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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Teresa sighed as she shut the door to her silver Camry, the veins at her temples throbbing a warning. She briefly closed her eyes to settle herself. Dumb politics were just part of the job sometimes, she knew. No matter where she worked, that truth would never change. She slowly inhaled, then released the breath just as deliberately. 
 
      
 
    Some of the tension faded as she opened her eyes, taking in the sturdy bricks of her apartment building. The tan color was burnished with orange and gold in the late evening sun, making it seem even more welcoming. She smiled. The neat trees and shrubbery interspersed along the sidewalk were flush and full of bright green leaves, which would bring welcome shade as summer set in. 
 
      
 
    Humming random notes, she adjusted the strap of her bright purple tote and pressed the button on her key fob to lock her Camry’s doors. Though her scrubs were comfortable, she was itching to get out of them. It had been a long day. 
 
      
 
    “All they need to do is hire another radiology technologist, but no,” she muttered as she stopped on the sidewalk. With careful glances both ways, she timed her crossing and scurried up the three steps to her building’s entrance. She shouldn’t complain, she surmised as she unlocked the door and stepped inside. The lack of another tech meant a decent amount of overtime. The pay at the clinic was significantly higher than the one she’d been working at back in Providence, especially with the overtime she’d been clocking. 
 
      
 
    After a year, she could definitively say it had been worth the minor increase in the cost of living. That didn’t count all the other great things about moving back to the city she’d grown up in. Eventually, she might even come out to the rest of her family. Probably. 
 
      
 
    A short elevator ride and a jangle of keys later, she was safely in her apartment. She set her bag down on the couch as she looked around. “Artemis? Where are you, honey?” 
 
      
 
    Summoned by Teresa’s voice, Artemis appeared in a fluffy streak of white and grey. Adoring blue eyes beseeched Teresa for affection, and Teresa was happy to oblige. 
 
      
 
    Artemis settled into Teresa’s arms with a pleased purr, and Teresa beamed. She scratched Artemis behind the ear as she quietly admitted to herself that Sıdıka had been right. Again. Artemis was at least half Ragdoll. 
 
      
 
    “But we don’t need to tell her that, do we, sweetling?” Teresa murmured with a soft kiss to Artemis’s head. 
 
      
 
    Content, Artemis only continued to purr. 
 
      
 
    Teresa laughed and carried Artemis as she advanced through her apartment, turning a few lights on and heading to her room to find something else to wear. She paused in examining her closet to check her watch. “She should be about done. Maybe we’ll be lucky tonight, hm?” 
 
      
 
    Artemis blinked and mewled a soft protest as she was set down on the pastel purple comforter atop Teresa’s bed. Teresa offered a smile of apology before briefly disappearing to retrieve her cell phone. 
 
      
 
    She absently undid her bun as she waited for the call to be picked up. To her disappointment, Holly didn’t answer. She blew out a breath and hung up. There was no point in leaving a message. Holly would text her later, regardless. 
 
      
 
    “I mean, I’m tired anyway. Reading in bed tonight is probably a better option,” Teresa reasoned with a glance at Artemis. Artemis yawned in apparent agreement. 
 
      
 
    Teresa chuckled and lightly combed a hand through her creased curly hair, trying to bring it back to life after it had been constrained all day. She pulled some pajamas from her dresser rather than anything from her closet. Even if Holly couldn’t come over, a hot shower sounded nice. The days had been warming up as summer drew near, but Teresa was hoping the heat wouldn’t get too bad, too soon. She liked being able to enjoy hot showers in the evening. The increased sunshine was still welcome, however. 
 
      
 
    Half an hour later, Teresa was applying her post shower lotion when her phone began to ring. She bounced up off her bed, hurriedly wiping her hands over her thighs to remove the last remnants of cream. Her excitement dimmed slightly when she saw Lian’s name on the display. She shook her head and accepted the call. 
 
      
 
    “Hello?” 
 
      
 
    “Hey.” Lian’s voice was calm and smooth like always. “Is this a good time?” 
 
      
 
    Teresa sat back down on her bed, distractedly twisting the ends of her hair around the fingertips of her free hand. “Yeah, of course.” 
 
      
 
    There was a beat of silence. “You were waiting for another call, weren’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Waiting? Not exactly. More like,” she paused, “hoping.” Teresa rubbed her warm cheeks. Sometimes she thought Lian was too observant. 
 
      
 
    “Holly, then.” Lian’s tone changed slightly when she said Holly’s name. Teresa opted not to comment on the difference. “Well, I’ll try to be quick. I just wanted to make sure we’re still on for lunch tomorrow. Vivian told me she doesn’t think she’ll be able to make it.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa warmed for a different reason upon hearing her sister’s name. Even a couple of months later, she was still in awe of the fact that they were speaking again. “Yeah, I know. She texted me earlier.” Teresa smiled and cleared her throat. “But, yes, I’m still coming. I like our talks with Sharon.” 
 
      
 
    “Great.” Lian’s voice softened almost imperceptibly. “Sharon’s excited it’s almost June. It’ll be her first official month of Pride out of the closet.” 
 
      
 
    Nostalgia left Teresa silent as she recalled what her own first Pride had felt like. It had been terrifying and wonderful. It had been… everything. “I can imagine. I’m kind of excited, too. I’ve been to lots of Pride events before, but this will be my first one here.” 
 
      
 
    “I think you’ll love it.” Lian sounded like she was smiling. “We can chat more tomorrow. I don’t want to hold you up all night.” 
 
      
 
    Still silently hoping Holly would call, Teresa nodded to herself. “Alright. Talk to you tomorrow.”

“Bye,” Lian murmured just before the call ended. 
 
      
 
    Teresa stared at her phone for a minute, trying to will Holly’s call into being. When that didn’t work, she leaned over to pet Artemis. “I guess I don’t have superpowers.” Her stomach rumbled a soft reminder, and so she stood up. A cool draft from the AC made her shiver. She decided getting dressed would be prudent before she made herself something to eat. 
 
      
 
    Sometime later as she turned off the TV and ambled toward bed, her phone finally rang. 
 
      
 
    “What are you wearing?” Holly asked without preamble, making Teresa laugh. 
 
      
 
    “Baggy pajama bottoms and a tank top,” Teresa replied dutifully. 
 
      
 
    “Hot,” Holly responded playfully. “But it’d be even hotter if you took those off.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa bit her lip and deposited Artemis to the raised cat bed near her dresser. She knew Artemis would be too lazy to move for a while. “Is that so?” 
 
      
 
    “Mhmm.” 
 
      
 
    Holly’s voice had lowered, the rich tones prompting tingles of excitement to ripple through Teresa. She distractedly tugged the covers of her bed loose and licked her lips. “Well, if you want me to get undressed, you’ll have to work for it.” 
 
      
 
    “I like a challenge.” Holly paused. “I’m on my way up, by the way.” 
 
      
 
    A jolt of arousal hit Teresa hard. She’d assumed it would be one of the nights Holly would be too tired to make the cross-city trip. “I lied. I won’t be much of a challenge at all,” Teresa admitted without shame. “I’ve missed you.” 
 
      
 
    “Me too. Unlock the door for me?” 
 
      
 
    Her excitement rising, Teresa rushed to do as requested. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lian tugged her headset off, needing a break after a steady hour and a half of gaming. She pursed her lips, recalling when she’d been a teenager and had been able to go long hours without needing to move around. The change was one of the few indicators she was getting older, she acknowledged as she stretched her arms and then rose from her chair. 
 
      
 
    The urgency of her full bladder mandated her first stop be the restroom. After finding relief, she took her time washing her hands. Her pale skin had darkened a couple of shades with the increased sunlight of late spring. She gave herself a slight smile. A quick few pats with a towel later, she wandered out in the direction of the kitchen. She could hear her sister before she reached the living room, the steady cadence of Caroline’s strong voice easily carrying down the hallway. 
 
      
 
    Colton turned to give Lian a smile as she reached the couch, his dark head angling toward Caroline cuddled into the L-corner of it. ‘It’s your Mom,’ he mouthed so as not to disturb Caroline’s conversation.  
 
      
 
    Lian glanced away from her brother-in-law, confirming the phone pressed up against her sister’s face. Caroline was speaking Mandarin, so it was a short list of who could have been on the other end. Still, Lian would rather not be pressured into speaking to their mom, so she gave Colton a grateful smile and scurried off to the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    She loved her parents, but lately conversations with them had been more like interrogations about her love life and when she might settle down. She was as settled as she wanted to be, something both of her parents seemed incapable of understanding. 
 
      
 
    “Good call,” Colton said a moment later as he joined her. “They’ve been talking for half an hour. Your name is bound to come up any time now.” 
 
      
 
    Lian huffed out a breath. “How do they always find so much to talk about?” 
 
      
 
    Colton grinned. “It’s a gift, I guess.” 
 
      
 
    Another one I didn’t get, Lian thought without venom. She eyed Colton, noting his brown skin had also darkened a little. His had been on purpose, rather than a side effect of his work. “You’re a better person than me.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” he said with a shake of his head that directly contradicted his words. 
 
      
 
    Lian snorted. Colton was a good balance of confident and humble, something that made living with him easy. “Was there any dinner left?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Colton responded as he moved to the fridge. “I made extra, as usual.” 
 
      
 
    Perking up, Lian moved to collect a plate and some utensils. “I’m so glad you married Caroline.” 
 
      
 
    “What a coincidence, so am I.” Colton’s movements were efficient yet relaxed, a natural grace he maintained with steady trips to the gym. 
 
      
 
    Lian had considered joining a gym. After four years of Colton’s cooking, a little pudge had developed around her waist. The problem with gyms were all the people that attended them, so her lone concession had been a stationary bike they kept in the garage. The pudge hadn’t shrunk all that much, but at least Lian felt a little healthier. 
 
      
 
    Colton sat at the table while she served herself. She eschewed the microwave after putting the last of the leftovers away. They shared idle chatter while she ate, both trying to remember whose turn it was to go to the grocery store. 
 
      
 
    “It’s my turn, actually,” Caroline declared as she entered the room and dropped her phone onto the kitchen island. 
 
      
 
    Lian and Colton shared a look. “That’s okay.” Lian straightened her spine and kept her attention on her food. “I’m only on a research case for some company so my hours are pretty flexible. I’ll go.” 
 
      
 
    The kitchen was silent. Lian registered motion in her periphery; Caroline had settled her hands on her hips. 
 
      
 
    “I am perfectly capable of going to the store.” 
 
      
 
    Colton shifted in his seat. “We know that, babe. It just makes sense for Lian to go.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline took the seat next to Colton, eyeing both him and Lian with suspicion. “I technically got all the right things last time.” 
 
      
 
    Lian shoved the last bite of chicken into her mouth so she wouldn’t have to speak. As a lawyer, Caroline lived for technicalities. At least, that’s how it seemed when she was using them to win arguments at home. 
 
      
 
    Despite also being a lawyer (or perhaps because of it), Colton had the good sense not to argue with her often. “I just want you home sooner. Sue me.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline opened her mouth, then thought better of her response. “Don’t tempt me,” she muttered as she gave him a soft kiss. 
 
      
 
    “And on that note, I’m going back to my room,” Lian remarked as she moved to rinse her plate and cutlery. 
 
      
 
    Ignoring the comment, Caroline leaned her head against Colton’s shoulder and watched Lian. “Did you leave yourself enough for lunch tomorrow?” 
 
      
 
    Lian added her dishes to the dishwasher, which was nearly full and almost ready to be turned on. “Nah, but I’m going out for lunch tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Date?” Caroline asked hopefully. 
 
      
 
    Reaching for the hand towel hanging on the oven door, Lian tried not to roll her eyes. “No. Tell Mom to stop being so nosy.” 
 
      
 
    “Ha,” Caroline scoffed. “You could tell her yourself if you called her more often. You’d be doing me a favor, too, because then maybe she’d stop nagging me to nag you about dating.” 
 
      
 
    Lian leaned against the counter and crossed her arms, as if seriously considering the suggestion. She straightened and shook her head. “Nah, you’re way easier to deal with than Mom.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline stuck her tongue out. Lian returned the favor. 
 
      
 
    Colton laughed and shook his head. “Sometimes it’s hard to believe you’re both in your thirties.” He kept laughing as he fought off Caroline’s weak attempts to pinch his side. 
 
      
 
    Biting back a smile and knowing there was a good chance their play fighting would lead to kisses, Lian slipped from the room while they were both distracted. They didn’t have dinner together every night, but Lian liked when their schedules allowed for it. Though she’d initially moved in as a favor, she’d grown to love the living arrangement. 
 
      
 
    As she made it back to her room and tugged her headset back on, she was pleased to note the voice chat server had become lively in her absence. Work had been full of odd hours recently, and she’d missed hanging out with a few of her long-standing gaming buddies. “Hey guys,” she greeted once she had settled back down in her chair. 
 
      
 
    Several voices responded jovially, and Lian grinned as her friends began debating what game to play. Not caring what they settled on, she let her mind wander. Her family might be interested in seeing her romantically paired off, but it seemed unimportant to her. Getting to see Sharon and Teresa the following day was far more appealing than any potential date she could dream up. 
 
      
 
    Well, she paused and admired her collectibles of Gal Gadot as Wonder Woman and Jason Momoa as Aquaman. Almost. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” Teresa hissed as she felt the tension in her abdomen begin to rise. 
 
      
 
    Above her, she could feel Holly smile against the skin of her shoulder—even as Holly’s hips maintained their slow, deliberate thrusts. 
 
      
 
    Wanting to see her face, Teresa forced herself to look up. She hadn’t thought beyond the mundane convenience of the mirror on the back of her closet when she’d been picking the apartment out, but that changed once she and Holly had started seeing one another. 
 
      
 
    Holly bit softly at Teresa’s shoulder blade, then raised her own head. Her short auburn hair was mussed, but Teresa didn’t dwell on that long. Holly’s green eyes were hot and heavy-lidded as she met Teresa’s gaze in the mirror. 
 
      
 
    “I love the way you look right before you come,” Holly admitted breathlessly. 
 
      
 
    Teresa squeezed her eyes shut as the words, both the sound and feel of them tickling against her skin, sent her over the edge. 
 
      
 
    Holly said something unintelligible as her hips jerked in response, and Teresa was vaguely (pleasantly) aware that she wasn’t the only one that had orgasmed. As they stopped moving and tried to regain their senses, Teresa hummed her approval. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t get me wrong,” she said as her breathing finally steadied, “I love talking to you on the phone, but I’m so glad you could come over tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “Mm,” Holly said with a tender kiss to the side of Teresa’s neck. “So am I.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa leaned into her as one kiss became several. “Will you spend the night?” 
 
      
 
    Holly pressed a last kiss to Teresa’s skin. “Just a sec. You ready for me to pull out?” 
 
      
 
    Still relaxed in post-orgasmic bliss, Teresa nodded. 
 
      
 
    The pliant silicone toy slipped free easily, though it did make Teresa hold her breath. She was glad that Holly was never shy about using lube; it never made her feel awkward for being unable to produce much of it naturally. 
 
      
 
    With a small grunt, Holly rolled away to release the straps that held the toy in place. 
 
      
 
    Teresa shifted slightly in the opposite direction so she could watch Holly’s sure hands make short work of the harness. She let her eyes travel up to the smooth planes of Holly’s face. It was clear Holly was debating with herself. 
 
      
 
    Finally free of the toy, Holly set it aside and scooted back to Teresa. “As much as I’d love to spend the night, I didn’t make arrangements for Mel and my roommate is away visiting her parents.” 
 
      
 
    In reflex, Teresa twisted to look at Artemis’s bed. Artemis, of course, had left almost as soon as she and Holly had stumbled their way into the bedroom. Teresa sighed. She couldn’t begrudge Holly wanting to take proper care of her own cat. “One day we won’t be so damn busy that we hardly see each other, right?” 
 
      
 
    Holly laughed softly and kissed her forehead. “Right after our respective administrators stop being cheap fucks and hire more people.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa smiled and half-heartedly slapped her shoulder. “Don’t say that. You know that will never happen.” 
 
      
 
    Holly laughed harder, then buried her face in Teresa’s hair. She inhaled deeply. “Things won’t always be like this,” she amended. 
 
      
 
    Appreciative of the admission, Teresa turned onto her back and opened her arms. Holly took immediate advantage of the invitation. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you dare let me fall asleep,” Holly mumbled as she placed her cheek over Teresa’s clavicle. 
 
      
 
    “I would never do that to Mel.” Teresa sighed in contentment as Holly remained in place. She loved bearing Holly’s full weight, feeling all of Holly’s soft and supple skin pressed to her own. She hadn’t felt so good since the early stages of her relationship with Sıdıka, back before they’d both realized they made better friends than lovers. 
 
      
 
    Aware it was a tactless thought to have while in bed with her current lover, Teresa opted to keep it to herself. Things were different with Holly. Teresa wasn’t a traveling technologist anymore, and she was much more settled than she had been when she and Sıdıka had begun a romantic relationship. Both age and experience had brought some additional maturity. 
 
      
 
    Granted, perhaps she and Holly probably should have actually dated before they’d fallen into bed together, but Teresa wouldn’t nitpick every little thing. The sex was fantastic, and they had managed a couple of dates after the first few hookups. 
 
      
 
    Teresa jolted herself from her reverie as she felt Holly’s breaths begin to slow. “You awake?” 
 
      
 
    “Mm… hm.” 
 
      
 
    The response had Teresa moving, lightly but insistently dragging her hands over Holly’s back. “I’m trying to be a grown-up, Holly. Help me do the right thing, please.”

“That’s it,” Holly grumbled as she grudgingly pushed up onto her elbows, “I’m giving Mel to my brother.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa laughed and cupped the side of Holly’s face. “No, you’re not. You love Mel.” 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me?” Holly squinted down at Teresa. “Did I ask for your logic?” 
 
      
 
    “No, but that’s what you got.” 
 
      
 
    “Hm.” Holly shifted so both of her legs were between Teresa’s. “I think I want something else.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa bit her lip and decided not to check her alarm clock. She could function on six or so hours of sleep. “Well, I mean, as long as it doesn’t take too long. I don’t want you to pass out driving home.” 
 
      
 
    “No worries. What I have in mind will wake me right up.” Holly affected an innocent expression—which was immediately ruined as she locked eyes with Teresa and reached across the bed to blindly feel around. 
 
      
 
    “Uh huh.” Teresa held her breath. 
 
      
 
    A grin split Holly’s face as she found what she was looking for. She hoisted the bottle of lube like a trophy, then bent to begin kissing the side of Teresa’s neck. 
 
      
 
    Teresa giggled, then sucked in a breath when Holly’s mouth found a sensitive spot. Five hours. She could function on five hours of sleep.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lian was frowning when she reached the bistro. She was late. 
 
      
 
    “Noob April,” she muttered under her breath. In theory she didn’t mind having to manage April’s cases; Vivian had done the right thing by removing herself as April’s immediate supervisor. A romantic relationship in their workplace was complicated enough, let alone one between one of the firm’s owners and its newest investigator. 
 
      
 
    Lian liked April well enough; April was a good PI. She just didn’t share April’s loose concept of time. 
 
      
 
    Knowing she was overreacting, Lian forced herself to relax as she exited her dark blue Civic. She was only seven minutes late. It wasn’t a big deal. 
 
      
 
    The bistro, always crowded at lunch time, was a chaotic mess of sound and movement. The nerves Lian had settled began to fray again as she looked around. In the furthest corner of the eatery she spotted her oasis. 
 
      
 
    Teresa, in polka dot purple scrubs and her curly hair up in a loose bun, was laughing with Sharon. Lian was smiling before she even realized it. Sharon was dressed more casually in loose stonewashed jeans and a fitted t-shirt. The long ponytail that usually accompanied the outfit was gone, replaced by a newly shorn undercut. Lian made a beeline for their table, filtering out everyone else as much as possible. 
 
      
 
    “Your mom must love the haircut,” Lian commented as she took a seat at the table. 
 
      
 
    Sharon turned to face Lian with a grin, revealing the small loop that pierced her lower right lip. “Actually, she’s been… kind of weirdly supportive? She even helped me figure out my new binders.” The last was said with a soft tap to her chest. 
 
      
 
    “That’s great.” Teresa was beaming at Sharon. 
 
      
 
    For a moment, Lian wondered what they looked like to outsiders. Teresa, a very attractive feminine healthcare professional, seated with the recently minted and adorable baby butch Sharon, and Lian in her plain grey slacks and white button-up. She’d been too lazy to mess with her hair that morning, leaving the limp black strands down around her ears. 
 
      
 
    She mentally shrugged. It didn’t matter what they looked like to anyone else. 
 
      
 
    Sharon glanced down and rubbed a hand over one of the buzzed sides of her head. “It is.” She paused and looked back at Lian. “I know I was kind of an ass when you found me, but I’m so glad you did.” 
 
      
 
    Lian shrugged, trying to hide how happy the comment made her feel. “It was my job.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa rolled her eyes and reached out to squeeze Lian’s arm. “Please. You’re talking to the wrong people with the humble routine.” 
 
      
 
    Not wanting to argue, Lian only tilted her head. “By the way, I’m sorry I’m late.” 
 
      
 
    Sharon chuckled and Teresa sighed, the latter retrieving her hand so she could rest her chin on it. “I ordered you some water and the sandwich of the day.” 
 
      
 
    Lian perked up and offered Teresa a small smile. “Thanks.” She was pleased that Teresa knew her so well—they had only been friends for a couple of months. Teresa was kind and attentive, truly one of the best people Lian had ever had the privilege of meeting. 
 
      
 
    Sharon, over a decade younger than both herself and Teresa, was also an incredible young woman. The least Lian could do after fulfilling her respective contracts to find them, was try and help. Though it had inadvertently been part of her contract, Lian still felt bad about outing Sharon to her mother. 
 
      
 
    And, well. Lian couldn’t look at Teresa. She felt terrible that it had taken her years to find Teresa. If she’d been a better investigator when she was younger, she could have reunited Vivian and Teresa all that much sooner. At least Teresa’s case had been pro bono. Lian had quietly donated the fees she’d earned on Sharon’s case to a local LGBTQ+ shelter that helped homeless youths. She didn’t need the money, not with how well Vivian’s firm paid. 
 
      
 
    When a harried waiter arrived bearing their food, Lian let her negative thoughts fall away. The sandwich of the day was beautiful: chicken filet with grilled peppers, avocado, Monterey Jack cheese, tomato, and romaine lettuce on some freshly baked herbal bread. “So, it’s almost June,” she prompted before taking her first bite. 
 
      
 
    “I know!” Sharon wiggled in her seat, unmindful of her full mouth. 
 
      
 
    Teresa hurriedly dropped her spoon and covered her lips to keep from spitting out her soup. She swallowed and laughed, gently shaking her head from side to side. “Lian wasn’t kidding about how excited you are.” 
 
      
 
    Sharon vigorously finished chewing and gulped down the bite of food. “Sorry, but can you blame me?” 
 
      
 
    “No, not at all.” Teresa stared off to the side, a dreamy smile on her face. “My first Pride event out of the closet was special. I understand perfectly.” 
 
      
 
    Lian watched them both carefully, feeling wistful. They both seemed so happy and at peace. Pride month had never done that for her, at least not to the extent that they seemed to feel it. Maybe it had something to do with the fact that she wasn’t very good at figuring out her own labels. It didn’t matter. She was pleased for her friends. 
 
      
 
    Teresa consumed another spoonful of soup, then paused. “It really is a shame Vivian couldn’t come. This would have been a good time to ask if she and April wanted to meet up with me and Holly for the parade.” Lian ignored the flare of irritation she felt at the mention of Holly’s name, forcing herself to listen more attentively. Teresa sighed. “All these years, I never knew Vivian was bisexual.” 
 
      
 
    When Teresa’s mouth turned down at the corners, Lian wished she would stop beating herself up. Teresa hadn’t known because she’d run away when she was fifteen and Vivian was a few months shy of fourteen—when they’d both still been in the process of figuring themselves out. 
 
      
 
    A change in tone was in order, Lian decided. “Oh, yes. Vivian had a lunch meeting today, correct?” 
 
      
 
    Her tone made a furrow appear between Teresa’s eyebrows. “Yes?” 
 
      
 
    Lian’s lips twitched. “Did you know the only lunch meetings she takes anymore are with April?” 
 
      
 
    Teresa blinked, her mouth twisting with confusion. “Why didn’t they both just come?” 
 
      
 
    The question lingered in the air as Lian met Teresa’s gaze. She let a slow smile blossom on her face. 
 
      
 
    “Oh my god!” Teresa’s eyes widened, and then she was laughing again. “I can’t believe she ditched us for office sex!” 
 
      
 
    Sharon nearly choked on her drink, then began laughing too. “Holy shit!” 
 
      
 
    Mission accomplished, Lian went back to her sandwich. 
 
      
 
    “I mean, I can’t blame April. Vivian is so hot,” Sharon admitted when she regained control of herself. 
 
      
 
    Lian quirked an eyebrow her way and sent a pointed look toward Teresa. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, that’s my baby sister!” Teresa protested as she threw a balled-up napkin at Sharon. 
 
      
 
    Sharon deflected the napkin with a raised hand, her eyes dancing with mirth. “You’re both hot, get over it.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa covered her face, doing a poor job at hiding her smile. “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
      
 
    “Sharon,” Lian sedately interjected, “do try to remember that you have a girlfriend.” 
 
      
 
    Sharon had the good grace to blush. “Sorry. It’s just, since I came out and everything, I can’t stop just being open about all the things I thought I had to hide before.” 
 
      
 
    “A little bit of the filter will come back eventually,” Teresa said kindly. Sharon perked up, obviously glad she hadn’t pushed things too far. 
 
      
 
    The peace Lian had wanted earlier came quickly, albeit briefly. She hadn’t violated the letter of either of her contracts in bringing these two women together, but she’d also never done anything like it before. It had just been a good thing to do, maybe even the right thing to do. 
 
      
 
    Teresa smiled in her direction. The peace returned in flickers. 
 
      
 
    Somehow, she’d even gained some friends she genuinely liked out of it. 
 
      
 
    “If you two aren’t going to finish your food, can I have a taste?” she asked when the sentiment began to weigh too heavily in her chest. 
 
