song and dance for their family, and neither Kensi nor Tess could find fault in that. 

Kensi straightened her jacket. It was a play on a Sri Lankan groom’s Nilame costume. Not quite as pouf-sleeved and with less gold embellishment, it still paid homage to her mother’s, and her own, roots. Her white linen pants were underneath a muslin drape called a mul anduma. It had taken over an hour to get the lengthy piece of fabric just right. When Ellen had seen the finished product, she couldn’t stop talking about how pleased she was that Kensi had decided to wear a skirt. 

Though offensive, Kensi didn’t bother correcting her. 

There was a cough behind Kensi. She turned and saw a blushing man looking apologetically at her. “I’m, um, the organist? You’ll probably want to get in place.” 

Smiling, Kensi nodded. “Yeah. Let’s get this show on the road.” 

* * * *
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THE RECEPTION MADE the ceremony worth it. Tess had put her foot down with her mom: No DJ. Instead, they’d hired out multiple TV’s and put out Dance, Dance, Revolution kits at each of them. Now their friends and family were merrily stomping away at the arrow-based pads, competing and having a blast. Their first “dance” was a competition on extreme mode. Tess won and was thrilled to have reclaimed her title as DDR Master. 

Henry and Ellen caught Kensi as she slumped in a chair, too hot in her jacket and needing a breather. 

“Kensi, we just want to say how happy we are to welcome you into the family. I’m sure it’s no surprise that we, well... we just never know what to expect from Tess. But you make her happy, and that’s all a parent can ever really hope for.” 

Kensi stood up and gave them each a hug. “Thank you. That means a lot. I’ll work hard to keep her happy.” 

She got a soft pat on the cheek and was especially pleased when they ventured to a DDR station and started listening to instructions. 

“Are my parents about to play?” Tess handed her a glass of champagne. 

“I do believe they are.” 

“Huh. Your dad just gave me the ‘welcome to the family’ speech.” 

Kensi snorted into her champagne, bubbles popping in her nose with vicious tickles. “No shit? Your parents gave me the same one!” 

“Oh, dear. Well, at least we know family get togethers will be okay. They are scarily alike. My parents bought everything your dad wrote after meeting him, you know.” 

That made Kensi warm with happiness. She had a lot of pride for her father’s work, even if she didn’t necessarily understand it. “Did they like it?”

“The fiction and essays, yes. His textbooks and science manuals... not so much. But they sent me this.” Tess handed Kensi a magazine, already flipped open. 

This Essay Ain’t For You

By Greg Carlton

It’s hard to say what day stands out as my most heart-wrenching. There’s a close tie, a photo finish, between the day my wife Shani passed away and the day my daughter, McKenzie, came out as a lesbian. 

Whoa, whoa. I can hear some of you now. There’s some readers who’re nodding their heads. “Hell yes,” they’re saying. “Having a gay kid is just about the worst thing that can happen to a man.” I know you’re out there, too, because I’ve lived with you. Grown up with you. I was you, for a while. 

Then there’s the rest of y’all readers who’re getting incensed, ready to write the editor slamming me for hate speech and drag me through the coals in defense of my daughter. To you, I say whoa, whoa, also. Hold up. I’m goin’ somewhere with this. 

When Shani passed away, I lost my future, albeit a small and finite one. We’re old and our days were numbered anyway, but damned if I didn’t think I’d get to spend every last, limited one of mine with her. 

When my daughter told me she was a lesbian, I experienced a similar loss. I thought of the wedding I’d never attend. The grandbabies I’d never hold. I pictured the rest of our family holidays as a revolving door of girlfriends, some whose masculine identity might rival my own. That’s a hard loss, folks. A man’s genes... his name...

Let’s be clear. It’s hard to say which day was the most heart wrenching when I experienced them, but Shanti’s death easily takes the cake. I mourn her every day. 

I don’t, however, mourn for my daughter anymore. Forgive an old man a moment of pride. My daughter has come into her own. I don’t understand a damned thing about her life, from her job choice to the clothes she wears to her short hair (although it looks pretty good, I guess). I do understand her love, though, for her girlfriend, who is soon to be her wife. 

My little girl IS getting married. And because I got my head out of my ass (I’m looking at you, readers, who think having a gay kid is the worst), I’m invited. I get to watch her get married. I’ll get to see her, time permitting, grow old with her wife. I don’t know about grandkids, but I guess we’ll see what happens. 