      
 
    “You can have a taste even though I intend to finish.” The lines around Teresa’s mouth deepened as she tried not to smile. She scooted her bowl closer, her amber-brown eyes full of understanding. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Teresa sat back after finishing her soup, torn between heading back to work and lingering with her friends. Since she’d been taking on a lot of overtime, her supervisor had allowed her an extended lunch hour. Though it was nice to have, Teresa’s work ethic made her hesitate. 
 
      
 
    “You have to head back to work soon?” Lian asked as she brushed some crumbs from her mouth. 
 
      
 
    “Technically, no. We weren’t busy this morning and Allison said I could take a longer break.” Teresa fidgeted with the hem of her scrub top. 
 
      
 
    Lian leaned forward, a hint of amusement showing in her eyes and the faint upturn of her lips. “It’s killing you not to be leaving, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    Teresa gently cleared her throat. “Well—” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t bother denying it,” Sharon interrupted. She wiggled her hand flippantly. “You’re in good company for it. We’re all kind of ‘Type A’, aren’t we?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe,” Lian demurred. She looked at Teresa. “If you want to go, we’ll understand.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa sucked on her lower lip. “I can stay a little while longer.” 
 
      
 
    “Cool. I’m treating us to—what would you both prefer? Tea? Coffee?” Sharon was full of energy again. 
 
      
 
    “Tea,” Teresa and Lian said at the same time, prompting them to share a smile. 
 
      
 
    “I like Earl Grey, if they have it,” Teresa clarified. 
 
      
 
    “That works for me, too.” Lian leaned back as Sharon got up to put their order in. 
 
      
 
    “Be right back,” Sharon said right before she darted away. 
 
      
 
    A happy tingle traveled down Teresa’s spine. One of her worries about leaving Rhode Island had been losing the few casual friends she’d made there. Such a concern seemed silly in hindsight. No one in her new, small group of friends was transgender, but they were all queer in some way.  
 
      
 
    She was glad to be around for Sharon’s questions about gender, to help a young friend find her way—just like some strangers had helped Teresa when she’d been a teenager. 
 
      
 
    Beyond that, getting to reconnect with Vivian had been incredible. Before Teresa had run away, they’d been as close to best friends as they could be while Teresa had privately struggled with her gender identity. Teresa wished desperately to have that bond again. 
 
      
 
    “Everything alright?” 
 
      
 
    The question, quiet and straightforward, pulled Teresa from her thoughts. She smiled, appreciating Lian’s concern. “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    Lian pursed her lips in an approximation of a smile, then resumed studying the chalkboard menu at the front of the restaurant. 
 
      
 
    Teresa stifled a chuckle, not wanting Lian to think she was laughing at her. Lian had been a pleasant surprise in a different way than Sharon and Vivian. Teresa couldn’t put her finger on what, exactly, made their friendship different. Maybe it was the fact that Lian was so unlike what TV shows and movies made private investigators out to be. Where the fake detectives seemed to be predominantly white males who were unkempt but somehow ‘gifted’ naturals ‘who trusted their guts’, Lian was distinctly disparate. 
 
      
 
    The very real Lian, who always wore neatly pressed slacks and tailored button-up shirts, was a successful queer woman of color who relied on both instinct and hard work for her cases. And, as Teresa had found, she was infallibly kind. She’d gone above and beyond in her efforts to reunite Teresa and Vivian, not to mention introducing them all to Sharon. 
 
      
 
    When they’d met in person for the first time, Teresa had been impressed. After getting to know Lian better, Teresa was even more impressed. She hadn’t told Lian that, not yet. Lian was critical of herself, not allowing praise she felt was unearned. And though it could be frustrating, Teresa respected that about her, too. 
 
      
 
    She’d work on getting Lian to accept a few compliments here and there. They sat in comfortable silence as they waited for Sharon to return. 
 
      
 
    “Two Earl Greys and a Chai for me,” Sharon announced as she sat back down. 
 
      
 
    Teresa accepted the insulated paper cup. “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t know if you guys liked anything in yours, so I grabbed a little of this and that.” What had appeared to be a bundle of napkins was actually a variety of small containers of non-fat milk, honey, sugar, and Splenda wrapped in a single napkin. 
 
      
 
    “You really are a ‘Type A’, aren’t you?” Lian smirked and took a packet of sugar. 
 
      
 
    Sharon winked at her. “Darn skippy.” 
 
      
 
    “Try to control those things around women that aren’t your girlfriend, yeah?” Teresa sipped her tea to add to the effect. 
 
      
 
    “Shut up,” Sharon said with pink cheeks. She cupped both hands around her drink and pulled it closer to her body. 
 
      
 
    Lian picked up her cell phone. “I think I have Jennifer’s number here somewhere.” 
 
      
 
    “For the honor of Grayskull, I swear, leave her alone,” Sharon whined. 
 
      
 
    Teresa froze and then looked at Lian. “Grayskull? I didn’t think you were old enough to even know that show existed.” 
 
      
 
    Sharon scoffed. “Are you kidding? Not that old crap. It’s been remade into something way better, all queer-coded and with some decent intersectional feminism.” When neither Teresa nor Lian commented, she continued. “Oh, seriously? It’s on Netflix.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh.” Teresa glanced back at Lian, who only shrugged. “Cool, but don’t insult the original. There weren’t a lot of options back in the day.” 
 
      
 
    Lian tilted her cup in Teresa’s direction. “I’m with her.” She raised the cup to take a drink from it. “That being said, I’m going to head back to the office. I’m working a corporate case right now and I want to be able to leave at a reasonable time.” 
 
      
 
    “Just a sec.” Sharon played with the lid of her cup. “I mean, I don’t want to intrude, but I think it could be cool if we all did something for Pride together.” 
 
      
 
    When Lian froze, Teresa studied a spot on the table. She was aware that Lian could only tolerate big crowds on certain days. It wasn’t something Lian had said, but Teresa had noticed. Lian seemed most comfortable if her outings involved food or work. 
 
      
 
    About to make a suggestion, Teresa stopped herself when Lian straightened her shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “The parade isn’t really my thing, but I’d be fine going to one of the music nights or something.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Teresa blurted with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    Lian smiled, her nose crinkling at the edges. “Yeah. There’s a few different themes scheduled. Everything but the dance night is pretty relaxed. One or two are in some cafés around downtown, and one is in the park down Main Street.” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds great!” Sharon squirmed in her seat. “I know our little group has kind of solidified into the four of us, but Jen’s been dying to meet you all. Would it be okay if I invited her?” 
 
      
 
    “Fine by me. I’m sure April will want to come along with Vivian.” Teresa was delighted that Lian had agreed to the outing. She was looking forward to it, with or without Jennifer. She and Vivian already had loose plans to do something together; Lian had been the only one she was unsure about. She nibbled her lower lip. Though she and Holly hadn’t established their relationship to be as serious as either Vivian’s or Sharon’s, maybe Holly would like to join them, too. They’d been seeing one another for months, and maybe it was time they had the ‘girlfriend’ conversation. 
 
      
 
    “Text me details, maybe start a group chat,” Lian said as she stood up. 
 
      
 
    Deciding it was a suitable time to end her lunch break, Teresa got to her feet as well. “That sounds like a good idea. I look forward to hearing from everyone.” She paused and held up her half-full cup. “Thanks again for the tea, Sharon.” 
 
      
 
    With a last exchange of smiles, Teresa started the short walk back to work. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sidewalk was moderately busy as Lian strode to her car, many people traversing either to or from their lunch breaks. Lian didn’t mind the small rush of people, knowing they had schedules to keep to. The rules on the concrete were simple: no eye contact, no conversation, no waving. It suited her just fine. 
 
      
 
    With a quick but penetrating look around, Lian took her keys from her pocket and unlocked her car. No one was paying attention to her. She smiled and got inside, immediately pushing the start button so the air conditioner would kick on. The days weren’t too hot yet, but the brisk walk to her car had made her feel warm. 
 
      
 
    Overall, she was pleased with the lunch. 
 
      
 
    Though her original intent had been to bring Teresa and Sharon together (and allow Vivian to gain some understanding of who Teresa was without pressure) Lian was happy that they’d all managed to form a bond. Even so, she wasn’t sure what had prompted her to accept Sharon’s invitation, but it was too late to second guess herself. She kept her word. Both Teresa and Sharon seemed happy, and that’s all that mattered.  
 
      
 
    She tried not to think about the fact that she’d have to schedule around the plans she had with the rest of the Barrera clan. She hadn’t been seeing Vivian’s family as much recently, but the annual volunteer work they did for Pride month was something she wouldn’t skip. It made her stomach twist to feel like she was keeping something from both Teresa and the rest of the Barreras, especially when she considered how long Teresa’s parents had been searching for their missing child, but she didn’t have much of a choice. She frowned when she realized it must be all that much harder for Vivian, who was even closer to both Teresa and the rest of their family. 
 
      
 
    Lian absently tapped her steering wheel with her thumbs as she spotted a gap in traffic. She smoothly pulled her car onto the street and tried to think of anything else. 
 
      
 
    Teresa had only mentioned Holly once, Lian realized. Good. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps Teresa and Holly were finally cooling down, the novelty of their relationship—if it could even be called that—wearing off. Lian could only hope. She didn’t hate Holly, but there was just something about her that made Lian wary. 
 
      
 
    In their lone (albeit brief) meeting, that something had niggled at Lian. Lian had done her best to suppress the feeling, but it was hard. She told herself she was being overprotective because Teresa was Vivian’s sister and Teresa was already dealing with a lot of life changes at once. The last thing Lian wanted to do was drive another friend away with her interminable curiosity. 
 
      
 
    Teresa hadn’t complained yet, so she had to be doing a decent job at containing herself. Maybe if Holly and Teresa went to the Pride parade with Vivian and April, Lian could get a second opinion. April had good instincts; maybe the annoying part of Lian’s brain would shut up if April could give Holly a stamp of approval. 
 
      
 
    She’d talk to April when she got back to the office. Her lips twitched as she fought a smile. Provided that April and Vivian had finished with their lunch. 
 
      
 
    Lian moved her hand to press a button on her steering wheel. “Call Caroline.” 
 
      
 
    Her car made a beeping noise as her command was processed, then she waited patiently for her sister to answer. 
 
      
 
    “Hey Lian, what’s up?” The casual greeting made Lian smile. Her luck was holding. Caroline hadn’t been too busy to answer, and she didn’t sound like she was in a rush. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Carol. Not much. I’m just headed back to MBI and was confirming that your schedule would still allow for you to stop by the store on your way home.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, now that you mention it…”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As soon as Teresa stepped outside of the clinic, she shut her eyes and took a deep breath. She’d had better days. 
 
      
 
    Firstly, she’d woken up thirty minutes late. It had thrown off her entire morning, and she’d nearly forgotten to feed Artemis. She’d barely made it to work on time; it wasn’t until she was preparing for her first patient of the day that she realized she hadn’t taken her pills. The vitamin, she didn’t mind forgetting, but her estrogen… 
 
      
 
    Of course, she didn’t carry around any spares. In the years she’d been taking it, she could count on one hand the times she’d missed a dose. She would take one as soon as she got home, but it still irritated her. 
 
      
 
    Then, when her day was nearly over and she was on her last patient, her emotions had nearly gotten the best of her. She’d performed countless mammograms in her time on the job, but it was never easy when the results were grim. Her chest ached at the memory of Mariana Gutierrez, who had done her best not to cry as she’d come out of her appointment with the radiologist. There had been something about the look on her face that had made Teresa think back to when she was a teenager, to when tía Angelina had informed the family she had breast cancer. That wasn’t something Teresa normally struggled with. She’d come to terms with her aunt’s death a long time ago. 
 
      
 
    It was just one of those days. At least it was almost over. She slowly released the breath she’d been holding, determined to relax for the rest of the evening. There was an emergency bag of chocolate hidden away in the top cupboard of her kitchen with her name on it. 
 
      
 
    She was halfway home when her phone went off. Holly’s name appeared on the middle console’s screen. 
 
      
 
    With a smile, she answered. “Holly, hey! You don’t know how happy I am to hear from you.” 
 
      
 
    Holly laughed, the warm sound making Teresa’s shoulders relax a final degree. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, babe. One of those days, huh?” 
 
      
 
    Teresa nodded her head even though Holly couldn’t see it. “You have no idea.” 
 
      
 
    “Mmm. We’ve all been there.” She paused. “It makes me wish I had better news.” 
 
      
 
    It felt like Teresa’s stomach fell several feet. She pushed a hand against her abdomen. “Oh?” 
 
      
 
    Holly sighed. “I’m sorry to say I have to cancel our plans for the parade. I was volunteered to cover someone else’s shift on Saturday.” 
 
      
 
    “Ugh.” 
 
      
 
    “But you shouldn’t let that stop you from going and having a good time,” Holly continued. “Didn’t you say you wanted to go with your sister?” 
 
      
 
    The idea seemed less exciting without Holly’s presence. She and Vivian would still be doing one of the music festival nights together, anyway. She’d really been looking forward to finally introducing the two, and maybe having an important talk with Holly after. “That’s sweet of you, but it’s not like it’s my first parade. The crowds, the heat—I’m not sure it’s worth all that if I don’t also get to make out with someone.” 
 
      
 
    Holly laughed again. “I know we said we were exclusively casual, but I guess I could give you special dispensation if it really means that much to you—” 
 
      
 
    “Holly, no!” Teresa was smiling in spite of herself. “That’s not what I meant, and you know it.” Thinking of the ‘girlfriend’ conversation she still wanted to have, she bit her lip. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I do. I just want you to have a good time. It’s Pride month!” 
 
      
 
    Still mildly disappointed, Teresa forced herself to let it go. “Exactly. We have a whole month to do something. Being a third wheel with April and Vivian during the parade isn’t my idea of fun.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa’s car was quiet, save the faint sounds of the outside world that filtered in. She was only a few blocks from her apartment. 
 
      
 
    “If you’re sure,” Holly said at last. “I promise we’ll do something together. As soon as I can.” 
 
      
 
    The phrasing made Teresa tilt her head and squint. “Well, now that you mention it, everyone in the lunch group is kind of getting together for one of the music nights. April and Jennifer are coming, so it’s kind of understood that plus ones are okay. Do you think we could do that?” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, well. I guess once everyone decides which night, I can see what I can work out with my schedule. Hey, I’ve actually got a little paperwork to finish up, I just wanted to tell you about the change in plans ASAP. Text me later?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Teresa automatically responded. It hadn’t been an outright refusal. “Bye.” As the call ended and she reached her parking spot, Teresa sighed. She wasn’t feeling very hopeful. “Just one of those days,” she sullenly repeated. 
 
      
 
    Her phone rang again almost as soon as she got inside her apartment. A glance at the caller ID revealed Vivian’s name. Oh, no. With her luck, Vivian was calling to cancel, too. 
 
      
 
    “Viv, hey.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, good. I caught you. Hi, Teresa, how are you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been better.” Teresa crossed the room and set her bag down on the couch. Artemis scampered in before she could fully straighten, so she flopped down alongside her bag. Artemis meowed her approval and hopped up onto her lap. 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong? No, better yet, do you feel up to coming over for dinner? I’m cooking for April and ‘Kayla here tonight.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa brightened, then deflated. “No, that’s alright. I wouldn’t want to impose.” 
 
      
 
    Vivian scoffed. “You’re my sister, Teresa. It’s your job to impose. Besides, I was going to invite you anyway.” 
 
      
 
    The retort made Teresa laugh hard, her bad mood evaporating. “Well, when you put it that way. Let me just change out of my scrubs. Do you mind if I bring Artemis? I’d hate to leave her after she was alone all day.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s completely fine. Makayla loves animals and Artemis is a sweetheart.” 
 
      
 
    “Fantastic. I’ll see you in about half an hour.” Teresa carefully set Artemis aside as Vivian agreed and bid her farewell. 
 
      
 
    If Teresa was quick, she could squeeze a shower in before she had to leave. She’d wash her hair in the morning. Singing under her breath, Teresa went to gather a change of clothes. Her evening was looking up from the maudlin sulking, bag of chocolate, and glass of wine she’d planned for her own little pity party. 
 
      
 
    On her way out some minutes later, she remembered to dash back in and take the pills she’d forgotten that morning. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The leather couch creaked faintly as Lian uncrossed her legs and let her socked feet drop to the ground. She was in some casual grey sweats and a t-shirt, her usual attire for when she was bumming around the house. 
 
      
 
    “Sucks that they called Colton in,” Lian said as she shoved popcorn into her mouth. “The movie was actually pretty good.” 
 
      
 
    Seated in her usual corner, Caroline chuckled and lazily rolled her head to the side. She peered at Lian. “Yeah, but what can you do? It’s his fault for being so good at his job.” She paused, her attention flickering to the credits slowly passing by on the TV. “Are you sure you’re okay hanging out? I know the parade is today.” 
 
      
 
    Lian snorted and set aside her mostly finished bowl of popcorn. Unlike Caroline, she’d forgotten about it as the movie progressed, resulting in having some left over for the climax and ending of the movie. “My aversion to tightly-packed crowds doesn’t suddenly go away just because it’s Pride month.” 
 
      
 
    Though, Lian had to admit, it had been tempting to go when she’d learned of Holly’s last-minute cancellation. Vivian had coaxed Teresa into attending the parade with her and April anyway. Lian knew that meant Teresa might feel like a third wheel, but she ultimately thought it was better that the Barrera sisters attend together without an extra distraction. 
 
      
 
    “In that case... let’s go refill our drinks, take a bathroom break, and watch another one.” Caroline grunted as she stood up, adjusting her black yoga pants at the waist. 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good.” Lian was slower to follow, having felt her phone buzz in her pocket. She allowed Caroline to go first so she could check the message. It was from Teresa. 
 
      
 
    ‘Good news! April and Vivian have yet to make out publicly.’ 
 
      
 
    Lian snorted and quickly typed back her response. ‘Vivian does have some standards. Still, I wouldn’t get too comfortable.’ 
 
      
 
    She tucked the phone back into her pocket, already knowing it wouldn’t be the last text of the day. The thought made her smile. Though Lian had been initially cautious, she couldn’t imagine regretting the friendship. 
 
      
 
    “I wish I had your willpower.” 
 
      
 
    Lian quirked an eyebrow at Caroline and set her glass down on the kitchen island. 
 
      
 
    Caroline rolled her eyes as she closed the refrigerator. “Your commitment to cut out as much soda from your life as possible.” She gently wiggled her can of Coca Cola in Lian’s direction. “I couldn’t do it.” 
 
      
 
    “It was necessary.” Lian picked her glass back up once Caroline wandered to the pantry. She moved to the water dispenser in the door and began refilling her water. “Colton’s cooking is lethally good.” 
 
      
 
    “I know, right?” A goofy smile graced Caroline’s face as she briefly closed her eyes. “He cooked for me on our third date. I wanted to marry him on the spot.” 
 
      
 
    Lian grinned, and then turned once her glass was full. “I think anyone would have.” She nearly joked that it had been the deciding factor on moving in with them but decided not to; the real reason was still a sensitive issue. Even though it had nearly been a year since Caroline had decided to stop trying to keep a pregnancy to term, the wound was still fresh. 
 
      
 
    The room that had been picked out as a nursery years ago had been kept shut for some time, with only Lian really entering to keep the dust under control. It still struck her how so many women suffered through multiple miscarriages, but how little it was talked about. 
 
      
 
    She affixed a smile back to her face, resolving not to think about it for a while. The last thing she wanted was to descend into a gloomy mood that could impact Caroline. Caroline had been doing so well processing her feelings to move on and feel happy again. 
 
      
 
    “So we’ve done an action-packed adventure with a little heart, what are you thinking of next?” She raised her eyebrows and took a sip from her glass. 
 
      
 
    “Hm,” Caroline paused in scrutinizing the pantry, which she’d lingered in front of while Lian had been distracted. “How about a little romance? I’m thinking Ever After.” 
 
      
 
    Lian shuffled to her side. She surveyed the snack options before finally reaching in and snagging a bag of sour cream and onion chips. “That’s a fun one. Sounds good.” 
 
      
 
    Beside her, Caroline stiffened. “And I just realized how full my bladder is. Be right back.” 
 
      
 
    When her phone buzzed again, Lian calmly put her snack and drink down on the nearby counter. She tugged her phone free of her pocket and had to muffle her laughter. Teresa had sent a selfie with April and Vivian. All three were making faces, small Pride flags painted on their cheeks. Each had rainbows on their left cheeks, but the ones on their respective right ones were different. Teresa had a transgender Pride flag on hers; Vivian had a bisexual Pride flag; April, a lesbian Pride flag to round out the set. Their wide smiles told Lian they were having fun. 
 
      
 
    Lian suddenly felt wistful. Pride month wasn’t something she loved with an earth-shattering devotion, but it had been a while since she’d had queer friends to go with. Though she and Vivian had known each other a long time, until recently there had been strict boundaries to their friendship. They were friendly, but never on the level of attending any non-work-related events together. 
 
      
 
    Not going had worked out. Caroline would have been alone when Colton had to leave. And, well, what flags would Lian have painted on her cheeks? She waffled between the bisexual and pansexual labels, and she still didn’t know if her lack of interest in romance meant she was asexual, aromantic, or if she was just a late bloomer. 
 
      
 
    “Everything alright?” 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” Lian blinked over at Caroline. 
 
      
 
    Caroline casually strolled over to retrieve her soda. “You were frowning down at your phone.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh.” Lian shoved the offending item back in her pocket. “No, Teresa sent me a funny picture but then I got lost in thought about something else.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not still blaming yourself for not finding her sooner, are you?” 
 
      
 
    Yes. Lian cleared her throat. “Not really.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh huh.” Caroline stared at her. “Nice try. I know you. Look, it’s obvious Teresa didn’t want to be found. She didn’t leave any indications about what had really been going on with her. Most people wouldn’t jump to the conclusion that she was trans and had been forcing herself to pretend to be someone she wasn’t. Not to mention, you got the case after it had already been years! The fresh evidence was all gone.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” It wasn’t Caroline’s first time giving her the Teresa spiel. “All valid points.” She returned her sister’s stare. 
 
      
 
    After a long moment, Caroline rolled her eyes and released a heavy sigh. “Okay, yeah, whatever. Ever After awaits!” 
 
      
 
    Lian smiled crookedly, appreciative of the subject change. “The queen is my favorite. She has the best line in the entire movie.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline scrunched up her face. “I don’t know, I mean the Da Vinci character had some pretty good ones.” 
 
      
 
    “Well…” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The day was sunny and perfect, and Teresa had been able to mostly forget that Holly had been forced to cancel. It was the ideal temperature, a cool breeze keeping everyone from getting too hot—even with the large crowds. As an added bonus, she looked fantastic. Her hair was behaving, she’d nailed her makeup, and she'd managed to squeeze into some old denim short shorts that hadn’t fit her in over a year. Being overworked had probably contributed to that, but Teresa wouldn't focus on the negatives during the parade. 
 
      
 
    Vivian and April both looked great, too. Vivian’s freshly trimmed asymmetrical cut looked fierce yet tidy, her black hair a striking contrast to her lightly tanned skin. Like Teresa's, her skin would probably darken several more shades by the end of the day. She’d opted to wear a delightful summer dress with little rainbow prints. 
 
      
 
    April’s curly blonde hair was up in a loose knot similar to Teresa's, and she seemed comfortable in light skinny jeans and a white t-shirt tucked in the front but not the back. She’d made a point to hold Vivian’s hand as often as possible, something Teresa found to be adorable. Maybe it also made her a little envious, but she wouldn’t say that out loud. 
 
      
 
    There was no reason to put a damper on things, especially because she had genuinely been having so much fun. 
 
      
 
    A parade float bearing a Turkish flag amidst the many Pride and other country flags caught her eye. She quickly took a picture and sent it off to Sıdıka with the caption ‘and you said my home city was a backwater.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That proves nothing,’ came Sıdıka’s response some moments later. ‘You still should have come to Cali.’ 
 
      
 
    Teresa checked to make sure Vivian and April were still occupied before texting more. They seemed particularly interested in a procession of motorcycles. She typed quickly. ‘What can I say? I’m an east coast gal.’ 
 
      
 
    She tapped over to another conversation, smiling when she reread the last few messages she and Lian had exchanged. Teresa thought for a moment before sending another. ‘You know, there are some pretty great food trucks parked around here. I’m surprised they weren’t enough to lure you out.’ 
 
      
 
    Lian didn’t keep her waiting long. ‘It was incredibly tempting, even with all the people. If I’d have known I wouldn’t have been a fifth wheel, maybe I would have said yes.’ 
 
      
 
    Teresa’s eyes widened. ‘Really? But I told you in advance.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah, but then it would have been awkward to accept after, you know.’ 
 
      
 
    She glanced up as the motorcycles finally passed. Uninterested in some corporate group passing by, she tapped out another message. ‘You could still come.’ 
 
      
 
    The lack of an immediate reply made Teresa wonder if she’d pushed too much. Just as she was about to put her phone away, it beeped. 
 
      
 
    ‘Nah. My sister wanted a movie day. I’m enjoying myself, and I won’t leave her in the lurch.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Fair enough.’ Even though Lian wasn’t coming, Teresa smiled. Sister time was important to her, too. With that thought, she put her phone away and resolved not to be on it unless it was necessary. 
 
      
 
    April and Vivian made comments as certain groups or floats passed, but it wasn’t until a large rainbow float with a simple raised white background came into view that Teresa found herself legitimately choked up. NEVER FORGET was printed boldly above some images of the Stonewall riots. A large picture of a smiling Marsha P. Johnson sat in a prominent position in the center. 
 
      
 
    Vivian drifted closer, her arm snaking around Teresa’s waist. They stood in silence as the float passed. 
 
      
 
    “Ugh, did you guys see that awful movie that was supposed to be about the Stonewall riots that came out a while ago?” April asked once the float was no longer in view. 
 
      
 
    Teresa grimaced. “I didn’t bother trying to watch it.” 
 
      
 
    “Me either,” Vivian agreed. “Especially once I saw who was behind the film.” 
 
      
 
    April leaned over to press a kiss to Vivian’s temple. “I regret watching the trailer. Anyway, I’m glad to see a float like that this year.” 
 
      
 
    “Me too.” Teresa leaned around Vivian to give April a smile. “It gives me some hope that the community will continue to fight back against people attempting to revise our history.” 
 
      
 
    “Straight, white, cis men especially need to stay away from heading these projects,” April concurred. “Let some queer people of color take the lead.” 
 
      
 
    Pleased with April’s sincerity, Teresa caught Vivian’s gaze. “Marry her.” 
 
      
 
    Vivian laughed, then tossed her head back to lean up and give April a chaste kiss on the cheek. “You’re sexy when you talk about representation.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa sucked on her lower lip to try to stop from smiling—her face hurt from how much of it she’d been doing. She made herself look away, catching on to the intense look between April and Vivian and wanting to grant them a semblance of privacy. 
 
      
 
    In the distance, a woman with hair the same style and color of Holly’s made her sigh. 
 
      
 
    She found herself watching the woman regretfully, comfortable in knowing she was too far away to be noticed. 
 
      
 
    Then, something odd happened. 
 
      
 
    The woman, who was embracing another woman from behind, laughed and angled her head. Teresa could see her face clearly. 
 
      
 
    It was Holly. Why was Holly…? 
 
      
 
    She watched the pair silently, frozen and incapable of turning away. She recognized the other woman to be Holly’s roommate, having seen some photos. Maybe they were just insanely affectionate? But why would Holly lie about not being able to come? 
 
      
 
    With her gut twisting, she made some excuse to Vivian and twisted through the crowd to get a closer look. She stopped a few body lengths away. 
 
      
 
    “No.” Teresa froze again. She was near enough now, near enough to see matching rings on their left hands. 
 
      
 
    Holly wasn’t cheating on Teresa. Teresa was the other woman. She’d unknowingly become a facilitator to adultery. 
 
      
 
    Teresa’s stomach roiled and she felt dizzy. She was going to be sick. She needed to go somewhere, anywhere that wasn’t near Holly. 
 
      
 
    Maybe she moved too frantically, she wasn’t sure what it was, but then Holly’s eyes suddenly met her own. Holly blanched, her arms subtly tightening around her spouse. 
 
      
 
    If there were any doubts in Teresa’s mind, that single look erased them. 
 
      
 
    She turned and stumbled away—right into Vivian. Vivian took one look at Teresa’s face and opened her arms. Teresa squeezed her eyes shut, dipping her head almost uncomfortably to rest against Vivian’s shoulder as Vivian’s arms wound tightly around her. She felt another presence; April had taken up a protective stance between them and Holly. 
 
      
 
    When she cried, it was partly in relief that she wasn’t alone.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The living room was dim by the time Ever After finished. Lian stretched and peeked to her right, where Colton and Caroline were snuggled together. Colton had made it home just in time for the climax at the ball. Upon seeing the movie he’d set his briefcase down, loosened his tie, and taken his spot next to Caroline. 
 
      
 
    “I still maintain that the prince is a dumbass,” Colton said as Caroline stopped the movie. 
 
      
 
    “Your opinion is noted and will be ignored as usual.” Caroline kissed his cheek. 
 
      
 
    Colton laughed and leaned back. “At least you listen to me about important things.” 
 
      
 
    “Hm?” Caroline peered around the room. “What was that?” 
 
      
 
    Lian hid a smile and stretched, getting to her feet as they continued to lightheartedly bicker. “I’ll leave you to your foreplay,” she declared just before she escaped from witnessing something she didn’t want to see. 
 
      
 
    “You’re just jealous!” Caroline loudly retorted. 
 
      
 
    The words followed Lian down the hallway and into her room. She smiled to herself and tilted her head as she closed the door. “Not really.” 
 
      
 
    Occasionally, she acknowledged as she tried to decide what to do next, she did feel like she might be missing something. Her one and only serious relationship had lasted almost six years. She’d liked being half of a couple, of having someone to always do things with. Life after David had been… less comfortable. She’d tried dating, but it had felt a lot like being flung into the middle of a three-ring-circus with only clown paint on. 
 
      
 
    Her oldest sister had suggested some one-night stands to ‘get laid’ but Lian had never understood the need. Sex could be sweet or exciting, but Lian had never felt a particular interest or draw to it. That’s why she’d thought she and David were perfect together when he’d come out in college as asexual. He hadn’t agreed, stating a need to explore his identity without the pressures of his old life. 
 
      
 
    Lian still wasn’t sure what that meant. She wasn’t the type to try and force someone to stay with her, so she’d let him go. 
 
      
 
    With a sigh, she picked up her phone. Teresa had stopped texting after a while; Lian assumed she was having fun. The thought made her mood lighten. The people she cared about were happy, and she couldn’t ask for more. With a churning of her stomach, she tried not to think of seeing Teresa’s parents the other day for their volunteer work. They were happy. 
 
      
 
    She took a seat at her desk, deciding to pass the time with some gaming rather than thinking. Knowing how good her headset was, she placed her phone in its usual visible spot next to her monitor. It was rare to get work emergencies, but they did happen. 
 
      
 
    Thirty minutes in, Teresa’s name flashed on the screen of her phone. Mid-match in a game of capture the flag, she told herself to check it after she was done. It wasn’t until she was about to start another match that she remembered. She hurriedly picked up her phone to unlock it, not wanting to forget again. 
 
      
 
    She read the message twice and frowned. “Hey guys,” she said as she pushed the button to activate her headset microphone, “I’m going to have to drop out for a bit. I might be back later.” Barely waiting for acknowledgement from her friends, she exited the game. 
 
      
 
    ‘Why didn’t you ever like Holly?’ she read for the third time as she pulled her headset off. The words, which had originally triggered Lian’s old worry about alienating her friends, had changed into different concern the first time she’d re-read it. Teresa had used a past tense. 
 
      
 
    Following her instinct, Lian pressed the call button near Teresa’s name. It rang. And rang. 
 
      
 
    Just before she was sent to voicemail, Teresa answered. 
 
      
 
    “Hello?” Lian inquired as the line remained silent. 
 
      
 
    She heard a faint sigh. “Hey, Lian.” 
 
      
 
    Lian couldn’t recall a time she’d ever heard Teresa sound so lost: maybe back during the first time Lian had contacted her on Vivian’s behalf. “Hey.” She licked her lips and decided to play it safe. “What’s up?” 
 
      
 
    There was another beat of silence. “How did you know there was something going on with Holly?” 
 
      
 
    “Hm,” she said to give herself time to think. “Why don’t you just tell me what happened?” 
 
      
 
    Teresa let out a slow, shaky breath. “We were having fun at the parade. I thought I saw Holly when I was daydreaming so I kind of drifted that way and—well, it was Holly. She wasn’t alone.” 
 
      
 
    Lian tightened her jaw, immediately understanding. “What an ass.” 
 
      
 
    “Lian, that’s not the worst part. She’s not cheating on me; she’s been cheating with me! They had matching rings.” Anger and disbelief had seeped into Teresa’s voice. 
 
      
 
    Worse than I realized, Lian thought as she rubbed her forehead. “Holy shit.” 
 
      
 
    Inexplicably, Teresa snorted with laughter. 
 
      
 
    Lian pulled her phone away to glance at the dark screen, wondering what was happening. “Uh…?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you cuss so much. It’s, I don’t know. Kind of comforting.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa’s words were still softly spoken, a hint of bemusement coloring her tone. Lian held back a sigh. “Good. Glad to be of service.” 
 
      
 
    “Funny you should say that.” Teresa cleared her throat. “I was wondering if you could do me a favor.” 
 
      
 
    Lian sat up straighter. “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t even asked yet.” 
 
      
 
    “So?” 
 
      
 
    “What if I wanted you to headline at a karaoke bar?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think that’s how karaoke works.” Teresa chuckled, and Lian smiled. “Okay, but what’s the actual favor?” 
 
      
 
    “Um, so Holly and I had only been seeing each other off-and-on for about six months, but we first met about three years ago at a conference. We, uh, hooked up there, you know? I just, I can’t help wondering how long she’s been with the woman I thought was her roommate. If, you know—I just feel so damn terrible.” 
 
      
 
    Catching on, Lian nodded to herself. “I’ll look into it.” She gripped her phone tighter. “How detailed do you want?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, god. Not too much. I just need to know the basics, and I can’t talk to Holly. Jesus, just saying her name makes me feel sick.” 
 
      
 
    Lian had to bite back some choice words, mentally steadying herself. “Do you need some company tonight? I don’t have to be at work early.” 
 
      
 
    “No, that’s sweet, but no. I’m actually at Vivian’s. I kind of feel bad for ruining her day with April, but she was insistent.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course she was.” Lian felt proud of Vivian by proxy. Vivian could have been bitter about Teresa staying away so long, keeping such big secrets. Lian had seen it countless times in other cases. That wasn’t Vivian, and she knew if the roles were reversed Teresa would be equally supportive. They were of the same stock, even if Teresa had been away from her family for over a decade. “Vivian loves you.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. I love her too,” Teresa replied, finally sounding happy. “I’ve kept you too long. Talk to you soon?” 
 
      
 
    “Definitely,” Lian said with more force than was probably necessary. They exchanged succinct goodbyes and hung up. She held her phone for several moments after the call ended, allowing herself to process the conversation. She blinked and woke her phone back up, snapping out a quick text to Vivian. 
 
      
 
    She smirked when the response came.  
 
      
 
    ‘You may use whatever MBI resources you need, just make sure your logs are accurate. I would offer to cover the cost of your normal fees, but I know that would only insult you. Thank you for agreeing to help Teresa.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I never said it was for Teresa, but thank you,’ Lian typed, not confirming what Vivian had already guessed as a courtesy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    A few days later found Teresa pacing in her living room. Work had been blissfully busy, the care of her patients taking precedent over the mess that was her personal life. Lian had gotten back to her the day after the parade, but Teresa hadn’t been ready. She had to function during the week, after all. 
 
      
 
    Lian was good at reading people. Teresa hadn’t made a big deal out of the few times Lian had shown a mild aversion to Holly, figuring Lian would have spoken up if there was a meaningful reason for it. Teresa had since promised herself to never take Lian’s reactions for granted. Maybe she’d even introduce all her future dates to Lian to save herself time. Well, no. That probably wasn’t feasible. 
 
      
 
    She hadn’t so grossly misjudged someone in a long time, especially not a woman she’d chosen to be intimate with. She tried to comfort herself with the knowledge that she was normally searching for tells that someone might be phobic in whichever ways they found her existence most offensive. 
 
      
 
    Someone knocked on the front door and Teresa mentally shook herself. It was probably Lian but, knowing her recent luck, it could also be someone trying to sell fake life insurance policies. 
 
      
 
    Artemis curled around her legs as she tried to make it to the door. With a click of her tongue, Teresa scooped her up so neither of them would get hurt. She took a breath before unlocking and opening the door. 
 
      
 
    Lian nodded a greeting, hands in the pockets of her charcoal slacks. 
 
      
 
    “Please, come in,” Teresa murmured as she pulled the door wider and stepped to the side. Her stomach was twisting in a way it hadn’t since the first time she’d met Lian. She held Artemis closer to her chest. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks.” Lian strolled past, her shoulders relaxed and her gaze curious. 
 
      
 
    Teresa shut the door and took a steadying breath, focusing on the feel of Artemis’s purring. She turned with a smile on her face. “That’s right, I forget you haven’t been here before.” 
 
      
 
    Lian smiled faintly. “We usually meet for lunch, so.” 
 
      
 
    “Only because you seem to always be craving something.” Teresa forced a chuckle and tossed her head back; she’d forgotten to put her hair back up in a ponytail and it kept falling into her face. 
 
      
 
    “So, this must be Artemis,” Lian said with a tilt of her chin. 
 
      
 
    At the prompting, Teresa took Artemis in both hands, carefully holding her up so Lian could see her better. “Yes, this is my baby.” 
 
      
 
    Lian’s smile became crooked. She tugged a hand from her pocket and reached out halfway. “May I?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course.” Teresa bit her lip. Artemis’s purring, which had paused as Teresa shifted her around, immediately resumed once Lian started lightly scratching behind her ears. 
 
      
 
    “I had a cat when I was little. I named him Fireball because he was always picking fights. Not like this little sweetheart.” Lian smiled when Artemis closed her eyes and leaned into her touch. 
 
      
 
    An odd feeling filled Teresa as she observed the exchange. Though she and Lian had been friends for months, Lian was usually reserved when they spent time together. Artemis had disarmed Lian without even trying. 
 
      
 
    As if remembering herself, Lian cleared her throat and retrieved her hand. 
 
      
 
    Comprehending the transformation in mood, Teresa nodded toward the living room. “Why don’t we go take a seat? Let’s get this all out of the way.” 
 
      
 
    “You know,” Lian said as she followed Teresa, “you don’t actually have to do this. You don’t need to know if you really don’t want to.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa sat on the couch and was unsurprised when Lian took the adjacent armchair. “No, you’re wrong. It’s precisely because I don’t want to know that I need to. I don’t know how I missed this and I’m having a hard time trusting my own judgement. I looked past all the signs that something wasn’t right with Holly because I was lonely. I need to know more.” Her stomach roiled anew. 
 
      
 
    Lian frowned, her brow furrowing. “Has she tried to contact you?” 
 
      
 
    “No, but it’s only a matter of time.” Teresa held Lian’s gaze until she nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” Lian straightened, placing her hands carefully on each knee before she focused back on Teresa. “I’m sorry to say that it appears they’ve been married for at least five years and have been together a couple of years more than that.” 
 
      
 
    It felt like all the air had been stolen from Teresa’s lungs. She buried her face against Artemis’s fur. “Oh god.” It was somehow worse than she had imagined. Maybe she would actually throw up. “How could I be a part in ruining that?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not your fault, Teresa. In my experience, people like Holly tend to be master manipulators. You’re probably not the first or the last.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa shook her head. “That doesn’t make me feel better.” She could hear Lian shifting around, but she refused to show her face. Artemis’s fur seemed like a great place to reside for the foreseeable future. 
 
      
 
    She felt the sofa dip next to her, then Lian’s warm hand briefly against her back. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m not good at this.” Lian’s voice was regretful and low. 
 
      
 
    Artemis squirmed in Teresa’s grip, so Teresa set her down. She covered her mouth as Artemis laid down half on Lian’s legs and half on her own. The bile that had been threatening to rise up her throat calmed. “She likes you.” 
 
      
 
    Lian angled her head, studying Artemis as she yawned and then settled against her hip. “Did she like Holly?” 
 
      
 
    Teresa blinked and considered the question. “She didn’t not like her. It was more like she was… indifferent, I guess?” 
 
      
 
    Lian instantly began scratching behind Artemis’s ear again. “That’s a good, clever girl.” 
 
      
 
    Her face and tone were so serious that Teresa faintly snorted, an odd humor worming its way through her body. “You really didn’t like Holly, did you?” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” Lian admitted with a shrug, “sometimes I notice things I shouldn’t. It’s cost me a few friendships before.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I,” Teresa shook her head and fidgeted with the knee of her jeans. “I just wish I’d asked you about it sooner. I might have saved myself some time and embarrassment, since apparently my own instincts aren’t as good as I thought.” 
 
      
 
    Lian frowned again, her attention dropping to her lap as she appeared to debate with herself. “I’m not always right, you know. I’m human. Things happen.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa reached out to lightly brush Artemis’s head with her fingertips in hopes of steadying herself, accidentally grazing Lian’s hand. “But you would know better than to get involved with someone like Holly. Not like me, who forgot everything I should know just because Holly made me feel attractive and interesting,” she spat out. The creeping bile had returned. 
 
      
 
    Lian froze, then grabbed Teresa’s hand. “Stop that,” she ordered sternly. “If April turned out to be a manipulative asshole, would you blame Vivian for falling for her?” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Teresa recoiled at the thought. “Of course not.” 
 
      
 
    “Then do yourself the same courtesy.” Both Lian’s expression and grip softened. “You’re not the one at fault here.” 
 
      
 
    A strange sensation grew in Teresa as they regarded one another. 
 
      
 
    Whatever it was passed when Lian dropped her hand and looked away. She straightened almost imperceptibly, calm once again descending over her. “I know it might seem like an awkward time, but Sharon was wondering if you’d still feel up to doing the group thing for Pride.” 
 
      
 
    Feeling a twinge of regret, Teresa almost declined. She’d wanted Holly to go with her to that, too. She clenched her teeth then made herself relax. “Sure.” 
 
      
 
    Holly hadn’t been the reason she’d moved back home. At the time, that had just been a happy coincidence. Teresa needed to remind herself of all the good things she’d gained since moving back. She refused to let Holly ruin them, too. It was funny, how the careful distance Holly had cultivated in their relationship would make it so easy for Teresa to cut Holly out of her life. That had probably been the point, she thought irritably. “You know, I haven’t cried since I found out.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that a good thing?” Lian asked neutrally. 
 
      
 
    Teresa sucked in a breath, held it, then slowly released it. “I don’t know.” She squeezed the bridge of her nose and then waved a dismissive hand. “Enough about all this. Please, would you like to stay for a drink or dinner?” 
 
      
 
    Lian glanced away. “Can you cook anything like your sister?” 
 
      
 
    Grinning, Teresa stood up and pointed herself in the direction of the kitchen. “Please. Who do you think helped teach her? I was Mom’s number one assistant.” 
 
      
 
    Hit with a pang of longing, she pinched the side of her thigh. She was glad Lian couldn’t see her face. She’d been avoiding thinking about her parents but, since it was Pride month, she couldn’t seem to help herself. That was an earth-shattering matter for another day. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lian felt awkward as she waited for Teresa to prepare dinner, wondering at the abrupt escalation in their friendship. In the armchair she had a clear line of sight to the kitchen and, by extension, Teresa. She cuddled Artemis and listened as Teresa prattled on about her preferred recipes, trying to ignore the almost frantic edge to Teresa’s movements as she gathered pots, pans, and ingredients. 
 
      
 
    They weren’t quite good enough friends yet for a dinner like this, Lian thought, but it was also obvious Teresa didn’t want to be alone. Lian wished she knew how to be a better friend. She wanted to say the right things to Teresa, have the other woman be able to laugh, cry, or whatever she needed to release the pent-up feelings she was holding onto. Just as it had been ages since Lian had dated, it had been even longer since she’d had friends she could physically spend time with. Online friendships were more manageable. 
 
      
 
    She was rusty. She made inane comments and noises as Teresa explained the pros and cons of cooking with olive oil, wondering if she was doing as poor of a performance of a friend as it felt. 
 
      
 
    “What about you?” Teresa paused. She pulled her hair up into a tail and then stood in front of the sink. “Do you like to cook?” 
 
      
 
    Lian smiled, then pressed her lips together. “Not in the least.” She waited as Teresa washed her hands and began patting them dry. “Though I do enjoy watching cooking shows. Not the competitive ones with prizes, but the ones where some cook shares their recipes.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa paused again, her lips formed into a bemused smile as she looked at Lian. “Well then, I guess you’ll have your own personal cooking show tonight, hm?” 
 
      
 
    For whatever reason, Teresa seemed to relax. Her movements became fluid, a refined confidence to them that Lian had observed on numerous occasions. Lian felt a pleasant warmth grow in her belly, realizing she’d been tense in response to Teresa’s mood. “I guess you’re right.” 
 
      
 
    “Well then,” Teresa said as she pulled on an apron. “Let’s do this properly. I didn’t have any meat out, so it’s a vegetarian night. We’re doing some fettuccine with our own nice creamy sauce, maybe some mushrooms, onions, and spinach to go with it. Does that sound good?” 
 
      
 
    Having an errant flashback to movie night with her sister, Lian shooed away thoughts of marriage proposals in response to homemade dinners. “That sounds great.” Lian watched with interest as Teresa began filling up a pot with water, a smile on her face as Teresa gamely explained everything she was doing. 
 
      
 
    She held her breath as Teresa began cooking, delightful smells giving Lian hunger pangs. . On the one hand, she was furious with Holly for hurting Teresa. On the other… 
 
      
 
    Teresa bent her head as she scrutinized the contents of a pan, a few wisps of curly hair falling loosely around her face. 
 
      
 
    Though Lian mentally cast Holly in a despicable light, she could intellectually understand why anyone might have found Teresa too appealing to ignore. Teresa was funny, thoughtful, sweet, and generous; even Lian’s logical mind could admit she was attractive. She had an energy that could fill up a room when she was comfortable doing so. Like Lian imagined everyone else was, she was drawn to Teresa’s quiet, genuine vivaciousness that had nothing to do with who Teresa was (the sister of Lian’s boss, the subject of her longest-running case) and every bit to do with the kind of person she was. 
 
      
 
    “Do you prefer your pasta al dente or soft?” 
 
      
 
    The question made Lian rapidly blink. She cleared her throat. “You’re the chef, I’m just here to eat.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa laughed, a full-body reaction that made her shoulders shake and her dimple appear. “Alright, I don’t want to hear any complaints.” 
 
      
 
    Lian smiled, watching her and thinking there couldn’t possibly be anything to complain about.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The group unanimously decided to attend the music night meant to promote local artists. It took place in a park with two stages, a plethora of food stands, and tents selling a variety of handcrafted Pride paraphernalia. 
 
      
 
    Lian arrived as the sun began to set, fresh from her quick stop home to shower and change. The park was reasonably crowded, but not so much that it would make her feel like she couldn’t breathe. On the more active music nights it could be considerably wilder, with a lot of non-LGBTQ+ people crashing for the chance at a fun party environment. 
 
      
 
    She’d chosen to dress casually in an old favorite ripped pair of jeans and a faded black Brandi Carlile shirt, a beaded rainbow bracelet on her wrist. Her hair was in a loose knot near her nape, and her face was bare of makeup like usual. It was an appearance she rarely took public, usually not bothering to change out of her work clothes for socializing. Pride events were different, or so she’d decided. The last-minute addition of a black zip-up hoodie tied around her waist had been Caroline’s suggestion, citing the fact that summer hadn’t truly set in yet. 
 
      
 
    She checked her phone, trying to determine where Vivian and April had set up their blanket based on April’s descriptions. After several moments of searching, she spotted them near a sturdy red maple. April and Vivian were seated on the serape-style blanket, April’s back partially pressed to the trunk of the tree and Vivian lightly leaning into her. They were both dressed casually in jeans and light shirts. 
 
      
 
    Teresa was already with them, sprawled half an arm’s-length away in tan linen capris and a dark off-the-shoulder top that frilled at the edges. When she peered at it more closely, she noticed the frills were trimmed in the colors of the rainbow. 
 
      
 
    Sharon and her girlfriend had yet to appear. Lian didn’t mind, especially since it meant she’d get time to acclimate to their growing group. 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” she said with a wave as she reached the blanket. She approximated a smile and briefly looked at each person, taking a seat at the edge of the blanket nearest Teresa as everyone greeted her back. 
 
      
 
    “I thought you were cutting out of work early today?” Teresa asked with a slightly raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    Vivian made an amused noise in her throat. Lian ignored her. “I was finishing up my corporate case today. Sometimes things run a little long.” Though Lian usually had infinite patience at work, she’d found herself irritated when the corporate representative had insisted on going through every line of her final report. At the end she’d concluded that, like most men she’d met in similar circumstances, he simply enjoyed the sound of his own voice. He wouldn’t care that he’d made her late in meeting friends. “I’m sorry I missed Makayla.” 
 
      
 
    “She was a little bummed she didn’t get to see you, too.” April smiled. “She almost convinced me to let her stay longer, but Viv put her foot down.” 
 
      
 
    “People have already started drinking a little more,” Vivian clarified with a vague gesture around them. “She’s only eight, despite her protests of nearly being nine.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa chuckled. “She’s a sweet and very clever girl. When she becomes a teenager, you’re going to have an interesting time.” 
 
      
 
    Vivian arched an eyebrow. “Like you’ll be able to escape it, tía Teresa?” 
 
      
 
    Lian hugged her knees to her chest, dipping her head against them to hide her mirth. Teresa quieted at the tease, a blissful smile blossoming on her face. 
 
      
 
    “Well, when you put it that way,” Teresa said in a hushed voice. She and Vivian stared at each other for a long moment, communicating something Lian could only guess at. 
 
      
 
    “Me alegro de que hayas vuelto.” Vivian leaned forward to squeeze Teresa’s knee. 
 
      
 
    Teresa nodded. “Yo también.” 
 
      
 
    Lian looked away and fidgeted with her bracelet, feeling guilty in witnessing their private moment. She wasn’t fluent in Spanish, but she was sure she understood; they were glad to be back in each other’s lives. 
 
      
 
    She glanced around, spotting Sharon and a slightly shorter girl walking in their direction. “Sharon’s here.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey guys!” Sharon said when she was a few strides away. She was dressed similarly to the last time they’d seen one another, in a white t-shirt with a watercolor rainbow print and jeans. She cleared her throat as they stopped next to the blanket and held up her girlfriend’s hand. “So, this is Jen.” 
 
      
 
    Lian waited patiently as introductions were exchanged, smiling and accepting Jen’s handshake when it was her turn. She knew Sharon and Jen were the same age, though Jen seemed the shyer of the two. Jen was also in jeans, hers skinny rather than boot-cut, and a pastel pink V-neck emblazoned with Be Careful Who You Hate, It Could Be Someone You Love in big block letters. Her dirty blonde hair was raised in a short tail, keeping the strands from her softly blushing cheeks. 
 
      
 
    She and Sharon were cute together. Lian slid a look to where April and Vivian were sitting, Vivian still cuddled into April’s side. Lian sighed, straining to recall what it felt like, or if she really cared. With a shrug, she transferred her attention to the stage. Movement indicated that something was about to happen. The pre-recorded music that had been playing from the speakers was being replaced by a band. 
 
      
 
    They shifted around on the blanket so they could all fit comfortably. Teresa ended up moving closer to Lian with an apologetic smile, but Lian didn’t mind. 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad you came,” Teresa whispered just before the band began doing sound checks. 
 
      
 
    Lian pursed her lips into a smile, vaguely tilting her head toward everyone else. “I guess it would suck to be the fifth wheel.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa snorted. “No.” She paused. “Well, yes. But also, no. We’re friends, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course.” Lian gripped her ankles, hoping Teresa couldn’t see the movement in the fading light. She didn’t sense any hints of the desperation she’d seen the other night, but she still worried. 
 
      
 
    “It’s nice to get to hang out with you like this.” 
 