I’ve watched my daughter change and it helps me see, each and every day, how I need to keep changing, too. That means learning about my daughter’s community. Asking questions, even on the internet. Avoiding the porn because, according to her, it's all bogus anyhow. 

This essay doesn’t have much point. This Southern boy is used to writing about what he knows and when it comes to lesbians he doesn’t know a thing. But I’ve been wrestlin’ with my daughter’s choices for years instead of doin’ more of what I should have been doin’, which is telling her how proud I am of who she is. 

I love you, Kid. 

“Oh, damn it,” Kensi muttered, staining the red velvet of her coat dark as she hid her tears in its softness. “I didn’t want to cry at my wedding. Does this make me lame?” 

“Not lame at all. It made my dad cry,” Tess said, putting a reassuring hand on Kensi’s shoulder. “I haven’t seen him cry... ever. So maybe it isn’t so bad that they’re alike and probably going to be better friends than we’re comfortable with.” 

Kensi chuckled. “No, I guess it isn’t that bad. Now, though, Ellen will ask us a hundred times a year about how lesbians have grandbabies.” 

“Try a hundred times a month. Quite possibly per day. The woman has grandbaby rabies like no one I’ve ever known. But maybe we should get through the wedding, first.” 

Kensi slipped an arm around her bride’s waist. 

“Yes. With you, one day at a time is the perfect way to spend all my days.” 
––––––––
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FOLLOWING THE AUTHOR’S Notes is a sample chapter from my best friend, Jea Hawkins’, romance Fire on Ice. Check it out!!!

Author’s Note

Just a quick note. When I was fourteen, my mom took me to the LGBTQ church in our town. She occasionally gave guest sermons there, so I assumed she was taking me to show me off. That first visit was my first exposure to a community of LGBTQ. In the South at that time there weren’t a lot of places a teen would be exposed to anyone not heteronormative. 

I don’t want to lie, it was awkward. I’d never known a trans person up until that point, and I met several. I met my first stone butch (and learned what that meant). When she shook my hand, my world shifted. My skin felt tight the whole time. It was... Jesus. I don’t know. Like I was being torn in half. Half of me had been comfortably popular and as Queen Bee (‘Mean Girls,’ heyoooooo) as I could be. But something inside of me buzzed. That half was alive in that space and community. The buzzing got more and more intense as my mom brought me back for several Sundays. 

I later discovered she took me because I had used the word “gay” as a slur and she’d heard me. She wanted to teach me the impact of words and who I was hurting. I learned that lesson and it etched itself into my marrow. Of course, she later learned that I was kissing girls at camp and then dating them in college. 

I’m adding the first part because it was Mother’s Day recently and I’m lucky to have a mother like mine. A straight ally, she works tirelessly to create a home, both in hearts and in buildings, for LGBTQ persons. There is no greater role model in my life than my mother.

I’m also adding it because, in her line of work, she’s encountered domestic violence in gay and lesbian relationships. It’s happening more than we’re talking about. Emotional or physical, it’s happening to our friends and our family. It can include things as simple as alienating you from your friends or opening credit cards in your name to the violence that leaves physical marks. 

If you’re experiencing domestic abuse, there’s a number for you. 1-800-239-7298. Caring Unlimited provides services to all individuals. If you need help, it’s out there. You’re worth it. 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Em Stevens got a MA in Liberal Studies, but she can’t tell you what that means. She’s worked all sorts of jobs, from cashiering to peddling vitamins to building airplanes. Now she lives in Raleigh, NC with her family and writes about the things she loves: Romance, Happily Ever Afters, and Games. 

If you’re interested in hearing about her new releases, please sign up for her newsletter at http://eepurl.com/cqule5.  
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Other Books by Em Stevens

Rook Takes Queen 

Rook Black is determined to leave her chess career in the past. Unfortunately, beyond being able to kick ass on the board, she doesn't have many skills to offer up, which leads her to a hustle—and a lot of trouble. Trying to make it right, she's stuck back in the game and miserable about it... until she meets Carmen.

Carmen Barnes is a beauty queen who's out to prove she's more than just a pretty face. Determined to use her crown to change the world, she wants to leave a mark that makes people think. Hosting a chess tournament for a local teen's homeless shelter is just the thing. One caveat: She doesn't know a thing about chess. There's also the stifling rules that come with her title. Romance—or a lack thereof—is written into her contract.