      
 
    Lian relaxed, letting go of her ankles and taking a deep breath. “Yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” Teresa smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Cool.” Lian smiled back without realizing it, a warm feeling in her stomach. She frowned slightly and licked her lips. Maybe she was hungry. “Before they really start up on stage, you wanna go see what kind of food the stands have?” 
 
      
 
    To her confusion, Teresa burst into laughter. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Lian asked, her frown growing. 
 
      
 
    Teresa shook her head, a lopsided smile lingering on her face. “No, nothing. Let’s go.” She stood before Lian could question her further and addressed the group. “We’re going to check out the food. Anyone want anything?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    They ended up scouting the food stands first, identifying potential options with the intent of forming a plan. Teresa had to bite her lip as she watched Lian mutter to herself, arms crossed as she deliberated. 
 
      
 
    “The benefit to coming with a group of friends,” Lian said with a delighted expression, “is being able to pick out a buffet of options.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, is that all?” Teresa asked with a grin. 
 
      
 
    Lian paused, her expression serious as she contemplated her response. “No,” she said with a glance at Teresa, “I guess not.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa considered teasing her but decided against it. Lian wasn’t like other friends she’d had, who tended on the chaotic end of the personality spectrum. Lian was quiet and meticulous, and there was something soothing about that—especially since she’d learned the truth about Holly. She swallowed at the thought. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, I think I’ve got it,” Lian said. 
 
      
 
    “I’m following you,” Teresa replied with a slight bow and a wave of her hand. 
 
      
 
    Lian squinted at her, then nodded. “Okay, come on.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa’s mind wandered as she did just that, placidly accepting her role as a pack mule. She’d loved spending time with her sister, April, and Makayla during the earlier show’s kid-friendly concert. Especially Makayla, who was so delightful and goofy that Teresa hadn’t had time to dwell on heavy thoughts. After, when April had left to take Makayla to the sitter’s, things had been more difficult. Vivian had asked how she was doing, and she was reminded of the violated feeling she’d struggled with off and on since seeing Holly and her wife at Pride. They’d talked for a bit, then listened to the music piping from the stage stereo that had temporarily replaced the live music. 
 
      
 
    Lian’s arrival had been a welcome distraction. Unfortunately, Teresa had started thinking of Holly again when Sharon arrived. None of them reminded her of Holly, per se; it was more seeing happy couples that bothered her. She’d wanted that with Holly. She wanted that. 
 
      
 
    “Here,” Lian said as she handed over two large white-and-red checkered paper trays loaded with food. One was piled precariously with half-cobs of corn, the other with a variety of shish kebabs. 
 
      
 
    Teresa blinked down at the trays unexpectedly in each of her hands, then toward Lian’s back. She hurried to catch up. Lian was already standing in another line. She felt herself starting to crack as Lian scrutinized the cheap printed menu hanging from the edge of the stall. Her lips twitched as she tried to hold her amusement in. 
 
      
 
    “You alright?” Lian asked without pulling her attention from the menu. 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely.” Teresa felt a laugh tickle the back of her throat. It was absurd, wasn’t it? Nearly every time she thought of anything heavy— 
 
      
 
    “Try this,” Lian said abruptly. She held up a small piece of meat that had been skewered on a toothpick. “I can’t decide between beef or chicken.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Teresa glanced down at her occupied hands, then began adjusting her grip. 
 
      
 
    Lian shrugged and held the meat out, her interest swapping to the grill where the chicken was sizzling. 
 
      
 
    It made Teresa relax and lean over to accept the tidbit. She chewed thoughtfully. “The beef is pretty good.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought so too. The chicken seems a little dry. Beef it is!” 
 
      
 
    Teresa’s eyes widened as she observed a plate being loaded with the beef and potato salad. Lian paid for it with a grin, then hefted the plate in both hands. “Okay, let’s pick up some drinks and head back. The music is starting.” She paused and grabbed some plastic forks and napkins, then made a beeline for another stall. 
 
      
 
    They managed to carry all the cold drinks by squeezing them between their arms. The sun had fully set, only the park lanterns and some strategic fairy lights left to guide them back to the blanket. Teresa was shivering by the time they reached their friends again.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, that smells good.” Sharon rubbed her hands together. 
 
      
 
    Lian brightened, deftly depositing the plate and drinks down to the blanket. “I can confirm it’s all good.” Without missing a beat, she turned and helped relieve Teresa of her own tasty burdens, pulling at the bottom of one of the paper trays to reveal a few spares. 
 
      
 
    She seemed comfortable as she handed them out with napkins and forks, nudging the containers toward Sharon and allowing the younger woman to serve herself first. 
 
      
 
    Teresa curled her arms tightly against her chest and smiled, wiping her bare arms where the cold drinks had been pressed. It was growing cooler by the moment, and she began to mildly regret her choice in tops. 
 
      
 
    “Here,” Lian said as she paused in serving herself. She put her tray and fork down, hands tugging at the tied sleeves around her waist. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no. I’m fine.” Teresa shook her head. “You might need it.” 
 
      
 
    Lian’s brow furrowed. “My sister made me bring it.” 
 
      
 
    Vivian opened her mouth to say something, but April lightly gripped her arm and subtly shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not even using it, Teresa.” Lian held the sweater out. 
 
      
 
    With a sigh, Teresa accepted it. “I doubt it’ll even fit.” She was at least half a foot taller than Lian. 
 
      
 
    “I always buy them a few sizes bigger,” Lian rebutted as Teresa fumbled with its zipper. 
 
      
 
    Teresa was delightfully surprised to find it almost fit perfectly. The sleeves were a little short, but the hem went past her hips and she was able to fully zip up. “I stand corrected. Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    An odd look overcame Lian’s face, and then she shook her head and went back to serving herself. “No problem.” 
 
      
 
    Thirty minutes after they’d finished eating and cleaning up, April produced another blanket. All six of them huddled together to share it. Teresa offered Lian her sweater back, but Lian only shrugged and said the shared blanket and body heat were enough for her. 
 
      
 
    Teresa leaned into her a little more, feeling guilty but accepting the explanation. She’d return the sweater if Lian started shivering. 
 
      
 
    When the second band hit the stage, they all forgot the cold. The first band had been okay, but the second was on another level. Teresa got goosebumps listening to the singer’s voice, knowing she was probably hearing someone who would be famous someday. 
 
      
 
    “Do you know who this is?” Lian asked as one song ended and the intro to another started. “I wasn’t paying attention in the beginning.” 
 
      
 
    “No, sorry,” Teresa said with genuine regret. “I want to know, too.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll pull up the event info later.” Lian’s expression was determined but her voice was distracted. 
 
      
 
    A soft, melancholic ballad had started, the singer’s voice full of wistful longing. Speaking seemed disrespectful, so Teresa closed her eyes and told herself to ask Lian about it later. It was a song about lost love and, to Teresa’s ears, about coming out. 
 
      
 
    Her chest was tight, full of the haunting ache of her own troubled coming out process. Besides Vivian, none of her family knew she had moved back. It was a secret she knew weighed heavily on Vivian, even if Vivian never complained about it. Teresa just wasn’t ready. Not yet. 
 
      
 
    Lian leaned further into her. “Sorry,” she said while still concentrating on the stage, “draft of air.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa blinked hard. She seriously contemplated if Lian was somehow a mind reader. With a quiet huff, she shook her head and decided to enjoy the rest of the show. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lian was exhausted by the time she made it home. She’d stayed out later than she’d intended, but she didn’t mind. It had been fun. It had been a lot of things. She blinked as she remembered the second band, pulling out her phone to look up their name. The bright screen lit up the dark entryway as she made a few specific searches. Only moments later, she found what she was looking for. She opened a new text, her thumbs hovering over the digital keyboard as she thought of what to type. 
 
      
 
    Should she even tell Teresa? The song about coming out had punched Lian in the chest, and she’d instinctively known it was having the same effect on Teresa. She held her breath. 
 
      
 
    With a shake of her head, she let it out in a big burst. Teresa was an adult, and capable of making her own decisions. She’d wanted to know the band, too. 
 
      
 
    With a flurry of her thumbs, she typed out the answer and hit send. 
 
      
 
    “You’re home late.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline’s voice jolted Lian back to reality. She swallowed and tucked her phone back into her pocket, mentally shifting gears. “I hope I didn’t wake you.” 
 
      
 
    “Nah.” Caroline stepped back from the doorway, her body angled sideways in a clear invitation to the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    Lian looked toward the dark hallway that led to her room, then back to Caroline. “Couldn’t sleep then, huh?” she asked as she followed her sister to the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    “No. Lucky me.” Caroline turned left, taking a seat at the kitchen table and wrapping her hands around a softly steaming mug. “The kettle’s still hot if you want some, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Wouldn’t mind it.” Lian crossed and pulled a plain white mug from the cupboard. She opened another and retrieved the small wooden box that held the chamomile. She scooped some into a mesh tea infuser and carefully closed it, then deposited the infuser into her mug. “So, anything in particular keeping you awake?” She asked as she poured the hot water. 
 
      
 
    “Not really. I might have the jitters about closing arguments tomorrow. Or maybe it’s the curry I had earlier. Maybe both.” 
 
      
 
    “Hm.” Lian returned the kettle to the stove and put the box of tea away. She picked up her mug and joined her sister. “I haven’t seen you have jitters about a case since your first year.” 
 
      
 
    “The curry, then,” Caroline said with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. She sighed and took a sip of tea. “I’m glad you went out tonight.” 
 
      
 
    Lian made a noncommittal noise in her throat and slightly twisted her mug. 
 
      
 
    “No, really. I’m glad you’re making friends and doing things.” 
 
      
 
    “I have friends. I do things.” Lian kept her tone light. She and Caroline had ‘debated’ online friendships once or twice, and she wasn’t looking to engage in another. 
 
      
 
    “I know. I just, you’re my little sister. I want you to be happy.” 
 
      
 
    Lian pursed her lips together in amusement. She leaned forward. “You’re my big sister. I want you to be happy, too.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline visibly fought against a smile, her mouth twisting as she tried not to give in. She relented, then rolled her eyes. “Were all your friends there?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. It’s good I went, or Teresa would have been the only non-coupled person.” 
 
      
 
    “How’s she doing?” Caroline inquired with a small furrow between her brows. 
 
      
 
    Lian played with the chain of the infuser, thinking it had probably steeped long enough. Caroline nudged a small plate over where another used mesh ball was already resting. Lian added hers to the plate. “All things considered… she’s doing alright. There were a few moments when I could tell she was having a hard time, so I tried to keep her distracted.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline guffawed. “I bet.” She paused. “Aren’t you glad I made you grab a sweater? It got pretty cool out.” 
 
      
 
    It was then that Lian realized she’d forgotten to get it back from Teresa. Well, she’d just get it back another time. They had lunch together at least once a week anyway. “Yeah. The sweater came in handy.” She took a cautious drink from her mug. The warmth was satisfying. “You want to tell me what’s really keeping you up?” 
 
      
 
    The sound of Caroline’s mug being set down was so forceful, Lian worried it might wake Colton. 
 
      
 
    Caroline’s fingertips were white as she gripped it. “One of Colton’s younger cousins got pregnant. It was an accident. She’s been on the pill, her boyfriend uses condoms, and she still got pregnant. They’ve been debating their options for a while now, apparently.” Lian reached out and gently nudged Caroline’s hands until they released their deathly grip on the mug. She didn’t say anything, knowing nothing would help. Caroline’s face was a mask of exhaustion that went beyond physical weariness. “They decided not to keep it.” 
 
      
 
    Lian was up from her chair and around the table in an instant. Caroline was pro-choice in theory; that didn’t mean her feelings about it were simple. Lian wasn’t sure why fate could be so cruel, but she was glad she was around to help Caroline in whatever miniscule way she could. Even, she thought as her sister cried into her shoulder, if she could only provide mild comfort.  
 
      
 
    As her own eyes began to sting, soft footsteps caught her attention. Colton, appearing just as tired as Caroline, was suddenly in the doorway. He strode over swiftly but silently, his attention solely on Caroline. Without a word, he wrapped himself around her from behind, his arms reaching all the way to Lian’s back. 
 
      
 
    Only then did Lian allow herself a few tears. 
 
      
 
    After a moment she sniffled and scooted back, knowing that Caroline was in good arms. Colton nodded and let her go, whispering soft words into Caroline’s ear. 
 
      
 
    Lian retreated to her room and tried not to think as she changed into her pajamas. She stared at her desk, then her bed. Still debating, she turned the light off. Her phone lit up on her desk. She sucked in a breath, relieved that someone else had made the decision for her. She grabbed the phone and found her bed in the dark, smiling when she realized the text was from Teresa. 
 
      
 
    ‘Letters from Sappho, huh?’ Teresa responded as Lian curled up under her comforter. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Lian typed out. She bit her lip. ‘Kinda perfect, right?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Absolutely. Also, hey, I’m sorry I forgot to give you your sweater back.’ 
 
      
 
    Lian sighed and rolled over onto her side. ‘No worries. I’ve got two more just like it.’ 
 
      
 
    As she waited for Teresa to text back, the ball of anxiety in her stomach loosened. Teresa had looked cute in her hoodie.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Teresa’s movements were slow as she began to rise from the depths of slumber. She stretched as far as her arms would reach, her legs twisting as she gently rolled her body from side to side. Her arm bumped soft fabric. She blinked her eyes open and found herself staring at the raised back of Vivian’s unbelievably cozy couch. 
 
      
 
    Ah, yes. She’d left her car parked at Vivian’s and had been too tired to make the trip home. At least she’d had the forethought to pay a neighbor to watch Artemis overnight, just in case. Teresa smiled at the pristine white ceiling. She’d been over several times, but it was only her second time sleeping over. Her smile turned wistful. 
 
      
 
    When they were kids, Vivian had sometimes asked to sleep in her room when a thunderstorm was too loud, or a movie had been too spooky. She could remember grudgingly agreeing every time. Anything for her baby sister, even at three in the morning. 
 
      
 
    She wondered what Vivian had done after she’d run away. 
 
      
 
    A lump in her throat, she sat up and undid her ponytail. Her hair was always a complete mess after sleeping. She finger-combed and re-fastened it, knowing it was unlikely she could borrow a brush from Vivian. Vivian’s hair was completely different—slinky, straight, and smooth. For a moment, Teresa envied how easy it must be to handle. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, good. You’re up.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa stifled a yawn, her eyes watering with effort as she glanced over to where Vivian’s voice had come from. “Morning,” she said with a lopsided smile. 
 
      
 
    Vivian was in a white t-shirt several sizes too large, emblazoned with a cartoon character Teresa wasn’t familiar with. The hem stopped just short of mid-thigh. Her short hair was pulled back. 
 
      
 
    Catching Teresa’s gaze, Vivian smiled and glanced down. “I stole this from April.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, makes sense.” Teresa adjusted her wrinkled clothing, the same she’d been wearing the night before. She’d been too tired to bother changing, only barely managing to get her makeup off with some disposable wipes before losing consciousness. Well, she had managed a short conversation with Lian. She froze and remembered it was Friday. “Don’t you have to be at work?” She’d needed to swap shifts with someone herself, so had a later start than usual. 
 
      
 
    Vivian shook her head and crossed her arms. “I told Irene yesterday I’d be coming in late today. I’m not as young as I used to be.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa snorted and rolled her eyes. “Please, you’re not even thirty yet.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been calling myself thirty since I was twenty-five, just to get used to the idea,” Vivian dryly retorted. She cleared her throat. “Breakfast?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure.” Teresa stood, shifting self-consciously from foot to foot. “Is April still here?” 
 
      
 
    Vivian smirked. “She lacks my forethought, so no. I took pity on her and asked Mom to take Makayla to school this morning.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa stiffened and looked down. “Mom was watching Makayla?” 
 
      
 
    It took Vivian a moment to respond. “Yes,” she finally said in a soft voice, “the whole family loves that little girl. She got in trouble at school for beating up a boy recently. We grounded her, but Mom baked her a cake. Zoe bought her a new pair of shoes.” 
 
      
 
    Curious of the mixed reactions, Teresa tried to ignore the larger mentions of their family. She couldn’t help but wonder what Zoe, one of her favorite cousins, had ended up doing with her life. “Why did Makayla beat up a boy?” 
 
      
 
    Vivian sighed, running a hand over her hair. “He’s a bully. While we’re happy she wanted to defend her friend, we’ve told her several times violence isn’t the best answer.” She tilted her head and frowned. “Though I will concede the school has failed to intervene when the boy has gone too far in the past.” 
 
      
 
    “Hm.” Teresa shifted from foot to foot again. “I’d like to talk about this more, but I need to pee really badly.” 
 
      
 
    She didn’t wait for a response, instead rushing to the bathroom while Vivian laughed under her breath. 
 
      
 
    Some minutes later, she was sighing happily as she splashed water on her face. She patted her skin dry with a hand towel, pausing in front of the mirror to examine her face. The money she’d invested in laser hair removal had maintained its value another day. Which was good, considering the amount of debt she still carried. Her new pay helped in whittling it down that much faster. Who knew? Home ownership might eventually be a viable choice again. 
 
      
 
    With a chuckle, she wandered off to find Vivian. “So,” she said as she entered the kitchen. Vivian was already at the stove, their breakfast sizzling away. “What’s the story with this bully?” she asked as she took a seat at the kitchen bar. 
 
      
 
    Vivian clicked her tongue. “We’re not sure. They’ve talked to him before, after a lot of pushing from April. They think he likes Makayla’s friend but doesn’t know how to show it.” 
 
      
 
    “Well that’s not toxic at all.” Teresa frowned as old memories of locker rooms threatened to surface. She shook them away. “I think I’d have bought Makayla three new pairs of shoes if that’s what she was trying to stop.” 
 
      
 
    There was a long beat of silence. Vivian sighed and turned. “Yes, I know. We just… there’s been a lot of terrible things in the news, you know? We don’t want Makayla to get comfortable relying on violence, especially when she could easily become a target herself. She’s half black in a predominantly white school, she’s technically an orphan, and she’s being raised by a queer couple.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa’s frown deepened. “Is she being bullied?” 
 
      
 
    Vivian considered the question, then laughed. She resumed attending to their breakfast. “No, I don’t think she’d stand for that. We’re lucky to live in a more liberal area, though we have talked about sending Makayla to a private school just to be safe.” 
 
      
 
    “That makes sense.” Teresa pressed her hands down on the cool surface of the counter and took a deep breath. “You know, when I ran away it was because I was scared. Not because of you or Mom or Dad, but because of the state’s laws. Well, okay, maybe I was terrified about what would happen when I came out. Maybe you all would support me, maybe you wouldn’t, but I wasn’t sure what I would do if you all didn’t accept me. And I needed acceptance. After I understood what I was feeling, it was like every day when I woke up, I couldn’t breathe. I was living a stranger’s life, going through the motions in a stranger’s body to live a life that wasn’t mine.” She pressed her fingertips hard against the marble. “It was easier to run away than to potentially face any of you hating me, especially considering how horrible trans rights were in this state then.” She stopped and shook her head. “But in the time I’ve spent traveling here and there for work, somehow this place has become one of the better places to live. It’s no California, but who knew?” 
 
      
 
    Vivian swiftly turned the stove off, her back to Teresa. When she spoke, her voice was low. “Lian did say you’d been living here for a while when she found you. I’d thought maybe, if she hadn’t approached you, maybe you would have finally come to us on your own.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa’s stomach churned. She swallowed. “That was the plan. I just don’t know how long it would have taken me.” She pursed her lips and inhaled deeply. “I’ve grown so comfortable in my own skin that I forgot what it felt like to be a scared teenager. Of course, there’s always been scary moments. I’m passing, but I haven’t always been.” She brought her hand to her throat. It had been the last of her surgeries. Thankfully, once she’d put on a little more weight in her mid-twenties, her facial features had softened more. If it had felt like an option when she was younger, she would have chosen her facial feminization as her first big surgery. Up until that point, she’d consoled herself with the fact that many women weren’t completely happy with their appearance. It had worked out in its own way. 
 
      
 
    Vivian stiffened, her hands clutching the edges of the stove. With a shuddering breath, she twisted to face Teresa. Her nose was pink, and her eyes were shimmering. “No matter how you looked, or sounded, or anything, I would have accepted you.” 
 
      
 
    Part of Teresa wanted to say, ‘How could you know that for sure’ but the words never made it to her tongue. Her throat felt thick, and as she got up from her stool, her limbs felt heavy. It wasn’t Vivian, the accomplished businesswoman she was seeing; it was a worried, sad little girl who wished she’d opened her door at 3 AM. Teresa clumsily made it to the stove and opened her arms. 
 
      
 
    When Vivian immediately fell into the hug with a sob, Teresa squeezed her eyes shut. A little of the fear she’d been carrying around faded. “I’m sorry I never gave you that chance,” Teresa admitted in a whisper. It wasn’t her fault, she knew, but a part of her couldn’t help but wonder how much easier everything would have been if she’d had her sister along for the journey. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not your fault,” Vivian mumbled, unknowingly echoing Teresa’s thoughts, “I just need you to know I love you. No matter what.” 
 
      
 
    For the first time since their reunion, Teresa allowed herself to truly believe it. 
 
      
 
    She hugged Vivian tighter. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lian stared at Teresa’s apartment building, wondering why she was standing outside of it. Logically, she knew why. Teresa had again texted to apologize for inadvertently stealing Lian’s hoodie, offering to drop it off at Lian’s convenience. Having already discussed the subject of the sweater and how little she needed it, Lian had concluded that Teresa wanted company. Since she’d just finished up a preliminary consultation for a new client, she offered to stop by Teresa’s on her way home. 
 
      
 
    Teresa agreed, confirming Lian’s suspicion. Still, she worried if Vivian wouldn’t be better company for Teresa.  
 
      
 
    With a shrug, Lian climbed the short flight of steps leading to the entrance. An elevator ride and several minutes later, she was outside Teresa’s door. She knocked. 
 
      
 
    There was no response. 
 
      
 
    Teresa knew of her arrival; Lian had made a point to text right after parking. She frowned. The door suddenly opened, a frazzled-looking Teresa stepping back with an apologetic look. 
 
      
 
    As quickly as it had settled on Lian, Teresa’s attention almost immediately returned to her phone conversation. “No, Holly. I can’t believe you’d think that. No!” 
 
      
 
    With a scowl, Lian stepped inside. Teresa strode away brusquely, her movements sharp and upset. Lian closed the door behind herself. She relaxed when an agitated Artemis brushed against her legs, seeking comfort. 
 
      
 
    Lian picked Artemis up without another thought, soothing the animal and allowing herself to be soothed in return. They stood at the door while Teresa continued to pace. 
 
      
 
    “Please don’t say that,” Teresa said, looking pained. “You know I—no. Holly, I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that.” When her face scrunched up and she looked ready to cry, Lian had to force herself not to march over and take the phone away. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I think that’s all that needs to be said.” Teresa pinched the bridge of her nose and slumped her shoulders. The call ended without further conversation, Teresa blindly tossing the phone to the couch. She covered her face with both hands. Her inhale lightly echoed against her cupped fingers, and a moment later she dropped her arms and pasted on an awkward smile. “Sorry. Um, obviously, Holly finally called.” She blinked and rubbed her forehead. “I had your sweater in my hands at some point, I swear. Let me find it. I just wasn’t expecting,” she cut herself off with a wince. 
 
      
 
    Without a word Lian moved forward, still cradling the purring Artemis. She stopped an arm’s length from Teresa and gently offered Artemis over. 
 
      
 
    Teresa looked at her, then at the cat. Her smile wobbled as she accepted Artemis. Lian cupped the back of one of her hands during the exchange, hoping Teresa understood. 
 
      
 
    With flushed cheeks, Teresa fleetingly met Lian’s eyes—before burying her face in Artemis’s fur. Lian waited for several moments before speaking, remaining where she stood. She didn’t want to make things worse. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. I’m sorry I’m such a mess lately,” Teresa said without otherwise moving. 
 
      
 
    Lian tucked her hands into her pockets, then pulled them free again to fidget with one of her sleeves. “Not at all. You’re dealing with a lot, and remarkably well at that.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll go with that.” Teresa sighed, then dropped Artemis to a more comfortable position against her chest. She pressed a kiss to Artemis’s head. “Sorry, now that I’m calmer, let’s find your sweater.” 
 
      
 
    She wouldn’t quite meet Lian’s gaze. When she took a half step back, Lian reached out to lightly brush her arm. “Hey.” Warm amber-brown finally looked her way. Lian tilted her head. “You wanna talk about it?” 
 
      
 
    Teresa laughed without humor. She pressed a hand to her temple. “I had this super emotional talk with Vivian today, you know? I wasn’t ready for more. Holly totally blindsided me, but what’s new?” She sighed. “Would you just… stay for a while? Maybe have a glass of wine with me?” 
 
      
 
    Though Teresa wasn’t frantic like she had been the previous time Lian was over, Lian still felt concerned. “Sure.” It wasn’t until Teresa was pouring the wine that Lian understood why. Teresa was like a different person, her vivacity and confidence unnaturally absent. She hated that Holly could take that away. 
 
      
 
    They talked about nonsensical things for the first glass, gradually meandering over to the couch and armchair in the living room. Teresa turned the TV on but kept the volume low, likely for background noise. During the second glass of wine while Teresa ordered them a pizza, Lian texted her sister to let her know she’d probably be home late. She didn’t normally drink. 
 
      
 
    “The dumbest fucking thing,” Teresa hissed an hour later between bites of pizza, “is that when she said she still wanted to see me, a small part of me wanted to agree. It was a tiny, tiny part, but it was still there! I can’t believe I’m so dumb.” 
 
      
 
    Frowning, Lian put down her own slice. “You’re not dumb. You’re human. You had genuine feelings for her, and you were seeing each other for, what, nearly half a year? The important thing is that you rejected her.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa stared past the TV, swallowing a bite with effort. With a look of mild disgust, she discarded the remnants of her pizza to the top of the box it’d come from. “You’re sweet, but I’m dumb and alone and, god, why do I hate the last part so much? Holly and I hardly spent any time together.” 
 
      
 
    Lian grunted her displeasure. She scrutinized the empty wine bottle on the coffee table, then the couch. With effort, she stood and flopped down next to Teresa. “You’re not alone, you’re just feeling lonely.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t remind me,” Teresa muttered with a half-laugh, half-cry. She slumped, her hair tickling softly against Lian’s shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t finish. I wanted to remind you that you’ve got lots of people in your life that care about you. Vivian, April, Sharon, me. Makayla, too, of course.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa crossed her arms. “It’s not the same.” 
 
      
 
    Lian gripped her knees as she attempted to build up her courage. “No, it’s better. We’re in your corner, no matter what.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no.” Teresa’s face pinkened as she covered her mouth. She shook her head. “I can’t handle this twice in one day.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Lian asked with a small frown. 
 
      
 
    “I,” Teresa shook her head and sniffled. She pursed her lips, unable to speak as she began to cry. 
 
      
 
    It was puzzling, Lian thought as she ineptly raised her arm up and around Teresa’s shoulder, how much Teresa made her wish she was less awkward with people. A surge of warmth grew in her chest when Teresa leaned into her, accepting the comfort. 
 
      
 
    Maybe, Lian realized as Teresa curled an arm around her waist, it only mattered that she tried. She closed her eyes. “Take all the time you need.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Days slipped into weeks, and before Teresa knew it, June was ending. It had been a tumultuous month. She’d loved being with Holly, even if she hadn’t been sure if she was in love with Holly yet. After the sole nasty call from her former lover, they hadn’t spoken again. It had been good for Teresa in more ways than one. She and Vivian had grown closer, their bond finally deepening to what they’d both been hoping for. 
 
      
 
    Unexpectedly, she and Lian had also become better friends. 
 
      
 
    She had dinner with Vivian, April, and Makayla multiple times a week, and with Lian almost as frequently. Maybe Teresa was being too greedy, but for the time being she was allowing it. No one seemed to mind, with Lian surprising her the most. Sometimes she thought Lian simply liked being needed. Well, who didn’t want to feel needed? 
 
      
 
    It was still something Teresa missed, though admittedly, Holly’s need had generally been of a baser variety. 
 
      
 
    She grimaced, wishing her recollections of Holly weren’t so fresh. The thoughts were becoming less frequent, but it was still a battle. 
 
      
 
    “Not that face,” Vivian gently chided as she chopped some vegetables. 
 
      
 
    Teresa obliged by contorting her face more and sticking out her tongue. 
 
      
 
    “Mm,” Vivian murmured around a smile, “much better.” 
 
      
 
    On a raised footstool next to Vivian, Makayla giggled. Teresa thought she looked adorable in a pair of overalls and a red shirt with a single rounded yellow star in the middle, her hair done up in two fluffy, curly pigtails. Some of the red sauce had made it to both her tan cheeks, coincidentally in the shape of the curved edge of the spoon she was stirring with. 
 
      
 
    “How’s the sauce?” Teresa asked with a grin. 
 
      
 
    “Great!” Makayla pursed her lips and stirred a few times more. “I think it’s done.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve tasted it?” Vivian asked, not looking up from preparing the vegetables. 
 
      
 
    “Yes ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    Makayla looked so serious that Teresa considered buying her a toque blanche. Teresa leaned forward, bracing her elbow on the kitchen bar and resting her chin in her hand. When she and Vivian were kids, their mom had gotten them both one. Teresa had loved dressing up to help in the kitchen; with all three of them in the same ‘uniform’, she’d always felt like she was exactly where she was supposed to be. 
 
      
 
    Hesitant, she waited a moment. “How’s Mom?” 
 
      
 
    Vivian paused in layering the vegetables into a ceramic dish, her eyes flickering to Teresa’s. “As good as can be expected for this time of year.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa tried not to flinch. She hadn’t been a practicing Catholic in decades, and yet she could never outrun the guilt. July would bring the anniversary of when she’d run away. She swallowed. “I’m sorry, Viv. I’m just not ready yet. There’s so much going on right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Kayla, honey, why don’t you go see what your Aunt April is up to? We’re finished here.” 
 
      
 
    Putting her wooden spoon down on the counter, Makayla’s pink tongue poked out as she took the single step down to the ground. “Okay. Thanks for letting me help cook dinner!” 
 
      
 
    Vivian bent to kiss her forehead, smoothly flipping the end of her apron up to wipe Makayla’s cheeks. “Of course, sweetie.” 
 
      
 
    They both waited for Makayla to scamper away before resuming their conversation. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not pressuring you, Teresa. I know you need to come out on your own terms.” Vivian walked around so she was sitting on the stool next to Teresa. She gently reached out and squeezed Teresa’s upper arm. “I just know Mom will be so happy to have you home.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa licked her lips, her stomach roiling. “And Dad?” 
 
      
 
    Vivian sighed and dropped her hand. She studied the counter for a few seconds. “Daddy loves you. He might not understand everything, but he wouldn’t do anything to lose you again.” She met Teresa’s eyes. “He changed after you left.” 
 
      
 
    “How was he when you came out?” Teresa heard herself ask as if from far away. Their father was a good man, though more traditional than their mother. When she was little, he had made an effort to set aside time for the family. As she’d grown, she could recall being alternately ignored in favor of the restaurant and vaguely lectured on what it meant to ‘be a man’—not that that had ever made sense to her. 
 
      
 
    “Quiet, at first. He didn’t seem angry or disappointed. More… confused. Bisexual meant I could still settle down with a man, you know?” Vivian chuckled. “He told me he loved me, and he just wanted me to be happy. If it’s any comfort, he’s thrilled I’m with April.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa hesitantly smiled. “Yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. April’s a good person, and she brought Makayla into all our lives.” Vivian bit her lip. “We all do volunteer work every year for Pride. The last few Mom and Dad have even been sponsors and gone to a few charity events.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh.” Teresa held her breath, wondering if they could have accidentally run into one another at some point. “That’s very,” she swallowed, “supportive of them.” 
 
      
 
    Once again, Vivian met her eyes. “Yeah. Mama actually volunteers year-round, usually at the youth shelters, finding jobs and homes for homeless teens.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa blinked. “She’s not cooking anymore?” 
 
      
 
    “Not like she used to. She and Daddy kind of stepped away from the business a couple of years after you left.” 
 
      
 
    It was anathema to her. Her parents had loved their restaurant, devoting countless hours to it while she and Vivian had been watched by cousins, aunts, and uncles. “Lian never told me that.” 
 
      
 
    Vivian tilted her head, a soft smile on her face. “Knowing Lian, she’s probably been very careful about not wanting to pressure you. Mom and Dad love her too, you know. She’s worked with me since I started MBI, and is the main reason Mom volunteers to host parties for the company. Lian’s got an open invitation to all the big family events, and joins us for the annual volunteer projects, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh.” Teresa sighed and looked away. “Well, um, maybe we can talk about Mom and Dad some more in a couple of weeks.” It was the best she could do. 
 
      
 
    “If that’s what you want. Now, I should tell you about Zoe’s coming out.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa’s eyes widened. “I knew it! She was always staring at my girlfriend!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, her coming out actually involves Chuy’s first girlfriend.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun was low and heavy in the sky by the time the subject of Lian’s investigation made an appearance outside the motel. Lian methodically took pictures, ignoring the sweat dampening the fabric of her shirt and slacks. Spousal disputes were her least favorite kind of cases, but she couldn’t think of anyone at MBI who liked taking on the work. They took turns rotating through such cases, as was fair. 
 
      
 
    It seemed Lian would be able to wrap her case up soon. She’d been hired to follow the husband around for a week, and in four days had already accumulated enough photos to satisfy three clients. The philandering husband had been with a different woman for each visit to the motel. Lian had suspicions, given how unpleasant he seemed, that the women he met were being paid for their time. She wouldn’t dig into that; it wasn’t her job. The wife just wanted proof that her husband had violated their prenuptial agreement to keep her estate intact. 
 
      
 
    Lian had technically fulfilled that requirement, she concluded as she locked the camera back in her glove box. She didn’t want to waste more of her time and the client’s money, or to compromise women simply trying to make ends meet. With a quick call, she made an appointment to meet her client in the morning. She confirmed the husband’s car was no longer in the lot before starting her own, breathing a silent sigh of relief once the air conditioner started up. She raised her windows and turned the radio on. 
 
      
 
    Just as she was securing the seatbelt, her phone rang.  
 
      
 
    She smiled upon seeing Teresa’s name. “Hey,” she greeted once the call connected. 
 
      
 
    “Hey. I hope I didn’t catch you at a bad time.” 
 
      
 
    Deciding to hold off on pulling into traffic, Lian leaned back in her seat. “Not at all. Your timing is perfect, actually. I just finished for the day.” 
 
      
 
    “Great! Want to meet me for dinner somewhere?” 
 
      
 
    “What about Artemis?” Lian folded her hands in her lap. No matter where they ate, they always seemed to get caught up talking about one thing or another. Once or twice, Teresa had failed to get home to Artemis in a reasonable amount of time and had felt horrible about it. 
 
      
 
    Teresa chuckled. “No worries there. She’s been catnapped for a sleepover with Makayla’s friends. I think Makayla is angling to talk April and Vivian into getting a pet.” 
 
      
 
    “Why do I get the feeling that would only mean she’d want to steal Artemis more? I can picture her staring up at you with those big eyes, reminding you how lonely Artemis must be without friends.” Lian wasn’t teasing Teresa; she was just as susceptible to Makayla’s charm as anyone else. “Either way, I don’t think April will do it until she and Vivian are officially living together.” 
 
      
 
    “It would make sense. I’ll keep my fingers crossed for ‘Kayla.” Teresa gently cleared her throat. “I ran into Holly today.” 
 
      
 
    Lian glared at something in the distance. “Oh?” 
 
      
 
    “She stopped by about one of our patients—a referral from her hospital. She approached me because there’s a symposium for breast imaging in Baltimore in a couple of weeks. We’d planned to drive there together, make a romantic weekend out of it. She told me that she cancelled the B&B we were going to stay at along the way.” 
 
      
 
    “Couldn’t she just text you that? I’d think that would be a given.” Lian narrowed her eyes. No doubt Holly had been hoping Teresa would change her mind. 
 
      
 
    Teresa sighed. “I don’t know. I took the time to remind her that I wouldn’t be sharing my hotel room in Baltimore with her anymore.” 
 
      
 
    The admission had Lian consciously un-hunching her shoulders, which she hadn’t realized had tensed. “That’s good.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Teresa agreed, her voice low and soft. 
 
      
 
    Lian sucked her teeth. “Why don’t we just hang out at your apartment? I’ll pick up something on the way so you can get into your cozy pajamas. We’ll both gorge ourselves and be comfortable while we do it.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa’s full, hearty laughter filled the speakers of Lian’s car. Her skin prickled as goosebumps formed, and she found herself smiling. 
 
      
 
    “Sounds perfect.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” Lian shook herself. “See you in an hour, tops.” 
 
      
 
    “See you then.” 
 
      
 
    As soon as the call ended, Lian used voice commands to contact a local Turkish restaurant. It was a place Teresa loved, having discovered the food to be from a region she’d had a chance to visit. Lian liked it too, but she mostly enjoyed seeing how happy it made Teresa. 
 
      
 
    Once the food was ordered, she called Caroline. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Carol,” she said as soon as the call was picked up. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Lian. I don’t have a lot of time. What’s up?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing, just letting you know I’ll be home late.” 
 
      
 
    “Teresa’s again?” Caroline asked with a smile in her voice. 
 
      
 
    Lian rolled her eyes, her lips slightly curved up. “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright. Have fun.” 
 
      
 
    “Will do.” Lian ended the call and shook her head. Caroline was thrilled she had been spending time with a “real” friend, whatever that meant. She wasn’t spending time with Teresa for Caroline’s approval, though Lian did admit it was a relief not to hear more subtle lectures about her social life. Caroline wasn’t nearly as bad as the rest of their family could be, but it did still bother her from time to time. 
 
      
 
    She arrived at the restaurant earlier than she anticipated. Of course, traffic would be easier on her when she didn’t need it to. With a mental shrug, she took a seat inside and perused random things on her phone. A thought struck her, and she did a quick search. Once she’d found Letters from Sappho, she’d chanced a survey of their blog out of idle curiosity. The search results had what she was looking for three links in. As she examined some of the posts on the band’s blog, she smiled. Her memory had served her correctly. 
 
      
 
    Her name was announced. She pocketed her phone and stood, her smile lingering. She hoped the simple, pleasant night would allow Teresa to forget any negative feelings brought on by reminders of Holly. That Teresa had let Makayla have Artemis was a good sign. Artemis was like a living, breathing, affectionate security blanket for Teresa. 
 
      
 
    She paid and silently hoped traffic would continue to go her way. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is the heat index,” Teresa answered just before one of the contestants did. She was slumped against the back of the couch, arms curled across her abdomen. 
 
      
 
    To her right, Lian groaned. Lian was similarly slumped, her feet braced against the lower rail of the coffee table. “I’m too full to think.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa chuckled and crossed her legs at the ankle. “Maybe it wouldn't feel as bad if you'd stopped to change on your way over.” It was an old tank top and baggy PJs kind of night for Teresa; she felt only marginally self-conscious next to Lian's black slacks and pastel blue button-up. 
 
      
 
    “Too much effort,” Lian grumbled good-naturedly as she interlaced her hands over her stomach. Her eyelids began to droop. 
 
      
 
    Teresa bit her lip as she examined Lian’s struggle. She forced her attention back to the TV and quietly cleared her throat. “What is havoc,” she whispered when she read the category on-screen. 
 
      
 
    When a light snore was the only commentary from Lian, Teresa grinned, happy to let her friend rest. It was an old episode of Jeopardy anyway. 
 
      
 
    She let her mind roam as the show continued, hesitantly focusing on her upcoming trip. The symposium was just for one day, but she’d booked two nights at the hotel. There was a nice dinner scheduled after the meeting, and she and Holly had previously planned to play tourist the following day. The romantic four-day weekend would be turning into a lonely three-day trip. 
 
      
 
    Teresa resolved not to drink the night of the dinner; she had no doubt Holly would be there, charm utilized to the max. Though Teresa liked to think of herself as a decent person, she worried that she would do something regrettable. Alcohol and loneliness were a terrible mix. 
 
      
 
    The alert for double jeopardy made her jerk in surprise. The sound, in combination with her abrupt movement, disturbed Lian’s rest. 
 
      
 
    “Did I fall asleep?” came Lian’s mumbled question. 
 
      
 
    Her hair was sticking up on one side since she’d been leaning against the couch arm. Teresa rolled her lips together to hide a smile, a warm feeling growing in her chest. Lian looked adorable, but she wouldn’t mention that. “Maybe a little.” 
 
      
 
    “Ugh. Don’t let me do that.” Lian sat up straighter, one hand rubbing her eyes. 
 
      
 
    Teresa made a noncommittal noise in her throat. She liked that Lian felt relaxed enough to doze off on her couch. It made her think of how she’d coaxed Artemis into living with her. In the beginning, Artemis had been a standoffish street cat. It had taken weeks of patience and food, but Teresa could still remember the first time Artemis had trusted her enough to fall asleep in her presence. The similarity to Lian was obvious, though she wondered if Lian would be amused or insulted with the comparison. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, hey, what exact days are you going to be in Baltimore?” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Teresa blinked hard, puzzling over the non sequitur. 
 
      
 
    Lian smiled sheepishly. “So, remember the band from Pride? They’re going to be playing in Baltimore a couple of nights in a few weeks. I thought, since you had to change your plans anyway, that could be something you might want to go to.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m driving down the first weekend in August.” Teresa perked up. She was due a little good luck, wasn’t she? 
 
      
 
    Lian’s smile widened. “They have shows three nights in a row starting on Thursday. You could go Friday or Saturday.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa grinned, her interest growing. “Well, there’s a dinner Friday night, so Saturday would be better.” Her enthusiasm began to wane. “I had been just thinking about cutting my trip short, though. I’m not sure I want to stay in Baltimore an extra day and night, especially since Holly is going to be there.” 
 
      
 
    “You know for sure she’s going?” Lian asked with a frown. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” Teresa nodded and silently wished Artemis was in her lap. “I’m just worried I’ll do something dumb around her.” 
 
      
 
    Lian sucked in an audible breath and glanced away. Her frown deepened, then cleared when she returned her attention to Teresa. “Why don’t I come with you? I really liked that band, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no, you don’t have to do that, Lian. I don’t mind cutting my trip short.” Teresa’s cheeks felt hot with embarrassment. She’d obviously been too needy if Lian thought she couldn’t handle one silly trip alone. 
 
      
 
    “No, seriously. If it’s cool with you, I want to come.” Lian forced a cough into her fist. “Plus, your sister’s been bugging me to take some time off for a while. Cutting out on a Friday might be a good start. The notices have been getting kind of annoying.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa sat up and stared at Lian. “What do you mean? Lian, when’s the last time you took a day off?” 
 
      
 
    Lian winced and rubbed the back of her neck. “A few years ago, when my sister ended up in the hospital.” 
 
      
 
    “How American of you,” Teresa said dryly. She’d had the opportunity to work abroad and had quickly realized many other westernized countries had much better habits when it came to vacation time. “I absolutely insist you come with me, then. I booked a room with two beds, but it’s alright if you want to see if there are rooms available near mine. However, I know there’s a lot of events going on around the same time as my conference. Our organizer had a hard time finding a location for us.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll check and see what’s available,” Lian said slowly, “but I won’t mind sharing as long as you don’t mind if I game a bit during downtime.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa chuckled. “Not at all. You’ve been so generous with your time since, you know. Sometimes I feel guilty about how much you come over.” 
 
      
 
    “Like it’s such a sacrifice, especially on nights you cook.” Lian rolled her eyes, then sighed. “Besides, everyone in my usual gaming group has been kind of busy lately. They all have lives now, except for me.” 
 
      
 
    “Ha!” Teresa grabbed one of her decorative pillows and tossed it at Lian. “Nice to know I don’t count.” 
 
      
 
    Lian caught the pillow, her lips twitching as she tried not to smile. “Well, you know, you’re just as boring as I am.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa narrowed her eyes and grabbed the last pillow within reach. It was hard to keep a straight face. “Watch it, gumshoe. I’ve just been out of step the last month or so.” 
 
      
 
    “Gumshoe?” Lian snorted out a laugh. “What century are you living in?” 
 
      
 
    “This one, jerk!” Teresa declared as she aimed for Lian’s head, throwing it at quarter-strength. She didn’t want to actually hurt Lian. 
 
      
 
    Lian deflected the second pillow with the first, chuckling as it bounced and smacked Teresa back in the face. 
 
      
 
    Teresa’s eyes watered from the surprise of the hit more than anything. 
 
      
 
    Lian’s eyes went wide. “Oops?” 
 
      
 
    They looked at one another and burst into laughter. Teresa laughed harder and longer than she thought the situation merited, but every time it began to wane, a snort would sneak into Lian’s laughter and her own would kick off again. 
 
      
 
    By the time Teresa managed to catch her breath, her face and abdomen hurt, and the corners of her eyes were wet from reflex tears. As she calmed, she realized she and Lian had ended up half-on the middle cushion of the couch. “Lian,” she said as she glanced to her right, “I’m glad we’re friends.” 
 
      
 
    Lian’s smile was full and genuine when their eyes met. “Me too.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa released a pleased sigh, a giddy feeling blooming in her chest. “Good.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Perfect Fit was busy when Lian arrived. She’d called a few days earlier to confirm an appointment, but weekends were usually hectic. She found a quiet corner as she waited for Carla to become available. 
 
      
 
    Lian’s attention wandered all over the store, admiring the numerous mannequins displaying suits cut for women. Finally, she spotted Carla returning to the main floor with a customer in tow. 
 
      
 
    It always amused Lian how much Carla and Zoe looked alike. Though technically fraternal twins, the only strong physical differences between them were their hair types and individual styles. Their personalities clashed, but like all the Barreras Lian knew, they were very loyal to one another. 
 
      
 
    Having worked with Vivian for nearly eight years, Lian was acutely aware of what that loyalty meant. They’d adopted her into the clan. It came with a lot of benefits, the Barreras being a diversely talented (and large) family. Since Lian and Caroline had moved away from their own extended family, the extra security was welcome. 
 
      
 
    And, Lian admitted with a small smile, probably the only reason her closet was full of tailored clothes instead of cheaper off-the-rack things. She hadn’t been to Perfect Fit for a while, consciously avoiding more of the Barrera clan than she normally would. It was difficult being friends with Teresa and not being able to tell the rest of the family. 
 
      
 
    “Lian! It’s been a minute since you’ve been here,” Carla said as she half-hugged Lian and brushed a side-kiss to her cheek. 
 
      
 
    “Hey.” Lian dutifully accepted the greeting. “What can I say? I haven’t really needed anything new.” 
 
      
 
    “Until now.” Carla grinned. She looked as chic as always in high-waisted pinstripe trousers and a white portrait-neck top, a pair of heeled boots leaving her several inches taller than Lian. Her wavy dark brown hair was twisted up and away from her face, a sleek black clip keeping it in place. 
 
      
 
    Lian ran a hand over her white Oxford, wishing she had an ounce of Carla’s sense of style. She didn’t want to stand out quite like Carla did, but she wouldn’t mind knowing how to better pick things. “Right, yeah.” 
 
      
 
    Carla clapped her hands together and shimmied in place. “I think you said on the phone you need something for a nice dinner?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right.” Lian shifted her weight from foot to foot, forcing herself to continue looking at Carla. Teresa had told her she could skip the dinner, but that meant potentially leaving Teresa open to Holly’s advances. “I just don’t know what. You know I’m not into a lot of this stuff.” She waved a hand around the store. 
 
      
 
    “The range of what you like is very narrow,” Carla agreed with a nod, “and we absolutely want you to be both comfortable and happy.” She curled a hand against her chin. “What kind of dinner is it?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, um. A work thing.” Lian stuck her hands into her pockets. She paused and bit the inside of her cheek; one of the biggest reasons she’d ended up getting most of her clothes from Perfect Fit had been the pockets. Off-the-rack stuff usually had tiny, or even fake pockets. It made no sense. 
 
      
 
    Carla dropped her hands to her hips and shrugged. “Oh, just a PI thing? Then it’s easier.” 
 
      
 
    Lian frowned and angled her head. “No, that’s not—uh, I should clarify. It’s a friend’s work thing. I’m going along as her plus one.” 
 
      
 
    “A friend you say?” Carla studied her for a long moment. “You’re voluntarily going to a semi-formal social gathering for a friend?” 
 
      
 
    Unable to endure Carla’s searching look, Lian glanced around. One of the other tailors was helping a gay couple at the furthest corner of the store, apparently discussing tuxedo options. A salesperson was behind the counter ringing a stately older woman up, and the other salesperson was roaming the store with a harried looking middle-aged man. The last tailor on staff wasn’t in view, either on break or fitting someone in the back. 
 
      
 
    Carla laughed, prompting Lian to return to their conversation. “Must be a special friend, Lian.” 
 
      
 
    Lian shrugged, knowing she couldn’t say, Well, yeah, it’s for your cousin—you know, the one that ran away at fifteen? We’ve become pretty good friends. 
 
      
 
    No doubt coming to her own conclusions in the silence, Carla waved a hand as if to dismiss the conversation. “Alright. Considering what you like and what you normally want, how do you feel about getting a full suit?” 
 
      
 
    “A full suit?” Lian winced. “Like, with a tie?” 
 
      
 
    “We can skip the tie if you want. I bet you’d look great in a three-piece.” 
 
      
 
    Lian counted in her head: jacket, pants, and… “A vest? Do you really think I could pull off something like that?” 
 
      
 
    “Darling,” Carla said with a glint in her eyes, “you’re talking to me. You can absolutely pull off a three-piece suit.” She rubbed her hands together gleefully. “What color is your date wearing?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t—she’s not my date. We’re friends.” Lian sucked on her teeth, wishing she could push her hands deeper into her pockets. 
 
      
 
    Carla rolled her eyes, a toothy smile on her face. “It’s just a figure of speech. Now, what is she wearing?” 
 
      
 
    Lian opened her mouth. She closed it. “Give me a minute, I’ll text her.” For an incomprehensible reason, Lian’s hands were sweaty. Having to avoid sharing details about Teresa was taking a greater toll on her than she had anticipated. She worried about dropping her phone as she tapped out the question, hoping Teresa wouldn’t think she was weird for asking. 
 
      
 
    She cradled her phone as she waited for an answer, both hoping and not hoping Teresa would answer quickly. 
 
      
 
    The response, when it came, made Lian burst into laughter. 
 
      
 
    ‘You’re not getting something with a cummerbund, are you? It’s not that formal, Lian.’ 
 
      
 
    Her shoulders no longer hunched, Lian shook her head and typed. ‘No. I’m with my tailor and she wants to make sure we complement each other.’ 
 
      
 
    The next response, ‘Well in that case,’ came with a picture of a swatch of fabric. 
 
      
 
    Pleased to have such a specific answer to Carla’s question, Lian opened the photo so it would display in her gallery, rather than in her messages. She proudly held her phone up and out toward Carla. 
 
      
 
    Carla grinned and gave her a pointed look she didn’t understand, then accepted the phone. “Oh, I love this color. I think with such a nice shade of red, we should just do something in basic black for you. Oo, we can do the vest and the inside of your jacket the same scarlet to subtly bring it all together. You still going to pass on something with a real heel?” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely.” There were some things Lian knew she utterly didn’t like. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, then come with me and we’ll look at some different cuts that go with your figure.” 
 
      
 
    “What figure?” Lian asked flatly. 
 
      
 
    Carla clicked her tongue. “Even a stick is a figure.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for calling me a stick.” 
 
      
 
    “Keep it up and I’ll find one to hit you with.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a glorious morning for a road trip, Teresa thought as she pulled her sunglasses onto her face. They’d just stopped for gas and coffee outside of town. She closed her eyes and soaked in the early morning sun, its gentle warmth slowly replacing the lingering cool of night. 
 
      
 
    “I feel like I should kiss the pavement.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa shook with silent laughter. She took a breath and forced the smile from her face. With her hands on her hips, she turned to playfully glare at Lian. “What are you insinuating?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not insinuating anything,” Lian said with raised eyebrows. “You somehow drive like you’re putting on makeup, swapping the radio station, eating fast food, and are also late for work, all at once.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll have you know I’ve never gotten a ticket,” Teresa retorted. She narrowed her eyes. “What do you have to say about that?” 
 