When a stubborn chess player is pitted against an ambitious pageant winner, heads butt and sparks fly. Will Rook's gambit pay off? Fate aims for a checkmate in this lesbian romance!

Critical Hit

*Bestseller*

Kris Hess has more than enough on her plate. She's taking care of her sick father, struggling to make deadlines with her art, and keeping up with the bills. There's no room for dating unless it's for the long haul, and Kris's past experiences with women have left her full of doubts. Her relief comes from her weekly Dungeons and Dragons session with close friends. As Dungeon Master, this is one world she can actually control.

Lacey Jenkins is getting over heartbreak. She's still full of resentment over her emotional vampire of an ex. The sole joy in her life comes from her little terrier, Barkley. Yep, she's reached crazy dog lady status and she doesn't care if you know it. But she knows the only way to move on is to start meeting new people, and her coworker offers her the perfect opportunity. Nice, easy, and no drama.

Adventure comes easy while playing a game, but finding true love in the real world is quite a challenge. Are they up to it? It's a roll of the dice.

**This is a sweet romance intended for mature readers. You don't have to be a level 15 tiefling warlock (or even know that that is) to enjoy it! **
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To Boldly Go

Coming to all retailers July 2019!

––––––––
[image: image]


When life gives you lemons, drink limoncello.

Taryn's trip of a lifetime is finally happening. She's saved money, researched, planned, and created an itinerary that will allow her to travel Italy...and finally tell her best friend that she's in love with her. But those plans are ruined when she wakes up alone, her crush gone. Her plans did not include being alone and stranded in Milan.

Now Taryn's dream vacation is a nightmare.

Enter Holly, a fellow traveler: young, full of life, and comfortable traipsing off the beaten path. Holly feels a connection with Taryn and wants to salvage her trip. After all, they're in freaking Italy! But their radically different travel styles and age differences make for rough terrain.

Together, they boldly go into unexplored territories of the heart, and may just discover love.
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Watch Her Burn

Coming to all retailers Winter 2019

Meg's perfect life was like a piece of porcelain, lovely and seemingly timeless. That is, until her husband of twenty five years asks for a divorce. After that, Meg is scrambling to pick up the pieces.

At least she has Jamie. Jamie's been her best friend, her rock, her ride or die since they were fourteen. That Jamie is Meg's ex's twin sister is a minor complication.

Or is it a major problem? As Meg tries to redefine herself, she and Jamie find their friendship enters gray territory. Old fantasies are fanned and soon things are heating up between them.

Is their taboo relationship fueled by lust or love?

When clay is fired, it grows stronger. But when Meg's world is set alight, she's afraid she may have burned the person she cares for the most.

FIRE ON ICE

By Jea Hawkins

Chapter 1

“The Madison Brinkley?” Zoe spluttered and shook her head, her dark, wavy hair following the movement. “No, you don’t want to get involved with that. Like, seriously. Just stay far, far away. The last thing you want is to get shot down by America’s Ice Queen.”

“Why not? I’d take a bullet for that kind of perfection. It’d be worth it.” Her brother was looking over his shoulder, eyes locked on the slim blonde who had just sauntered into the café. California was a far cry from their suburban New York home, but the blonde looked like she belonged there. 

Despite her warning, Zoe couldn’t help but look at her too. Not that she’d ever admit it, but Madison was everything she had ever wanted in a woman – poised, confident, beautiful, and talented. Even though Zoe tried to play it off in her mind as Madison being the woman she wanted to be, not the woman she wanted to have, there was no denying the tingle she felt in intimate places whenever she saw Madison.

And that was often, because they had been competing against each other for a couple of years. They never spoke to one another, but they were often at the same figure skating events. Here they were, together again, in San Jose, California for Nationals. If Zoe won a medal, she’d also earn a place on the Olympic team. Then she’d be on a plane to South Korea in just a few short weeks. The Olympics was the big news and, really, her world right now. That meant she saw the other figure skating contenders, including Madison, everywhere. She saw them not just on television anymore, but in person. They shared the ice during training sessions, since they were at the same hotel, preparing for the same event.