      
 
    Lian crossed her arms, paper cup of coffee braced carefully against her chest. “I notice you didn’t say you’ve never been pulled over.” 
 
      
 
    Cheeks flushing, Teresa spun on her heel. “It doesn’t count unless you get a ticket.” 
 
      
 
    The sound of her footsteps following in Teresa’s wake, Lian obviously hadn’t given up. “So, if you had to guess, how many times would you say you’ve been pulled over?” 
 
      
 
    Teresa fumbled with her keychain as she unlocked the doors to her Camry. “We should get back on the road if you still want to stop at that place in New York for lunch. What was the name of the town, again? It better be worth the detour.” 
 
      
 
    She ducked inside the car before Lian could respond, hurriedly putting her coffee into a cupholder and starting the car. 
 
      
 
    Lian got in at a more sedate pace, then attentively put her cup in the holder adjacent to Teresa’s. “I’ll allow the subject change, but don’t think you’ve won.” She buckled her seat belt in precise motions. “And, according to the reviews, the deli is worth the very slight ten-minute detour.” 
 
      
 
    “How is it you always find these places? I know it’s not just one blog or Twitter or whatever.” Teresa adjusted the strap of her seat belt so it wasn’t digging into her neck. She checked traffic before pulling out of her space, then waited for her turn to pull onto the street. 
 
      
 
    “I follow a few different things. Plus, the cooking shows I told you about? There are a few that involve traveling around to try particular eateries and their specialties,” Lian finally answered once they were on the road again. 
 
      
 
    Teresa glanced her way. “I knew you loved food, but it’s really a passion of yours, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    There was a beat of silence before Lian spoke. “I suppose you could put it that way. I’ve never really thought about it too much—I just like what I like, you know? Maybe that’s a personality flaw of mine.” 
 
      
 
    “How so?” Out of the corner of her eye, Teresa noticed Lian shifting in her seat. She touched the side of her coffee cup to gauge the temperature. It was still too dangerous to drink if she wanted to have taste buds left for lunch. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I guess because I do that with everything. My clothes, friendships, and whatnot. It’s kind of why I have trouble with Pride, sometimes. Unlike you and Viv and Sharon, I don’t really have my labels figured out.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa snorted but didn’t verbally respond. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Lian asked, sounding irritated. 
 
      
 
    Teresa tapped her thumbs against the steering wheel as she deliberated the pros and cons of speaking her mind. She sighed. “You know it’s not a competition, right? You don’t need to compare yourself to everyone. Humans are fluid creatures, our perceptions constantly changing as we have new experiences. You don’t have to give yourself specific labels if you don’t want to, or simply can’t. There’s a reason umbrella terms exist.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I just,” Lian’s voice trailed off. 
 
      
 
    When she didn’t continue, Teresa cast a side-glance her way. Lian was gripping the top strap of her seat belt in both hands as she stared out of the passenger side window. 
 
      
 
    Lian licked her lips and faced forward. “I just wish I could be… better.” 
 
      
 
    “Come again?” Teresa blinked and frowned. 
 
      
 
    “I, it’s,” Lian audibly swallowed. She shook her head. “It’s difficult to explain. Can we just listen to music or something for a while?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay but, for the record, there’s nothing wrong with you, Lian.” Before Lian could argue, Teresa turned the radio on. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t want to pressure Lian, but at the same time it seemed to be something Lian wanted to talk about. Otherwise, why would Lian bring it up at all? Maybe she could convince Lian to have a little wine at dinner. Not too much, just enough so that Lian would feel she could talk freely. She wanted to be someone Lian could confide in. She’d already confided so much in Lian; it would be nice to return the favor. 
 
      
 
    “You call this music?” 
 
      
 
    Teresa jerked her head and sent Lian a hard look. “Exsqueeze me? This is Janelle Monáe, an actual queen and badass.” 
 
      
 
    “Am I supposed to know who that is?” Lian asked with an innocent expression. 
 
      
 
    Forcing herself to pay attention to the road, Teresa narrowed her eyes and gripped the wheel with both hands. “Lian, you’d better think twice about messing with me right now. I have your life in my hands.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe instead of tickets, I should have asked you how many car accidents you’ve been in,” Lian mused aloud. 
 
      
 
    “I am a safe driver. However, if you insult my music, you might find yourself regretting that in big ways.” 
 
      
 
    “In what ways?” Lian inquired, almost sounding bored. 
 
      
 
    Teresa straightened her shoulders. “Imagine the most horrible, terrifying, evil thing you can think of,” she paused for dramatic effect, “and multiply it by six.” 
 
      
 
    “Why does that sound so familiar?” 
 
      
 
    Seed planted, Teresa smiled to herself. “Hm, I wonder why.” 
 
      
 
    During her time spent bonding with Vivian and Makayla, Teresa had been exposed to more children’s movies than she’d previously known had existed. On one such occasion, Vivian had groaned and admitted that Makayla had been obsessed with Megamind for about a month, playing it in the lobby at MBI practically every day after she’d finished with her schoolwork. The conversation had promptly made Makayla put the film on, almost driving Vivian to the brink. 
 
      
 
    “No, seriously. What’s that from?” 
 
      
 
    Teresa hummed along as the song finished. She picked up her coffee cup, certain it had cooled to an optimal drinking temperature. It tasted perfect with just a dollop of milk and two sugars. “I don’t know Lian, you tell me. If you google it, you lose.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re a vicious woman, Teresa Barrera.” 
 
      
 
    Setting her cup down, Teresa shimmied gleefully in her seat. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Lian had volunteered to join Teresa on the trip, she hadn’t actually expected to enjoy it. The night of the show? Probably. The drive to Baltimore? Not at all. 
 
      
 
    Though Lian drove a lot for work, or perhaps because of it, she didn’t like being in a car for longer than she needed to. She’d expected to be aggravated by the time they reached Baltimore, unfit for enduring the company of others without distraction for several hours. It was partly the reason she’d suggested the stop in New York. She liked Teresa and didn’t want to snap at the other woman if she could avoid it. 
 
      
 
    To her delighted surprise, Teresa had been an excellent traveling companion. Well, her driving ability aside. Lian might like it better if she could be behind the wheel. Perhaps that could be negotiated for the return trip. 
 
      
 
    “Traffic isn’t as bad as I thought it would be,” Teresa said as they reached a stoplight. 
 
      
 
    “No, it could definitely be worse,” Lian agreed. “You should have plenty of time to get ready for the symposium.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you implying that I need a lot of time to get ready?” Teresa asked in a faux-shocked voice. She shot Lian a playful smile. 
 
      
 
    “You said it, not me.” Lian didn’t mean it, of course. Teresa had been as beautiful as always when she’d picked Lian up at seven in the morning, wearing light skinny jeans and a flowing white tank top, her curly hair down around her bare shoulders. Many hours later, she looked just as lovely. Lian couldn’t imagine what Teresa might need to do except stretch her legs. Possibly shower to refresh herself after the drive, if she felt like it. 
 
      
 
    Lian would definitely be showering. She’d fallen asleep with wet hair the night before, and the normally limp strands were a frizzy mess. She was nervous about the garment bag she’d brought along. Carla had coached her on what to do with her hair and what shoes to wear, but she was still anxious about dressing up. The suit was gorgeous and cut in such a way that Lian almost didn’t recognize herself in the mirror. Maybe when she wore it, she wouldn’t seem so out of place next to Teresa. 
 
      
 
    Carla had gotten into her head, Lian realized with a wince. Her insistence on using the word ‘date’ to describe a perfectly innocent evening out between friends had made Lian more self-conscious than normal. A small part of her reasoned that maybe it was a good thing. She wasn’t just accompanying Teresa for support, but to subtly discourage Holly. She pursed her lips. Teresa deserved to be someone’s everything, not just a hookup. 
 
      
 
    “You have arrived at your destination,” the smooth voice of the navigation system informed them. 
 
      
 
    In the end, Lian had agreed to share a room. The closest places nearby were booked, and she didn’t want to put Teresa out by having to be chauffeured from place to place. She straightened as Teresa turned into the parking lot and attempted to rein in her thoughts. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll grab the bags while you check in,” Lian said as Teresa shifted the car into park. 
 
      
 
    Teresa tilted her head, a soft dimple-showing smile on her face. “You don’t have to do that.” 
 
      
 
    Lian shrugged and looked away. “It just makes sense.” 
 
      
 
    “If you say so.” Teresa chuckled and turned off the car. She unbuckled her seat belt. “See you in a minute, then.” 
 
      
 
    It took Lian a moment to realize she was being offered the keys. She became hyper aware as they were dropped into her hand, a couple of Teresa’s fingertips barely brushing her skin. She swallowed. “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    She watched Teresa get out of the car from under her lashes, finally able to relax once Teresa was several feet away. Teresa had a long stride, something Lian had never noticed when they walked together. As she popped the trunk and got out of the car, she realized that was probably on purpose. Teresa was always aware of those around her, doing whatever she could to make them comfortable in her presence. Lian was certain all the patients Teresa worked with were incredibly lucky to have her. 
 
      
 
    Feeling more determined than ever, Lian retrieved their bags. Teresa had brought a mid-sized duffel in addition to a garment bag like Lian’s, which she slung over the same shoulder as her laptop bag. She locked the vehicle after closing the trunk, then progressed on into the hotel. 
 
      
 
    It was a nice place: clean, modern, and brightly lit. It wasn’t the most inexpensive hotel in the area, but it wasn’t overly extravagant either. The upgraded internet had rave reviews, and Lian looked forward to whiling away a few hours playing some online games. 
 
      
 
    Teresa was laughing at something the concierge said. The tall, good-looking man seemed to be watching her too closely. 
 
      
 
    Lian barely managed not to roll her eyes. “She gay dude,” she muttered under her breath. 
 
      
 
    The concierge said something else, and Teresa nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, thank you,” she overheard Teresa say as she stopped nearby. 
 
      
 
    Teresa moved away from the desk, immediately spotting Lian. A ready smile stretched her lips, her eyes crinkling at the edges. “Here, let me help you with those.” 
 
      
 
    Lian didn’t have time to utter a protest, warm hands suddenly at her shoulder tugging one of the straps loose. Her fingers tingled when Teresa coaxed one of the garment bags free of her grip, no doubt because her hand had been falling asleep or something. 
 
      
 
    Teresa winked down at her and Lian’s stomach fluttered. Was she hungry again already? It had been a couple of hours since lunch. 
 
      
 
    “Follow me,” Teresa instructed as she turned. Her head remained partially facing Lian, prompting Lian to move forward. 
 
      
 
    They proceeded to a bank of elevators, managing to catch one almost right away. Lian let Teresa get on first, then slid past her to take up a position at the back. There was another woman on the elevator, who almost immediately engaged Teresa in small talk. Lian zoned out for the slow ride, feeling better once the other woman got off on the third floor. They stepped off on the fifth, and Lian was content to let Teresa lead the way. 
 
      
 
    “Here we go,” Teresa said as she used the keycard to unlock the door, “home sweet temporary home.” 
 
      
 
    The room turned out to be a small suite, two queen-sized beds only taking up about a quarter of the overall space. The furniture was the same modern chic as the lobby in dark greys and blacks, the pristine white bedding providing a sharp contrast. It had amenities Lian was used to: a mini-fridge, safe, microwave, and electric kettle for coffee and tea. Two long dressers bookended the left side room, a flat screen TV mounted above the one closest to the entrance. The farthest corners had the desk and an armchair with a table, respectively. A short hallway to the immediate right of the front door revealed a set of sinks, shiny chrome basins with slender fixtures that matched. The door past them was open, revealing the bathroom. 
 
      
 
    “It’s nice,” Lian said as she took it all in. The desk would easily fit her laptop and gaming accoutrements. She waited as Teresa hung her garment bag in the open closet, which was set into the small portion of wall between the sinks and sleeping area, a full-length mirror right next to it. 
 
      
 
    Teresa nodded and moved out of the way, her hands on her hips as she inspected the room. “It is. The website photos didn’t do it justice. Way more spacious than I thought it would be.” 
 
      
 
    Lian hung her garment bag, then gently moved around Teresa to carry her laptop case to the desk. “Works for me.” 
 
      
 
    She smiled reflexively when Teresa laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The bathroom was humid when Teresa stepped out of the shower, one hand gripping the white towel she’d wrapped around herself. She rubbed her hair with another, trying to rid it of excess moisture. She’d blow dry it in a bit, but she didn’t want to drip everywhere. 
 
      
 
    A few moments later, the smaller towel was hanging on a rack made for that purpose. Teresa stared blankly at the counter. She’d left her actual outfit outside, apparently. With a sigh, she pulled her towel off and put on her pale purple bra and matching panties. She debated before wrapping the towel loosely back around herself. Lian was no doubt already distracted with her game, but Teresa didn’t want to make her uncomfortable. 
 
      
 
    She peeked past the bathroom door, silently hoping she’d left both her garment and makeup bags on the counter. That wasn’t the case, of course. She hunched her shoulders against the AC-cooled air as she tiptoed out. She heard the soft click-clacking of Lian’s keyboard and mouse, but not much else. With a silent breath, she moved around and into the hallway. “Sorry,” she said without looking toward the desk as she grabbed her bags and quickly returned to the bathroom. 
 
      
 
    Once again alone, she perked up and got dressed. She doubted Lian would need to use the bathroom before she finished getting ready, but amicably opted to use the mirror over the sinks anyway. Content to take her time with her hair and makeup, she managed to waste another half hour. The time seemed to be passing slowly; it would be a while before she could head down to the conference room for the meeting. Her stomach felt tight as she looked at herself in the mirror. It would be the first time she’d intentionally be facing Holly since they’d ended things. 
 
      
 
    She could handle it. She could. She wanted to be at this event. Hearing anecdotes from other people in her field, as well as their opinions on new equipment and techniques, was invaluable. Additionally, it was one of their rare semi-formal events. Teresa loved dressing up, so she always RSVP’d when the opportunity presented itself. 
 
      
 
    With a sigh, she tried to forget that she and Holly had met at a similar event. Holly was a confident woman but was even more so when she was dressed to the nines. For good reason; Holly was incredibly hot. Teresa had been stricken by how pretty Holly was when they’d unexpectedly run into one another weeks before. She wasn’t looking forward to whatever dumb biological responses she’d have to endure upon seeing Holly at her best. It would mean little. She couldn’t forgive Holly for making her feel so used, regardless of however Holly looked or whatever she might say. With a nod to her reflection (she looked damn good, if she said so herself), she moved around to the main part of the room. 
 
      
 
    Lian glanced up from her laptop but went back to whatever she was doing. At first. She blinked hard and did a double take as Teresa grabbed the remote to the TV. 
 
      
 
    “Wow,” Lian said as she tugged her headset down around her neck. “You look amazing.” 
 
      
 
    Though Teresa had already acknowledged that to herself, she still found her cheeks warming. “Thanks,” she said as she tucked some hair behind her ear. She cleared her throat. “Sorry if I scandalized you earlier.” She half-hoped Lian wouldn’t know what she was referring to. 
 
      
 
    To her great surprise, Lian’s entire face flushed a deep red. “Yeah, well, it happens.” With that, Lian tugged her headset back on. 
 
      
 
    Teresa thought about teasing her but felt her own discomfort rise. Later, when they were distracted with good food and a little wine, they could laugh it off. Perhaps she’d leave a little early and give Lian some quiet time to herself. The privacy after spending all day in close quarters would probably do Lian a world of good. 
 
      
 
    Gathering her courage, she grabbed her purse and a key card, then headed for the door. 
 
      
 
    Knowing the conference room was still probably being set up, she opted for the hotel bar. Part of her worried that she’d run into Holly, but when she reached the warmly lit area, Holly was nowhere in sight. She relaxed and headed straight for the wraparound counter, perching on a stool with a smile. She’d have a nonalcoholic drink and maybe a small snack. While lunch had been delicious, at the time she hadn’t wanted to make herself uncomfortably full only halfway to their final destination. With a frown, she realized Lian was probably hungry, too. 
 
      
 
    She picked up a menu while she waited for the bartender to attend to some other customers. The menu was mostly bar food, but it looked tasty. 
 
      
 
    “What can I get you?” the dapper bartender asked with a smile, her short hair neatly styled. 
 
      
 
    “Hi, while I do want something for here, is it possible to have something sent up to my room, too?” 
 
      
 
    The bartender’s smile widened. “Absolutely.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent.” When the bartender’s eyes subtly dipped to check her out, Teresa straightened. “I’ll have an iced tea and some avocado rolls. Could you have some loaded potato skins sent up to room 512, too?” 
 
      
 
    “Just confirming—you want those potato skins sent up now?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right,” Teresa said without further explanation. Let the bartender jump to whatever conclusions. As cute as she was, Teresa wasn’t looking to hook up with her or anyone else. It would probably be a while before Teresa could trust herself with a relationship, let alone a casual hookup, after the colossal mistakes she’d made with Holly. 
 
      
 
    The bartender slightly bowed her head, smile still in place. “Right away. I’ll be back with your drink. Just let me know if you need anything else.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa made sure her return smile was merely polite. She tossed her head and sighed, flopping some hair out of her face and leaning onto the bar top with her elbows. She imagined Lian’s reaction to the food: first irritation at being interrupted, then delight at finding warm sustenance suddenly at her fingertips. She nibbled her lower lip and smiled at the mental image. Hopefully the food was appetizing enough to compensate for the intrusion. 
 
      
 
    She pulled her phone from her purse, wanting to both double check the topics for the symposium and to discourage company. When her drink arrived, she hardly glanced up, getting lost reading through her email.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Enemies at our flank.” 
 
      
 
    Lian stared blankly at her laptop screen, one hand on her mouse and the other resting on her keyboard. 
 
      
 
    “I said flank! Lian!” 
 
      
 
    The almost-shout made Lian wince and jerk her mouse. She furiously clicked as she found a small horde of enemies threatening to overrun her squad. No one spoke save requests for healing or ammo as they fought to keep their characters alive. 
 
      
 
    “Phew,” one of her squad mates said, “that was a close one.” 
 
      
 
    Another of her friends snorted. “Only because Lian is in La La Land today.” 
 
      
 
    Chagrined, Lian rubbed the back of her neck. “Sorry I’m so distracted. It’s different gaming on the road.” 
 
      
 
    When she was at home, she never had to worry about half-naked women strolling into her room. Her face flushed again as she remembered staring long after Teresa had disappeared back into the bathroom. It had left her concentration in tatters. Sometime later, the room service Teresa had sent up had needed to knock more than once to get her attention. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t usually have visceral reactions to people, fully clothed or otherwise. Maybe it was because she hadn’t had a close friend she could go out and do things with for a while. Teresa was beautiful, whether only in a loose towel and the soft partial canopy of damp curly locks, or dressed to impress in a clingy red gown that shimmered almost as brightly as her eyes. 
 
      
 
    Lian had always known that Teresa was attractive. A lot of people she knew were attractive. She just didn’t understand why she was noticing that again and again the more she and Teresa spent time together. All Teresa had to do was smile at the right (or wrong) time and Lian would lose her train of thought. 
 
      
 
    “Seriously, Lian? Are you even listening?” 
 
      
 
    She winced again, raising her hand to move her mic closer to her mouth. “No, sorry. I’m too preoccupied about this dinner thing. Since I’m kind of just dead weight, I’m going to go ahead and log off. It was nice playing with you guys again.” 
 
      
 
    Not waiting to hear the round of farewells, she tugged her headset off and exited the game. She might as well shower and try doing something with her hair. 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later she was sitting on her bed, restlessly flipping through the channels. Showering never took her long, and blow-drying her thin hair took even less time. She’d left it down for the time being, waiting in basketball shorts and a loose t-shirt rather than putting on her suit. There was still at least another hour before Teresa would return. 
 
      
 
    She finally decided on some cooking show, raising her knees and circling her arms around them. Despite her attempts to focus, her mind kept wandering. Being friends with Teresa was making her act weird. She tried to recall if she’d ever… 
 
      
 
    It hit Lian all at once; it had been so long since she’d felt it that she’d forgotten what it was like. Attraction. Teresa wasn’t just attractive, Lian was physically attracted to her. 
 
      
 
    Lian squeezed her eyes shut. What a nuisance. 
 
      
 
    The realization, coming when she was expected to share a room with Teresa for two nights, was very inconvenient. She released a beleaguered sigh and decided to ignore her feelings. Regardless of how her body might react, she was determined to have a good time with her friend.  
 
      
 
    Lian stilled. Perhaps their extended proximity in the car had something to do with her reactions. She was human, after all, and had experienced attraction before. She was out of her element, vulnerable. It made sense that her biological responses might change under the circumstances. 
 
      
 
    Feeling satisfied, she nodded to herself. The weekend of quality time would strengthen their friendship, and then after, Lian would go back to normal. She zoned in and out as the chef continued cooking, but she didn’t mind. She understood what was happening with herself. She wouldn’t fight it. 
 
      
 
    When Teresa walked in forty-five minutes later with flushed cheeks and bright eyes, Lian ignored the way her mouth went dry and her palms began to sweat. “Hey.” Her voice was rough from disuse; she gently cleared her throat. “How was it?” 
 
      
 
    “Great!” Teresa walked further into the room and set her clutch down on the closest dresser. She leaned back slightly as she trailed a hand over some of her hair. “It’s always nice to gather with so many of my colleagues and hear their thoughts and concerns.” 
 
      
 
    Lian bit back an inquiry about Holly. If Teresa didn’t bring her up, that was good—the fewer reminders, the better. She forced a smile on her face. “I’m glad you enjoyed yourself.” She paused and glanced toward the desk. She’d heartily devoured the plate of loaded potato skins, only leaving a few bits of bacon and crumbled scraps of potato. “Thanks for sending some food up, by the way.” 
 
      
 
    “I had a snack too,” Teresa confessed as she sat on the edge of Lian’s bed and crossed her legs. Lian’s eyes almost watered with the effort it took not to look down. Teresa set her hand against the mattress and bent slightly toward Lian. “I figured it was only fair to make sure you didn’t starve.” 
 
      
 
    “Mission accomplished,” Lian weakly replied. Teresa was so full of energy that Lian could almost feel it vibrating from her skin. It made her want to scoot closer. She remained precisely where she was. “So, there weren’t any problems?” 
 
      
 
    A shadow briefly passed over Teresa’s expression. “Holly did try to approach me at the end. I told her I had something to do.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, that explains why you’re back so soon.” Lian squeezed her arms tighter around her legs. “I expected you to linger and mingle a bit longer.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, sorry, did you need more time alone?” Teresa pulled her hand back into her lap, looking ready to stand. 
 
      
 
    Lian immediately shook her head. “No!” She rolled her jaw. “I mean, thank you for being so considerate, but I’m fine.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa glanced toward Lian’s laptop. “Was the internet not good enough after all?” 
 
      
 
    “No, it’s good,” Lian hedged as she dropped her gaze to her raised knees. “I just couldn’t get into anything today. It happens.” 
 
      
 
    The room was silent for several seconds. Teresa shifted her weight. 
 
      
 
    “Lian, are you nervous about tonight?” 
 
      
 
    Lian blinked, then slowly looked up. “No?” 
 
      
 
    Teresa’s expression softened when she smiled. “No? Hm. I’m sure you’ll look great in your suit. You don’t have to worry. It’s just me.” 
 
      
 
    Rather than making her feel better, a taut feeling began to grow in Lian’s chest as she began to zone out. She was going to look like an idiot and Teresa was so, so out of her league. 
 
      
 
    “Hey.” 
 
      
 
    When she didn’t respond, Teresa shifted forward and lightly grabbed her arm. “Hey,” she gently repeated. 
 
      
 
    Her skin tingling where Teresa was touching her, Lian felt compelled to look her in the eye. “Yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have to go to the dinner. It’s okay.” Teresa’s smile, soft and sincere and all for Lian, made Lian forget everything but how much she wanted it to stay on Teresa’s face. 
 
      
 
    Lian took a bracing breath, resisting the urge to scoot closer to her friend. “No, I’m fine, I swear. I know how much you’ve been looking forward to tonight. I’m just being dumb.” 
 
      
 
    “You are not allowed to insult yourself on my watch,” Teresa chided with a delicate squeeze of her hand. 
 
      
 
    “Sure thing, boss.” Lian avidly watched as Teresa’s face scrunched up, delighting when the look was followed by a soft laugh. “And I’ll remember that the next time you call yourself dumb.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa rubbed her thumb against Lian’s skin before finally letting her arm drop. “Fair enough. Now, I’m going to steal the remote so you can get ready.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once alone, Teresa debated relocating to her own bed so she could lean back against the headboard. Feeling lazy, she remained where she was. She had a better view of the TV on the edge of Lian’s bed, anyway. 
 
      
 
    Rather than changing the channel, she found herself interested in whatever dish the chef was preparing. Something vegetarian, by the looks of it. As the chef enthusiastically explained her recipe and what she was doing, Teresa lost all sense of time. 
 
      
 
    When she heard the door to the bathroom open, she had no idea how long Lian had been getting dressed. The hesitant footsteps didn’t travel far, and Teresa had to fight her sense of curiosity to remain seated. Lian might need to make some adjustments and Teresa didn’t want to intrude. 
 
      
 
    Mumbled noises that sounded a lot like cursing drifted from the sink area. Teresa bit her lip and squinted at the television. 
 
      
 
    There were more hesitant footsteps, followed by a heavy sigh. “How bad is it?” 
 
      
 
    Teresa eagerly turned. She held her hand up to her mouth. “Oh.” 
 
      
 
    Lian grimaced and ran a hand over the buttons of her suit jacket. “That bad, huh?” 
 
      
 
    “No.” Teresa blinked and shook herself. “Not at all.” Lian’s suit was flawlessly cut for her figure, the jacket buttoning low enough to show off a scarlet satiny vest with a faint swirling pattern—and showing enough curve to hint at the feminine form underneath. Her pants were the perfect height, not bunching around Lian’s ankles, and showing off sleek, shiny Oxford-style shoes. The pristine collared white shirt paired with the suit provided a pleasant contrast. Lian’s dark hair, normally worn loose and down, was up in a neat knot, emphasizing the high cheekbones Teresa hadn’t had much occasion to notice before. Lian was also carrying herself differently, somehow seeming larger despite her slight form. “You’re not allowed anywhere alone tonight.” 
 