Zoe reminded herself Madison might be hot, but she was also everything she hated in a woman. So she threw a few adjectives at her brother to hammer the point home. “Fine. Go ahead and try to get the attention of the ball-busting, emasculating, stuck-up, selfish diva if you want,” Zoe answered with a flip of her hair. “But I know you don’t want that. Trust me on this, J.D. You deserve better than some uptight celebrity skater.”

“Are you kidding? I can deal with all of those traits if they come in a body like that, with legs for days.”

“Oh, I bet you can.” While J.D. certainly sounded enthusiastic, Zoe knew his testosterone was doing all the talking. If he knew what Madison was really like, he wouldn’t touch her with a ten-foot pole.

Zoe let out a sigh and returned her attention to her frothy latte. With her peripheral vision, she could see Madison settle into a chair across from a sharp-dressed man and a tall, stern-looking woman who shared her taut features. They were the formidable skater mom, Barbara Brinkley, and Madison’s coach, Patterson. Together, the pair had molded the lanky blonde beauty into a figure skating champion. Madison had plenty of medals from Nationals in years past and even an Olympic medal. The only problem? It wasn’t gold.

Coach Patterson was one of the most sought-after – and feared – trainers in figure skating. He had a reputation for being unyielding and a strict disciplinarian, probably because he’d started in Russia. But he consistently turned out gold medalists. Zoe was not surprised that Madison’s aggressive mother had hired the coach. Barbara seemed more intent on getting the gold than the figure skaters themselves. She also had very vocal opinions about the point of Madison being on the U.S. Olympic team, speaking as if it were already a foregone conclusion.

“You’re here to get to the Olympics and skate for gold,” Zoe had heard her say on more than one occasion during practices. “Not to be part of a team.”

After that little lecture, Madison would nod wordlessly and skate through her program yet again. Zoe almost felt sorry for her. Almost. It would be easier if Madison showed some modicum of human emotion or made an attempt to socialize. But she kept to herself, apparently too good for everyone else.

This was Madison’s third attempt at going for Olympic gold. She was already considered past her prime at twenty-seven. This year was go big or go home for her career. Zoe shoved the pity aside, because she had to consider something else – how that kind of pressure probably made her competitor even more dangerous. Madison was a woman with everything to lose.

“Where is Franny?” J.D. asked, interrupting the flow of her thoughts. “I’m hungry and I don’t see why we have to wait for her every time we go somewhere together.”

“If she’s running late, we can order without her.” Zoe picked up her menu and tried to focus on breakfast, but she couldn’t stop herself from dragging her gaze back up to Madison.

The blonde was a walking rich-girl cliché. And Zoe? Zoe was thinking about how fantastic it would be to put her in her place. After all, Madison wasn’t the only figure skater with something to prove. Sure, she could afford the best of the best, but Zoe had... Well, she had Coach Ramirez, and the grizzled old man was as good a coach as Patterson. Maybe.

But she also had ambition. Or “the fire,” as her coach said.

“Franny!” her brother called and then waved toward the doorway. “Will you move your butt already?”

“Sorry. I’m sorry.” Their youngest sister scurried around tables and fell heavily into the seat next to Zoe with a clatter. Her siblings certainly weren’t subtle and Zoe couldn’t help but grin, especially when Madison caught her eye and cringed slightly.

That’s right. Be embarrassed by the loud Italian skater and her big Italian family, Zoe thought, her grin spreading even wider.

“I was shopping for something cute for Zoe to wear – because how often do you go to the Olympics or South Korea – and I saw the best hair piece ever. Zoe, you have to wear it with your costume!” 

Francesca was, thank goodness, Zoe’s costumer. For the World Championships in Helsinki, Franny had kept the costume traditional, using white to set off Zoe’s rich, olive skin tone. Now that Zoe had to skate in the U.S. Championships this week, Franny had a gorgeous costume of silver and black, which Zoe really liked. For the Olympics, however, her sister was intent on turning her coach’s “fire” concept into a way to market Zoe. Franny seemed to think Nike would come a’ callin’ if Zoe brought home gold.

“Well, don’t show me here.” Zoe pushed the department store bag down. “First of all, it’s bad luck to talk about something we don’t even know I’ll be a part of, yet. Second, don’t go showing that stuff around the competition.”

Franny glanced across the restaurant and then rolled her eyes. “I pick up what you’re laying down but, seriously, this is gorgeous. You are La Fuoco, especially when you wear this.”