      
 
    Lian raised her eyebrows and stuck her hands in her pockets. If anyone else had done it, Teresa would say it was sexy. Since it was Lian, she just ignored it. Mostly. She cleared her throat. “Looking like that, someone will absolutely try to steal you away.” 
 
      
 
    “Me?” Lian snorted and tilted her chin at Teresa. “With you in that dress? I won’t exist to anyone with eyes.” 
 
      
 
    Charmed, Teresa smiled. She stood and played with the ends of her hair, still drinking in the changes. “You’re sweet but, sorry, you look hot.” 
 
      
 
    “Hot, huh?” Lian said with an abashed smile as she rubbed her neck. “Well, I guess we match.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa snapped her fingers and pointed an accusatory finger Lian’s way. “Oh, a casual flirt. That’s dangerous when you look like that. Nope, no, definitely not allowed anywhere without a chaperone.” 
 
      
 
    “And, what, you’re supposed to be that person?” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely,” Teresa agreed as she gave into temptation and positioned herself in front of Lian. She ran her hands over the top of Lian’s jacket in the guise of checking the cut, then ran a finger under a slender lapel. Her eyes widened and she stopped, then gently tugged. “That is the exact shade of my dress on the inside. Who the hell is your tailor?” 
 
      
 
    Lian bit her lip and looked up at Teresa from under her lashes. “You’re embarrassing me.” 
 
      
 
    Their eyes met and something shifted in Teresa’s stomach. She swallowed. “Should I stop?” 
 
      
 
    For a long, breathless moment, Lian simply looked at her. A slow smile grew on her face. She shrugged. “I’ll let you know.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa sucked on her lower lip and nodded. “Good. That’s good. Communication is important.” 
 
      
 
    “Right.” Lian reached up and clasped Teresa’s hand, delicately removing it from her lapel and guiding it down near their sides. She squeezed once before releasing it, then took a step back and slid her own hand back into the pocket of her slacks. She gestured toward the door. “Why don’t we head out? We can have a drink before dinner if we’re too early.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good.” Teresa walked back to retrieve her clutch, ensuring she still had a key card inside. Lian allowed her out first, pulling the door closed behind them and making sure it was secure. Teresa fidgeted with her purse before hesitantly reaching out. “May I?” she asked with her hand poised at Lian’s elbow. 
 
      
 
    Lian tilted her head and smiled. “I won’t wander off, you know.” 
 
      
 
    Disappointed, Teresa dropped her hand and looked toward the bank of elevators. “Of course not.” 
 
      
 
    “But,” Lian said as she stepped closer and reached for Teresa’s arm. “If you think it’ll help.” She guided Teresa’s hand to curl into the crook of her elbow. 
 
      
 
    Teresa ignored the tingle that raced down her spine. Her hormones were being ridiculous just because Lian looked incredible in a suit. Whatever. She smiled and held her head up high. They’d have a damn fun night and look great together while they were at it. She flipped her hair and swayed her hips more than usual as they moved to stand near the elevators. She pressed the down button without releasing her grip on Lian’s arm. 
 
      
 
    “The restaurant isn’t far. I plan on having several drinks, just so you know.” 
 
      
 
    Lian snorted. “Thanks for the warning. I’ll make sure you get back to our room safe and sound.” 
 
      
 
    “My hero,” Teresa drawled flatly. “I’m not getting wasted. I just want to take my time and enjoy the night.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh, what a coincidence,” Lian said with a shrug. “Me too.” 
 
      
 
    The elevator chimed, revealing its empty interior. Teresa got on with a grateful smile, temporarily dropping Lian’s arm. She was glad she got to be alone with her a little longer; she’d noticed how uncomfortable Lian had been before with company in the small space. She silently watched Lian press the button for the bottom floor.  
 
      
 
    The elevator doors closed. Next to her, Lian leaned her head back against the wall. “So, is Holly supposed to be at this dinner?” 
 
      
 
    Oh, right. Holly. Teresa crossed her arms and pursed her lips. “She usually does the dinners, yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Hm.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa looked at Lian without turning her head. “Hm?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m giving you special permission, just for tonight, Teresa.” Lian twisted to meet her eyes. “You can be as affectionate as you please.” 
 
      
 
    Her almond-brown eyes were warm and mildly distracting. Teresa squinted, then chuckled and shook her head. “You want her to think we’re together.” 
 
      
 
    Lian waved flippantly. “I just want you to relax and have fun.” She hummed to herself. “I mean, plus, you seem like the type to get handsy with a few drinks.” 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me!” Teresa wagged a finger at Lian. “You’ve had drinks with me before! I have never ever, not once, disrespected your personal boundaries!” 
 
      
 
    Unperturbed, Lian affected a contemplative look. “You said I looked hot tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Teresa’s eyes wandered down to admire Lian’s suit once again. “I meant it.” 
 
      
 
    “I rest my case.” When Lian looked away, her face was flushed. 
 
      
 
    Teresa bit the inside of her cheek, then shifted closer to Lian. She settled her hand in the crook of Lian’s arm again, making a point to stare at the elevator doors as they opened. “I promise not to go overboard, and you have the right to change your mind at any time.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The restaurant, which Lian had been delighted to discover was on her list of places to try, had been exceptionally busy. She hadn’t minded since it meant that she had both been able to eat some things she’d only read about, and had been able to spend quality time with Teresa. The latter was surprising not because she didn’t normally like spending time with Teresa, but for the first time she hadn’t felt out of place at Teresa’s side. 
 
      
 
    If Holly had seen them, Lian wasn’t aware. She didn’t care. 
 
      
 
    They had been seated at a rectangular table with four other people, and Lian had only been interested in the way Teresa tossed her head back when she laughed deeply. The attraction had some unexpected benefits. Her hyperawareness of Teresa had kept her engrossed, especially with the soft touches she’d received all night. They had been light and mostly to her arm and shoulder, but Lian had loved every single one. They’d tried each other’s dishes and, as they lingered over dessert, the entire table conceded that the restaurant deserved its reputation. 
 
      
 
    After a small debate over their bill, she and Teresa had agreed to split the check. They wandered out of the restaurant and stopped off to one side. 
 
      
 
    “So, what did you think? Not bad for a bunch of radiology nerds, right?” Teresa looked up, as if trying to peer past the light pollution to view the stars. 
 
      
 
    Lian watched her carefully, ready to move if it seemed someone would run into Teresa. She silently sighed. “The other attendees seemed nice.” Not that she’d paid them much attention, but they’d made Teresa laugh a few times. 
 
      
 
    A large group made to pass, so Lian stepped closer to Teresa and kept a protective hand low on her back. The gesture made Teresa laugh. She finally glanced at Lian. “Is it the suit that’s making you so protective?” 
 
      
 
    As her cheeks heated up, Lian was glad not to be standing directly under a streetlight. “No, I’m afraid it’s a character flaw revealed by the wine I had with dinner. Ask Vivian. In the early days of MBI it was just me and her; many of the clients we approached were more interested in making passes at her than engaging our services. I stepped in a lot on her behalf even though she’s perfectly capable of taking care of herself.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” Teresa tilted her head, obviously interested. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. It’s the only reason Jack became an active partner. People took us more seriously with a well-dressed white guy as the face of Vivian’s business. Now, of course, we’re established enough to make it on our own.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa softly frowned. “Jack? I don’t think I—” 
 
      
 
    A familiar voice cut in before she could continue. “Well you certainly didn’t wait long to move on.” 
 
      
 
    Lian’s hackles rose. She’d only heard Holly’s voice a handful of times, but it had always grated on her nerves. Though the accusatory words were delivered in a quiet way, Teresa still tensed under her hand. She leaned closer to Teresa. 
 
      
 
    “Holly,” Teresa greeted evenly. 
 
      
 
    Holly’s arms were crossed as she stared at them. She didn’t say anything else, instead shaking her head almost violently before lowering it and rushing past them. It was in the opposite direction of their hotel. 
 
      
 
    Lian tried not to scowl. “I wonder if she’ll realize the absurdity of that comment.” 
 
      
 
    “I think she only remembers she’s married when it’s convenient for her.” Teresa pinched the bridge of her nose and sighed. “Come on, let’s head back to our room.” 
 
      
 
    They began walking. Lian kept her hand on Teresa’s back; Teresa’s silent stewing worried her. “Are you going to be alright?” she finally asked. 
 
      
 
    Teresa sighed again. “Yes. I’m just… reliving all my failures in rather vivid clarity.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah. I’m familiar with this.” 
 
      
 
    “You?” Teresa gave her a side-look. “Your life seems as about as close to perfect as it gets.” 
 
      
 
    Lian snorted. “An illusion.” She was silent for several strides. “I am the family disappointment. I didn’t really have much choice growing up with two genius sisters who plowed through our private schools. Jessica, the oldest, is a doctor. And you know Caroline is a lawyer. I dropped out of college the first year.” She worked her jaw for a few paces.. “I never even picked up Mandarin the way they did. I understand a lot of stuff, but hell if I can hold a damn conversation.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa stopped and linked their arms together. “As we’ve discussed before, it’s unhealthy to compare yourself to other people.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell that to my dad,” Lian muttered without rancor. She knew her parents loved her—she was just also aware she’d dashed all their hopes and dreams for her future. 
 
      
 
    “Hm.” Teresa gently tugged on her arm, indicating they should start walking again. “The way I see it, you’re still massively successful. I know what kind of money MBI brings in, and you do that without the student loan debt I’m sure your sisters are saddled with.” 
 
      
 
    Lian pursed her lips in an attempt not to smile. Teresa was looking at her from under her lashes, a sweet expression on her face. “I take pictures for jealous spouses, Teresa.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa raised her eyebrows and squeezed Lian’s arm. “But that’s not all. You find people. You help them.” She shook her head and faced forward. “Don’t sell yourself short.” 
 
      
 
    Uncomfortable, Lian shrugged. “In any case, I didn’t mean to derail the conversation. I was under the impression that you wanted to talk.” 
 
      
 
    “I do, but,” Teresa paused and looked up. They’d arrived at the hotel. “Up in our room. I might need to raid the mini bar.” 
 
      
 
    Lian delicately patted Teresa’s hand. “How about some tea instead? I saw some in our room earlier.” 
 
      
 
    “Still afraid I’ll become handsy?” Teresa joked with a discomfited smile. 
 
      
 
    “No.” Lian angled her head. “I just want to make sure that you only share things you really want to share, and not because alcohol has given you no filter.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa stared, then pulled Lian’s arm closer and looked away. “Lian, you’re different from anyone I’ve ever known.” 
 
      
 
    Though Lian was used to being labeled different in a way she understood to be not-good, that wasn’t the case with Teresa. Instead, the tender declaration left her feeling warm and something that eerily felt like happiness. “Thank you,” she said not knowing how else to respond. 
 
      
 
    Teresa bit her lip, then grinned. Lian knew she’d said the right thing.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Teresa’s thoughts were a mess as they entered their room. Lian had finally opened up more about herself, if only a little. It was only fair that she should share some things in return. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t know Jack because he’s been in rehab for the last few months. He’s an alcoholic,” Lian said as she carefully removed her shoes. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, okay.” Teresa kicked off her pumps and played with the ends of her hair. “The only Jack I know of is Vivian’s ex.” 
 
      
 
    “One and the same.” Lian pulled her suit jacket off and hung it up. 
 
      
 
    Teresa blinked and bit her lip. “That sounds complicated.” 
 
      
 
    Lian made a noncommittal noise in her throat. “I’ll start the water for the tea. Are you comfortable? You can change if you like.” The last was said as Lian tucked her hands into her pockets. 
 
      
 
    The familiar movement made Teresa hide a smile. She wondered if Lian was aware how often she did it. “I think I will, yeah.” Teresa’s dress was comfortable but changing would allow her to delay the conversation a little while longer. She went to her garment bag and retrieved her pajamas—an oversized peach-colored shirt and some black yoga pants. 
 
      
 
    There was no pressure, she reminded herself as she headed to the bathroom. Lian undoubtedly had seen and heard worse from her clients. Teresa snorted and reached for the zipper of her dress. 
 
      
 
    After changing, she put her hair up and washed her face. She stared at herself in the mirror. Once in a while, she could remember looking into it and not recognizing herself. That hadn’t been an issue for a long time, she realized with a smile. 
 
      
 
    When she emerged from the bathroom, she found Lian patiently waiting at the table, two gently steaming mugs atop it. 
 
      
 
    Lian’s hands were folded together near her mug. “Better?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Teresa rubbed her clavicle. “Sure.” She rolled her lips together. “You can change, too. I don’t mind waiting.” 
 
      
 
    Lian glanced down at herself. “I’m fine. It’s nearly the same as what I wear most days.” 
 
      
 
    Given how uncharacteristically fixated Teresa was with the fit of the vest, she disagreed. She nodded in lieu of sharing her opinion. “Alright.” She took the seat adjacent to Lian’s, not sure she could face her friend without the assistance of alcohol. Almost immediately, Lian nudged one of the mugs in her direction. She smiled and accepted the tea, wrapping both hands around it in an attempt to comfort herself. 
 
      
 
    “If it will help, I can discuss more of my failures,” Lian said when the silence lingered. 
 
      
 
    Teresa scoffed and shook her head, her eyes trained on the faint wisps of steam escaping her mug. “No, no. If you want to talk more about yourself, I would like it to be because you really want to. Not because you feel obligated to help me.” 
 
      
 
    “Hm,” was Lian’s only reply. 
 
      
 
    The mug was pleasantly warm in Teresa’s grip. She pushed out a breath from between her lips and began speaking in halting sentences. “It’s going to sound horrible, but part of the reason I was so into Holly is because she actually made me feel beautiful. I’m a lot better now, but I can get pretty insecure about how I look once in a while.” She paused and bit her lip. “Unfortunately, I seem to have developed a pattern with initiating relationships with women because they make me feel that way.” 
 
      
 
    Knowing the comment would mean little without further context, she swallowed and hurried to continue. “When I was a freshman in college, I met this older woman. She was this important alumnus who helped established the queer presence on campus and had donated generously over the years to make sure our programs could continue. She was also kind of notorious for having flings with some of the women in our LGBT group. At the time I was still incredibly insecure about how I looked, and she was just dazzling. I never thought she’d see me that way, especially since I was the only trans woman in the group.” 
 
      
 
    Lian reached over and placed a hand on her wrist. She blinked down at it, wondering how the simple contact had loosened the ball of anxiety knotting in her stomach. She closed her eyes and began to tell the rest, her voice soft. Phoebe truly had been dazzling, even when she’d merely been friendly to Teresa. Over the course of Teresa’s freshman year, they went from loose acquaintances to something akin to friends—as Phoebe had flirted away with the lesbian grad students in the LGBT group. Then, her sophomore year, they’d become closer. 
 
      
 
    “Our friendship became… intense. Phoebe began to change. She told me she’d never actually dated or slept with any of the students in the group. The difference in age and life experience just didn’t appeal to her. We began to spend a lot of time together and she stopped flirting with everyone else. After a while, she confessed she’d developed real feelings for me, but it was confusing to her. I didn’t know what to do. I had fallen in love with her, but I could tell she was conflicted about me, especially because I was nearly thirteen years younger. We ended up in this weird quasi-relationship where we weren’t dating but we weren’t seeing anyone else, either.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa paused to sip from her tea as nostalgia washed over her. There were so many good memories tied to Phoebe, even if not all of them were. “That only lasted so long. We were in love and, after a while, things just naturally progressed. My junior year she broached paying for confirmation surgery for me. It was too much, and I wasn’t sure I was ready for that, but I ended up saying yes because I could tell it was something she really wanted to do for me. We talked it over a lot, and eventually scheduled surgery for that summer with a doctor abroad.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you think she would have ended things if you’d said no?” Lian asked in a quiet voice. 
 
      
 
    The inquiry made Teresa smile sadly. “Honestly, saying yes was a huge contributor to our relationship unraveling. Her paying for things, especially expensive things like that, became a huge issue. That as well as some other big things contributed to our relationship breaking down.” 
 
      
 
    Lian’s dark eyes were steady and calm. “If you want to continue, please do.” 
 
      
 
    “Things were pretty great for a while. We moved in together, creating this cute domestic life we enjoyed as much as our schedules would allow. Then, I graduated. Anyone you meet in my field will tell you that work can be hard to find if you’re unwilling to move. I’d known that before starting the radiology program, but that hadn’t mattered then. The trans couple I’d stayed with for my last two years of high school were supportive of my choices, knowing I had a long-term plan. I ended up having to take a job that was about an hour and a half commute away—and I was lucky to get that. Phoebe didn’t like it. She told me I didn’t need to work, she made enough to take care of us for the rest of our lives. She didn’t understand that I needed to work. I had debt from school, and I wasn’t comfortable with her paying for everything. After about another year with me working and the long commute, she became convinced I was cheating on her. It made no sense, whatsoever.” 
 
      
 
    Lian clicked her tongue but didn’t comment. She began to rub gentle circles on the back of Teresa’s wrist. 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t cheating, of course. I loved her. I just needed a sense of autonomy.” Teresa sighed, idly watching Lian’s moving thumb. “Things got messy. We split up and I took a job in California.” 
 
      
 
    “That doesn’t sound like failure to me, Teresa,” Lian broached after a moment. “That just sounds like a relationship that didn’t work out.”

“Also known as a failed relationship,” Teresa quipped brightly. 
 
      
 
    The corners of Lian’s mouth curled up in a small smile. “It’s not failure if you learned something. To me, it sounds like that relationship was pretty formative.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa tilted her head and returned Lian’s smile. “Apparently, I didn’t learn enough. I started things with Holly the wrong way and contributed to something terrible.” 
 
      
 
    “I mean, Holly lied and manipulated you. I’m pretty sure she should get most, if not all, of the blame,” Lian returned. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah? Well, after Phoebe, there was also Sıdıka. We almost ruined a perfectly good friendship.” Teresa found she couldn’t look directly at Lian. With Sıdıka, things had certainly been different than they had been with Phoebe. They’d become fast friends during her first job in California, bonding quickly upon discovering they were both transgender. After she’d taken a series of jobs overseas, they’d resumed that friendship when she’d returned to Cali. Dating each other had been a conscious choice. They got along well and were both conventionally attractive. 
 
      
 
    It had been good for a while—until it wasn’t. What little passion they’d felt for one another fizzled quickly, and she’d ended up taking work out of state for months to avoid having to end the relationship. It had taken Sıdıka most of a year to forgive her for that. 
 
      
 
    “Almost.” 
 
      
 
    Returning to the present, Teresa frowned. “What?” 
 
      
 
    Lian gave her a calm look. “You said you almost ruined your friendship. That means you didn’t actually ruin anything. Another formative experience.” 
 
      
 
    “Smartass.” Teresa narrowed her eyes. “You know what, I’ve decided we’re done talking about me. Why don’t you tell me why you don’t date, Lian?” 
 
      
 
    Lian chuckled, her eyes twinkling. “I am both lazy and content with my life. I don’t feel compelled to seek out romance.” 
 
      
 
    “Give me some of that,” Teresa muttered playfully. She used her free hand to brush the back of Lian’s, which was still touching her wrist, to indicate she was fine. Lian smiled and leaned back in her chair, ending the contact. Despite having prompted the removal, Teresa found she missed the soft weight of Lian’s fingertips. “Wanna watch some horrible reality shows before bed?” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds like a terrible idea.” Lian scrunched her face up. 
 
      
 
    “Which is why it’s a great idea!” 
 
      
 
    “I think there’s something wrong with your logic.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve just established that. Besides, who said anything about logic?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The following morning, they woke up surprisingly early for how late they’d gone to bed. Lian’s internal alarm clock, used to her normal work weeks, was as infallible as always. She wasn’t sure why Teresa had awoken, but silently hoped it hadn’t been her stirring. 
 
      
 
    “G’morning,” Teresa greeted in a voice rough from sleep. 
 
      
 
    Some of Teresa’s hair had escaped its ponytail in the night, leaving misshapen curls popping up at awkward angles. Lian loved it. “Morning,” she returned as affection welled in her chest. She rubbed the top of her sternum in an ineffective effort to diffuse the feeling, glad she’d remained under her blankets. She’d fallen asleep facing away from Teresa on the middle of her own mattress; yet, upon waking, she found herself on the very edge of her bed, facing Teresa. Her basketball shorts had gotten all twisted as a result, so she subtly adjusted them back into place. 
 
      
 
    Was it possible that her attraction had intensified after the previous night? It seemed an odd concept, that feeling closer to Teresa would result in a want to be closer—but perhaps she’d just wanted that anyway without knowing it? She’d certainly enjoyed Teresa’s familiarity the night before. That Lian’s original goal of deterring Holly had also been accomplished was a faint, almost negligible victory. 
 
      
 
    “Sleep well?” Teresa yawned and ran a hand over her head, chuckling when she felt the state of her hair. “Apparently, I did.” 
 
      
 
    Lian bit her lip to keep her smile from growing to obscene proportions. “I can’t complain.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you laughing at me?” Teresa asked as she squinted over at Lian. 
 
      
 
    Lian’s lips trembled with effort. She cleared her throat. “Do you hear me laughing?” 
 
      
 
    Teresa squinted harder. “Watch it, short stuff. I could take you. Easily.” 
 
      
 
    Yes, you could, Lian’s mind hummed. She cleared her throat and sat up. “I’m a pacifist.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you really?” Teresa brightened and pushed up onto an elbow to presumably see Lian better. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never gotten into a fight. That counts, right?” Lian pulled the covers tighter around herself, hoping it would curb the urge to crawl over to Teresa’s bed. 
 
      
 
    “Ehh.” Teresa wiggled her free hand in the air. “Debatable.” 
 
      
 
    When Lian realized they’d just been smiling dumbly at each other for a while, she forced herself up, her feet dangling over the edge of her bed as she contemplated her morning plans. 
 
      
 
    “Look at that, your feet don’t even touch the floor.” 
 
      
 
    Lian rolled her eyes and scooted closer to the edge, not caring about showing off her knobby knees like she normally might. She made a point of resting her feet fully against the carpet before standing. “So, the concert isn’t until tonight. What do you want to do?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not obligated to do things with me. I understand if you want to hang out here and have some time to yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “What is it with you and your assumptions that I always do things with you out of a sense of obligation? I would think by now you’d know better. I’ll be fine.” Lian shrugged, glad the blackout curtains and faint light from the lamp on the nightstand hid her blush. A tingle ran down her spine as she considered getting to spend the entire day with Teresa. Oh, god, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt this way. Maybe when she’d been a teenager and being with David had been new. 
 
      
 
    “It’s more that I know I’m needy and I don’t want you to feel overwhelmed. I want you to enjoy yourself when you’re with me. So, are you sure?” Despite the obvious out she was offering Lian, Teresa looked hopeful. 
 
      
 
    Lian ignored the way that made her pulse accelerate. “Absolutely. ” Teresa beamed. Lian wasn’t aware she was smiling back again until her face began to hurt. She licked her lips and looked away. “Why don’t we start with the basics? I looked up some good breakfast places nearby.” 
 
      
 
    She was fully aware of Teresa’s every movement as the other woman got out of bed, stretched, and lazily wandered in Lian’s direction. “Sounds great.” Teresa reached out and squeezed Lian’s arm as she passed. “I need to pee really badly though.” 
 
      
 
    Distracted by the tingling spot on her arm, Lian snorted when her brain finally processed Teresa’s declaration. “Thanks for the info.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa, who had disappeared around the corner to the bathroom, poked her head back out. “You’re welcome!” 
 
      
 
    Dorky smile on her face, Lian allowed herself to flop back down on the bed. She was going to get to spend an entire day with Teresa. The pragmatic part of her hoped that meant the attraction—or crush, or whatever—would pass once they started annoying one another. Though, on the drive down she’d found Teresa’s attempts to be annoying actually kind of cute. 
 
      
 
    Lian winced. How often she’d been associating Teresa with ‘cute’ was probably a problem. 
 
      
 
    “Oo, that looks inviting,” Teresa purred from the hallway. 
 
      
 
    Heart pounding, Lian jerked her head up. She experienced a mix of disappointment and confused relief when she discovered Teresa staring at the packets of instant coffee resting against the clean, upturned mugs atop the dresser. 
 
      
 
    Calming herself with a slow breath, Lian stood back up. “If you’re patient, we can get something way better than that.” 
 
      
 
    “Can I be patient? That’s the real question,” Teresa mused as she tapped her chin with her index finger. 
 
      
 
    Lian chuckled and shook her head. “I won’t take long to get ready.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa slid a hand over her hair. “Mm. My hair is still a mess but I’m hungry and I need coffee. Didn’t you bring a hat? Would it be alright if I borrowed it? It’s supposed to be a gorgeous day. Maybe we can take our breakfast to-go and sit in the park or something?” 
 
      
 
    “Whatever you want.” Lian brought her hands up, then remembered at the last moment that her shorts didn’t have pockets. She cleared her throat and made a beeline for her garment bag. She’d thrown her baseball cap in it the day before. “I think the one I wanted to try the most had outdoor seating, too.” 
 
      
 
    “That could work. Depends on how busy they are. I kind of just want to chill this morning.” 
 
      
 
    Lian nodded but didn’t look at Teresa, instead gathering her clothes for the day. She blindly tossed the hat toward Teresa’s bed, her mind already preoccupied with the image of Teresa wearing both it and her hoodie at the same time. The hoodie had been returned weeks ago, so the odd fantasy didn’t make sense. “Um, I’ll take my time in the bathroom if you want to get ready out here.” She gestured toward the short hallway containing the sinks and widest mirror, not knowing if Teresa was even looking her way. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll try to be quick, so you don’t catch me without clothes on again,” Teresa joked with a chuckle. 
 
      
 
    The words immediately brought the memory back. Lian’s entire body felt warm, her cheeks feeling the hottest of all. She wanted to joke about it too, but her tongue felt too big for her mouth. “I’ll, uh, knock on the door before I come out.” With the barest glance in Teresa’s direction, she hurried into the safety of the bathroom. The attraction had officially been upgraded to a crush. Lian was very annoyed with herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Several hours and a hearty breakfast later, Teresa was contentedly sipping on her second cup of coffee. The restaurant had indeed possessed a patio, and Teresa had been swayed into staying by the well-kept area surrounded with brightly colored flowers in raised, narrow garden beds. 
 