“That’s not grammatically correct.” Zoe grimaced. If their parents had been there, then all three of them would have been in for a lecture about language. So Zoe took it upon herself to give it. “You can’t just change a masculine noun to feminine for your own purposes. And please just stop with the whole thing. Fire doesn’t go with ice. It’s trite and corny. At least, that’s what Ma and Pa would probably say.”

Now it was J.D.’s turn to grimace. “Don’t mention them. We’re supposed to be able to pretend they don’t exist. At least for a little while. We should be enjoying California, even if it means I have to watch you shaking it on ice.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t have dropped out of college,” Franny pointed out as she picked up the menu. “Then they wouldn’t be all over you about your education and your future.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t tell me what to do.” J.D. stuck his tongue out at her.

“Maybe,” Zoe interjected, “my favorite siblings should stop bickering like a pair of five-year-olds. My gosh, I’m competing the day after tomorrow and I need to be ready – not worrying about the two of you handling yourselves like adults.”

Zoe realized no one else in the café, and certainly not Madison or her snobbish mother, were having as lively a discussion as she and her family were. If anything, Madison was studiously ignoring her, while her mother narrowed her eyes and whispered something to Coach Patterson. Barbara looked very put out by Zoe’s presence. The older woman’s forehead was smooth, though, and Zoe wondered how many Botox injections it took to retain that kind of wrinkle-free texture.

It was the snapping of Franny’s fingers in front of her face that brought her back to the present and Zoe realized the waitress stood by, waiting for her to order. After taking their menus, the waitress hesitated and said, “So, is it really true – the Salinger thing?”

“Oh gosh, yes.” Franny thrust her thumb toward Zoe. “Of course, our parents didn’t spell Zoe’s name perfectly correctly, but I go by Franny and he’s J.D. It’s not meant to be a selling point or anything. Really, I find it annoying.”

The waitress smiled and tilted her head a bit. “I love Salinger’s books. It would have been nice if my parents gave me some kind of literary name, but I guess we can’t all be that lucky.”

Lucky. Right. Zoe and Franny exchanged grins. Neither of them had lived up to their literary namesakes. The naming was just an affectation, as far as they were concerned, a side effect of having older parents who were educators and still dug the 1950s, the era when their own parents had emigrated from Italy to America.

“So, what do you think they’re talking about?” Franny asked, lifting her chin to indicate Madison, her mother, and coach.

In her best posh girl voice, Zoe answered, “Well, Daughter, I daresay you’ve got to have your wits about you in this year’s competition. But Mumsy, one simply does not skate into Mordor.”

“Shut up,” Franny said, but she was chuckling. “They don’t even know what Mordor is.”

“No, but they know what gold is,” J.D. interjected. “My precious...” His Gollum impersonation had both girls giggling, tears streaming down their cheeks, until they sat up straight and shook their heads.

Despite the fact that she was still wheezing for breath, Zoe said, “Jeez, I wish I could bring you both to Korea with me, if I make the team.”

“Nah, it’s all good. Besides, you’d probably spend more time babysitting me and Franny, than you would immersing yourself in the whole Olympic experience.” J.D. shrugged and then looked at the plate the waitress set down in front of him. “Anyway, who’s going to stay here and try to keep from disappointing Ma and Pa by not turning out all creative or athletic?”

Zoe sobered after that, as did Franny. “J.D., there is nothing wrong with deciding you don’t belong in college or some kind of creative profession. You’re good at what you do. Ma and Pa will learn to accept that.”

J.D. shrugged and started shoveling food into his mouth, but Zoe could tell something was bothering him. She glanced at her sister, who just shrugged and shook her head. There was nothing either of them could do. It was up to their parents to accept that J.D.’s idea of working with his hands was construction, not fashion, art, music, writing, or sports.

“You love what you do,” Franny said softly. “I’m sure that will be enough for them if you say so.”

Once again, Zoe’s gaze returned to Madison, who sat up very straight and rigid in her chair. It must have been nice to have such an easy life – money, the best of the best as a coach, and a mother who supported her career. Okay, maybe Barbara wasn’t supportive, so much as pushy, but at least she was there for Madison. There and footing the bill without having to make sacrifices.

Yes, it must have been so nice.

Available everywhere!
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