      
 
    Teresa flashed a smile at Lian. “Another point for you.” She paused and licked a drop of coffee from the corner of her mouth. “I might have to bring you on all my trips. I’m feeling kind of spoiled on this one.” 
 
      
 
    Lian’s lips twitched, appearing to fight a smile. “Your sister might have something to say about that.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t travel that often.” Teresa clicked her tongue. “She’s got plenty of other investigators on staff. I know you’re basically irreplaceable, but she’ll just have to make do.” 
 
      
 
    “If I keep hanging around you my ego is going to become disturbingly inflated,” Lian commented with raised eyebrows. 
 
      
 
    Teresa leaned forward. She studied Lian’s face. “On the contrary, I feel that you genuinely don’t give yourself enough credit.” At least she had some understanding as to why that was, given what Lian had shared about her upbringing. It hadn’t stopped her almost compulsive need to bolster Lian at every opportunity. “By the way, I could get used to you like this.” 
 
      
 
    Lian’s brow furrowed as she frowned. “Like what?” 
 
      
 
    “Relaxed. In comfortable jeans and t-shirts. I know it’s not the first time, but you just… I don’t know. You seem more approachable on this trip.” 
 
      
 
    For a moment, Lian only stared at her. Then, Lian laughed. “Thanks, I guess?” 
 
      
 
    Teresa opened her mouth to say more, wanting Lian to understand what she meant—Lian’s hair was even in a messy bun, some loose strands falling around her face. It made her seem softer, somehow. Though Teresa hadn’t met a side to Lian she didn’t like, she had to admit the soft look was her favorite. It felt the most like the Lian she’d become to know better, rather than the façade of polished professionalism Lian defaulted to. Lian’s smiles were even different: crooked and charming rather than politely reserved. They made Teresa want to crack as many jokes as possible. 
 
      
 
    She bit her lip. “It boggles my mind how long you and Vivian have known each other, and how few personal details you’ve shared with one another.” 
 
      
 
    Lian tilted her head and shrugged. “We both value a sense of professionalism. We came from different offices originally that didn’t take either of us seriously. It’s just kind of been our thing. I still think of her as a friend, even though we’ve always had our boundaries.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa had a thought but initially hesitated to share it. “Except for the fact that you’ve been adopted into the family,” she quietly acknowledged. 
 
      
 
    Lian met her gaze. Teresa smiled and hoped she wouldn’t mind that Vivian had shared the information. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I guess that’s right,” Lian gently confirmed as she returned the smile. 
 
      
 
    A tingle traveled down Teresa’s spine, making her straighten her shoulders and sit back. In a way, she was the catalyst for Lian simultaneously becoming closer to Vivian but more distant to the rest of their family. She sighed and canted her head. “You asked earlier about why I think you do things with me out of a sense of obligation. I know in the beginning that’s why you kept in contact with me. I’m glad that’s not the case anymore, but I am sorry our friendship has complicated other things for you.” 
 
      
 
    Lian pursed her lips, the small lines reappearing between her eyebrows as she concentrated on the table. “My sense of obligation didn’t last as long as you think it did.” Her expression cleared when she looked back at Teresa, a hint of a smile showing. “You just, you know, kind of sucked me in with your dazzling personality. Any complications, as you describe them, are worth it.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa fought a grin. “My dazzling personality, huh?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” Lian bit her lip and glanced back down at her mug, and Teresa was hit with a wave of awareness. Lian’s eyelashes were extraordinarily pretty. 
 
      
 
    She mentally shook herself, feeling silly that her attraction to Lian had lingered into the morning. She crossed her arms over her abdomen. “Why don’t we finish up here and then walk around a bit? I could use the exercise.” Not having to directly face Lian for a while might be a good idea. The last thing she needed was to ruin the trip by coming on to Lian. Again, she realized with a wince. 
 
      
 
    “Good idea,” Lian said after she took a sip from her mug. “I ate too much.” She offered Teresa a crooked smile. 
 
      
 
    Teresa pulled her arms tighter against herself when she felt a fluttering in her stomach. “Then let’s flag down our server and pay.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They spent the day lazily exploring the city, meandering their way through shops and local attractions. After catching a late lunch, they took a cab back to their hotel for a nap before the concert. 
 
      
 
    “Twenty-year-old me would have had no problem staying up late after a full day,” Teresa had joked as they’d shuffled into their room. “But I really need a nap.” 
 
      
 
    Lian, who was used to having to roam around for long hours, hadn’t commented. Just because she didn’t often get to nap didn’t mean she didn’t like them. She loved naps; she just usually didn’t want anyone to think she was lazy (even though she knew she was). Her parents had repeatedly admonished her through long years of only average grades at school, especially after her fascination with gaming had developed. Dropping out of college had left an air of disappointment lingering in every interaction since, something made tolerable by the fact that they lived nearly two thousand miles away. It had still left a mark. 
 
      
 
    But, as Teresa wandered out of the bathroom in her pajamas again and smiled, Lian found her eyelids getting heavy. Teresa was one of the hardest working people she knew, and had no qualms with napping. 
 
      
 
    Lian plucked at her basketball shorts. She wanted to be fresh for the concert, to enjoy every moment of it that she could. A nap was fine. 
 
      
 
    “Sleep well,” Teresa murmured as she settled under her covers. 
 
      
 
    “You too,” Lian returned as she hesitantly did the same. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d let herself sleep in the middle of the day. Maybe once some Sunday ago when both her sister and brother-in-law had been out of the house. 
 
      
 
    She held her breath as she brought her head down to rest on the pillow. It was just as comfortable as she remembered from that morning. She probably wouldn’t be able to fall asleep. That would be okay. 
 
      
 
    It would be okay… 
 
      
 
    The next time Lian opened her eyes, she was looking up at the graceful lines of Teresa’s face in profile. 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” Teresa said with a gentle smile that revealed her dimple. “You weren’t waking up when I called out to you.” The last was said with a warm squeeze to Lian’s arm. Lian didn’t move, wondering if she should be enjoying the moment as much as she was. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” Lian mumbled. She blinked several times in an effort to wake herself up. 
 
      
 
    “Please. You obviously needed the rest. I already showered, so that’s all yours.” With a last small rub to Lian’s arm, Teresa stood. 
 
      
 
    Lian clutched her covers when she realized Teresa had changed into a dark tank top and a snug pair of skinny jeans. In the low lamplight, Teresa’s bare arms were burnished a fine golden bronze. Lian jerked herself upright and forced her attention elsewhere. Stupid, dumb body, she thought as she glared down at her own lap, of course I feel nothing for years and then everything hits at once. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll try not to take too long,” she muttered as she scrambled from the bed to gather her clothes. Twenty minutes and a small anxiety attack later, Lian was clean and dressed. She padded from the bathroom barefoot, briefly glancing at Teresa, who was applying some makeup in front of the big mirror. 
 
      
 
    Teresa didn’t really need makeup, but she was good at applying a subtle amount that only enhanced her natural beauty, Lian thought. 
 
      
 
    She worried for a moment about Teresa meeting someone while they were at the show. The band was comprised of openly queer people, surely drawing a bevy of equally queer patrons. Teresa was still processing the end of things with Holly but, given her muted reaction to Holly the previous day, perhaps she was already prepared to rebound. The notion made Lian’s stomach churn. She stuffed her hands into her pockets, then chided herself. Teresa was an adult. Lian was being preposterous. 
 
      
 
    With a sigh, she tugged out a pair of forgotten socks and sat on one of the chairs. 
 
      
 
    “You look cute,” Teresa said from the other side of the room. 
 
      
 
    Lian snorted and finished putting on her socks. “It’s just jeans and a t-shirt.” 
 
      
 
    “But they fit you well.” Teresa paused, prompting Lian to look up. Teresa was biting her lip as she stared at Lian. “You’ll probably get hit on again.” 
 
      
 
    “Again?” Lian raised her eyebrows. “The only one who hit on me was you.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa snorted, her eyebrows also arching. “Um, what about the waitress? And Tammy from Tennessee?” 
 
      
 
    “The waitress was just being nice. And Tammy from Tennessee?” Lian frowned as she thought. Was that the woman that had sat across from her the night before at dinner? She’d talked to both her and Teresa a fair bit. “Oh, so that was her name. I think she was just excited to see other gay people. She flirted with you more. It was kind of rude.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you do agree it was flirting.” Teresa sounded smug. 
 
      
 
    Lian scoffed and sent her an incredulous look. “That’s really what you take away from that? I see you and Vivian have some things in common besides genetics.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa’s eyes drifted over Lian as she sucked on her lower lip. “I need you to promise you won’t leave me in the lurch when some hot girl accidentally bumps into you.” 
 
      
 
    “Like any of them will be hotter than you.” Lian’s face flushed immediately, and she wondered if would become a permanent state around Teresa. She hadn’t meant to say that out loud. Were they going to have this conversation every time they went out together now, and would she always embarrass herself? 
 
      
 
    At first, Teresa didn’t respond. Her eyes trailed subtly over Lian’s face. She licked her lips. When she next spoke, her voice was low and soft. “So, it’s agreed. We’re coming home with each other.” 
 
      
 
    Lian’s heart sped up. The way Teresa said it, was staring at her… she swallowed and nodded, unable to look away. “Right.” 
 
      
 
    The charged moment lingered a few beats more, tingles of feeling tickling through Lian’s body as she waited for some sign from Teresa. 
 
      
 
    With a sigh, Teresa visibly relaxed and extended a hand to Lian. “Come on. I don’t want to be late.” 
 
      
 
    Unsure what the night would bring, Lian mentally fortified herself before tentatively accepting Teresa’s grip. Teresa’s fingers slid against her own, traveling down to her palm and gently grasping it. She had to suppress a shiver. “Okay.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The venue for the show was a good-sized bar, with dark wooden tables and matching chairs taking up most of the floor space. It was packed but not at capacity, the booths at the long wall adjacent to the stage full but some seats remaining open at other tables. Teresa thought maybe it was for the best; being pushed up close to Lian in a booth was dangerously appealing. 
 
      
 
    Fixated on Lian’s hand lightly gripping her wrist, Teresa was aimless as they wound their way through the tables in search of an unoccupied one with two open chairs. Teresa had to gently shake herself when Lian’s hesitant gait became laden with purpose. Lian led the way to one of the tables along the back wall, where they were finally able to squeeze into some empty seats. She wasn’t sure how Lian had spotted what must have been the last table without people, but she was glad for the superficial sense of privacy. 
 
      
 
    The band Teresa and Lian had come to see wasn’t on first, but the opening act was reportedly good. 
 
      
 
    They exchanged inane conversation as they waited for the crew to set up for the first set. They strained to hear one another as everyone else had the same idea, Teresa especially struggling since she found herself unable to look directly at Lian. When the opening band arrived on stage and introduced themselves, she tried to pay attention. Two songs in, Teresa realized they weren’t good enough to occupy her for long—not with Lian sitting next to her. 
 
      
 
    Her attention kept unconsciously shifting to Lian. First, it was the small, adorable movements Lian made as she tried not to dance along to a song. Then, it was the gentle curve of her nose, and how it twitched when someone walked by carrying a basket of fries. Teresa hid a smile and pushed her hands hard against her knees. The urge to reach out for Lian’s hand, to brush back some hair hiding those glorious cheekbones, or for just a casual touch to her leg, was overwhelming. 
 
      
 
    The next time her awareness was drawn to Lian, she found Lian’s dark eyes regarding her with a twinkle. She chided herself and wrenched her attention back to the stage. 
 
      
 
    She knew firsthand that getting involved with a friend was messy, even if she and Sıdıka had eventually worked things out. Given Lian’s ties to Vivian, any resulting mess could be multiplied tenfold. It hadn’t been that long since she’d split with Holly, either. 
 
      
 
    But… 
 
      
 
    Lian was an attractive, sweet, kind, and sensitive woman. Given their admittedly flirtatious exchanges, Lian seemed to be attracted to her, too. 
 
      
 
    They were adults. Would it really be so bad if they let something happen? It was just hormones, or pheromones, or something. They were on a trip and had been in close quarters for extended hours. 
 
      
 
    They were adults, but nothing about Lian screamed casual. Lian wasn’t into that, Teresa knew. She didn’t have sex for the sake of sex, or seem like the type that would be fine just letting things happen to see where they would lead. Teresa bobbed her head along with the music without really listening. Maybe the feelings would pass, and everything would be fine. 
 
      
 
    A loud man precariously balancing five glasses made a beeline for the table to Lian’s left, bumping her arm without apology and addressing his laughing friends. He stood for a moment, then snagged a spare chair from Lian and Teresa’s table without asking, shoving it into place at his already crowded table and taking a seat. 
 
      
 
    Teresa scowled at his presumption but didn’t comment, not wanting to cause a fuss before they were able to enjoy the music they’d come for. She slid a look over to Lian, who was frowning. The man’s new position encroached on Lian’s space, his back sometimes coming into contact with Lian when he leaned back. 
 
      
 
    “Here,” Teresa said as she scooted her chair to the right. 
 
      
 
    Lian gave her a relieved look, awkwardly shifting her own chair closer to Teresa and further away from the stranger. 
 
      
 
    Teresa considered moving her chair again. Though it would make it necessary for her to twist her neck toward the stage, Lian’s thigh was gently, distractingly pressing against hers. “I can move more,” she found herself saying, “or we can swap seats. We don’t have to stay for the whole time, either.” 
 
      
 
    “No. No, that’s okay. I want you to enjoy the show.” Lian offered her a small smile. 
 
      
 
    “I want you to enjoy the show too,” Teresa countered. 
 
      
 
    Their eyes met in a silent contest of wills. Lian’s smile stretched wider. “This is fine. I promise.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa sucked on her lower lip, tingles rippling through her skin when Lian momentarily leaned closer. “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    She forced herself to engage in small talk after that, anxiously awaiting the next band and trying not to look too much at Lian—which was hard, since she wanted to look every time either of them moved. 
 
      
 
    As the last song came to an end, the lead singer began talking. Teresa forced her attention his way. “Thanks for being such a great crowd tonight, it’s been awesome playing for you. Next up, and I’m sure I don’t have to tell anyone here, is Letters from Sappho!” 
 
      
 
    A round full of cheers and applause began, and Teresa found herself being swept away in everyone’s enthusiasm. She clapped and cheered too, excited to finally see the band they’d come for. 
 
      
 
    On stage, the lights picked up as the opening act cleared away and some roadies helped the next set up. The lead singer, a tall woman with short dark hair, eventually strutted onto the stage with a guitar. “Good evening, Baltimore,” she said with a smirk when she reached the microphone. She was greeted with another series of cheers and applause, a few whistles mixed in from a set of tables closest to the stage. The singer grinned down at them. “Oh, hey, I remember you.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, this is definitely a different energy than the night of Pride,” Teresa said with a smile and a shake of her head. The singer was attractive, and she apparently knew it. 
 
      
 
    “A very different energy.” Lian shifted in her chair, her thigh momentarily pressing harder against Teresa’s. 
 
      
 
    Teresa tried very hard not to notice, peering at the stage with greater purpose. The singer said something else. Teresa heard the words but failed to process their meaning. 
 
      
 
    Lian leaned forward, arms lightly crossed as she rested them on the table. “It feels almost electric.” 
 
      
 
    And still Teresa tried hard, mirroring Lian and bracing her arms against the table as she strained her eyes staring at the stage. 
 
      
 
    The house lights dimmed. 
 
      
 
    The opening chords of a song began. 
 
      
 
    She could feel the warmth of Lian’s body to her left, even though they were no longer touching. 
 
      
 
    The lead singer began to hum, a throaty vocalization that made the crowd begin to sway to the music. Teresa wasn’t exempt from the pull. When she and Lian both began to move, their arms brushed rhythmically. 
 
      
 
    Teresa closed her eyes and allowed herself the contact. She was just feeling lonely. She attempted to shut off her mind and absorb the energy around her, the singularity of her and everyone else being lost in the same song at the same moment. 
 
      
 
    Then the singer’s humming became words—almost an incantation—and everyone in the crowded bar became completely enthralled. 
 
      
 
    As all of Teresa’s conscious thoughts became engrossed with the experience of it all, she felt relieved. The music would fill the empty places for a while. That would be enough. 
 
      
 
    Her relief only lasted until the next song began. It was bass-heavy and sensual, and the lyrics were nothing more than a thinly veiled description of a casual sexual encounter with another woman. Teresa failed at every turn not to think of Lian. It wasn’t until the song ended that she became cognizant of the fact that they were leaning heavily into one another, their sides completely touching. Her body felt like it was on fire, and her heartbeat was erratic. She wanted to touch Lian more, intimately, with both her hands and mouth. 
 
      
 
    She scooted her chair further to the right. 
 
      
 
    The urge only faintly abated. It was going to be a long night. Oh, god, she was going to ruin everything again, wasn’t she? 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    After the show ended, they decided they were too wired to head back to their room and chose to have a late dinner. Lian picked a restaurant with decent ratings within walking distance of their hotel. Teresa fidgeted for most of the ride, sometimes shifting her legs restlessly or adjusting her clothes and hair. 
 
      
 
    Lian didn’t comment despite her curiosity. Admittedly, she was also scared of what Teresa’s reaction could mean. Maybe Lian shouldn’t have let herself get so close to Teresa during Letters from Sappho’s performance; she’d felt Teresa move away after the second song. 
 
      
 
    She remained quiet while Teresa casually chatted with their driver. When they arrived at the restaurant, the chatter morphed into running commentary on their surroundings or things they’d seen earlier. 
 
      
 
    As they sat down at a small table for two, Lian gathered her courage and decided it was time to push the subject. 
 
      
 
    “Everything alright?” she asked once the waiter walked away with their orders. 
 
      
 
    Teresa smiled tightly. “That obvious, huh?” 
 
      
 
    Lian shrugged. “Maybe just to people that know you.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, and do you know me? Really, I mean?” Teresa raised both eyebrows. 
 
      
 
    Feeling the silent challenge in the words, Lian swallowed. She must have made Teresa very uncomfortable in the bar. The clinking noises of dishes and chatter in the restaurant seemed louder. “I’m not saying I know everything about you,” she said slowly, “but I think I know you fairly well, yes.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa crossed her arms and sat back in her chair. 
 
      
 
    Lian attempted to steady herself. A loud noise to her left made her feel jittery. “Something about tonight bothered you. I’d rather not guess why. Could you please just tell me?” 
 
      
 
    Teresa looked away and Lian felt even worse than before. Had Teresa wanted to come to dinner just so they wouldn’t be alone together? Acid churned in her stomach and she balled her hands up in her lap. 
 
      
 
    “What if I don’t want to talk about it?” Teresa asked, gaze still pointed at some far-off table. 
 
      
 
    Lian stared down at her hands, trying to filter out all the noises that weren’t Teresa’s voice. “Then we won’t talk about it.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa jerked her head around, her brow furrowed. “It frustrates me when you do that.” 
 
      
 
    “Do what?” Lian asked as she chanced a look her way. 
 
      
 
    “When you, when you’re,” Teresa blew a raspberry and waved sharply, “reasonable. It makes it really hard to push you away.” 
 
      
 
    Lian briefly tightened her lips but tried to not to otherwise visibly react. The acid in her stomach was building up, but she kept her voice steady. “Is that what you want? To push me away?” 
 
      
 
    “I… no, not really.” Teresa’s eyes dropped to the table as she pressed her fingers tightly to its surface. The tenseness to her body language eased, her shoulders no longer hunched. 
 
      
 
    “Your cousin Carla is my tailor,” Lian blurted out in a desperate need to make things better. 
 
      
 
    Teresa blinked hard and leaned forward. “What? Carla?” 
 
      
 
    Lian felt a surge of relief. Teresa wasn’t completely mad at her. She crossed her ankles and relaxed her hands. “Yeah. She’s really good. The first time I went to her for help with clothes, I just wanted people to take me seriously. I love them now, though. I know it seems weird—" 
 
      
 
    “No,” Teresa interrupted with a shake of her head. She bit her lip and examined Lian’s face. “I knew you did things with my family, but I wasn’t sure if you were actually close to any of them.” 
 
      
 
    “Kind of,” Lian hedged. She had been, as much as she allowed herself to be. “I’m not trying to make you uncomfortable. It just felt like a secret and I didn’t want it to be.” 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t secrets your business? What’s one more to keep?” Teresa tucked some hair behind her ear and smiled. 
 
      
 
    It was playful. Lian swallowed, feeling mildly dizzy. Maybe she’d jumped to the wrong conclusions about Teresa’s behavior. The churning in her stomach was replaced by a soft fluttering feeling. “Business, yes. You’re not a part of that anymore. I don’t like keeping secrets from people I’m friends with.” 
 
      
 
    “Hm.” Teresa rubbed her chin. “Then, tell me. Did you change your look for work, or because of your family?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” Lian ran her hands over her jeans, wondering if she’d begun something she’d regret. She clenched her jaw and straightened her back, meeting Teresa’s eyes. 
 
      
 
    Teresa didn’t look away. “Have you been avoiding my family because of me?” 
 
      
 
    Again, Lian’s stomach twisted. “Not,” she searched for the right word, “entirely.” She noticed the hitch in Teresa’s breathing but remained silent, waiting. 
 
      
 
    The moment was broken as the waiter arrived with their food. They made polite, awkward exchanges with him as they arranged their plates, avoiding eye contact as they pretended he hadn’t just interrupted a sensitive discussion. 
 
      
 
    “Try this,” Teresa said after a minute. 
 
      
 
    Lian gripped her thighs when a fork was gently thrust her way. Was it a peace offering? Only a few inches from her face, a fresh scoop of risotto was gently steaming. She hesitantly leaned forward and accepted the bite. It tasted great, she realized as she chewed and swallowed. Her cheeks felt warm. She knew Teresa was watching her. “It’s delicious.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s why I wanted you to try it.” Teresa smiled, her soft eyes twinkling and her dimple appearing. 
 
      
 
    The warmth in Lian’s cheeks intensified and spread, making her skin tingle and her chest feel tight. They were okay. Lian decided maybe the crush had more downsides than she’d realized. 
 
      
 
    Teresa’s attention returned to her plate. “You know,” she scooped up another bite, “I was feeling awkward because I realized I’m attracted to you. Then I realized that doesn’t have to change anything.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” was all Lian could say. She rapidly processed a series of varied emotions. Teresa hadn’t been mad at her at all, so that was a relief. But Teresa didn’t seem to like being attracted to her, either. She woodenly reached for her fork, not feeling very hungry. 
 
      
 
    “Not right now, anyway. I mean, that’s, that’s only if you might want things to change. Sometime in the future.” 
 
      
 
    Lian’s lips parted in surprise. She slowly raised her head. Teresa was staring down at her plate, her fork twisting jerkily between her fingers and thumb. “If I might want things to,” she swallowed, “change?” 
 
      
 
    Teresa dropped her fork and covered her face with her hand. She shook her head. “Never mind, forget I said anything.” 
 
      
 
    “No.” Lian faltered as she tried to find the right words to say, but her head was full of loud, unintelligible screeching noises. “I-I’m attracted to you, too. I, just, I don’t want to mess that up. You’re—” 
 
      
 
    “No, you’re right. We’re friends. We absolutely shouldn’t mess that up.” Teresa scooped up her fork again and began roughly pushing the risotto around her plate. 
 
      
 
    It was then that Lian realized a few important things. Teresa wasn’t just attracted to her, but also liked her—and Teresa had been acting odd because she didn’t know what to do about it, either. As Lian considered Teresa’s history, she thought she understood Teresa’s uncertainty. Some of Lian’s confidence returned. “Stop that,” she softly commanded. 
 
      
 
    Teresa froze. 
 
      
 
    Hesitantly, Lian reached out across the table. When her fingertips were a few millimeters shy of touching Teresa’s hand, she paused and held her breath. Teresa didn’t move away. She let the breath go. Teresa’s fork dropped in a small clatter, and then they were holding hands. “Teresa,” she began in a voice just as soft as before. “I haven’t dated in a really long time. I’m not good with people outside of work. I thought I was, I don’t know, and then I started to get to know you and I started feeling all these things and,” she grimaced. “I’m so bad at this. I-if you want to, if you want things to change at some point, I just want you to know I really, really like you but I’m bad with this stuff.” 
 
      
 
    To her great confusion, Teresa smiled. Her dark eyes were shining in a way that made Lian worry she’d said exactly the wrong thing, but… Teresa was smiling. 
 
      
 
    “Lian,” Teresa said in a thick voice, “you’re not bad at this stuff at all.” 
 
      
 
    It felt like Lian’s heart leapt up to her throat. She swallowed. “No?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Teresa repeated. Tender smile still in place, she glanced down at their hands and rubbed the side of Lian’s hand with her thumb. “You might not know exactly the right things to say, but you always try. I appreciate that.” She bit her bottom lip, sucking it into her mouth. “I, however, am actually really bad with relationships. I don’t want to lose you as a friend. If we do, you know, we should take things slowly.” 
 
      
 
    Feeling light-headed and giddy, Lian could only nod. “Yeah. That sounds,” she paused to smile, “perfect.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They were outside of their hotel room, the corridor blessedly empty as they strolled down to their suite. Teresa was restless, her hands unable to remain still. The night air had proven to be a little crisper than Teresa had anticipated, prompting Lian to courteously share her jacket. Though it was slightly too small for her to wear it correctly, it hung nicely over her shoulders. She found herself reaching up; the satiny interior felt great against her skin. 
 
      
 
    Next to her, Lian seemed relaxed, her hands casually tucked into her pockets as they approached their door. At some point, Lian had rolled her sleeves partially up her forearms. Teresa couldn’t stop staring. Why was that so sexy? And, god, that vest. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t like her to be so controlled by her hormones. Though she enjoyed sex, she’d easily gone months and even years without it. Why couldn’t she stop noticing Lian? 
 
      
 
    “Everything okay?” Lian asked as she retrieved a keycard from her pocket. The electronic lock made a muted sound as the indicator light turned green. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Teresa said as she attempted not to stare at Lian’s hands, tried not to imagine how they’d feel touching her face, trailing down her neck… 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t look Lian in the eye, worried that Lian would immediately see her desire. 
 
      
 
    Lian grunted and softly pushed the door open. 
 
      
 
    Teresa’s heart sped up when a pale hand reached out and encircled her wrist, gently pulling her into the room. 
 
      
 
    From one moment to the next, Teresa wasn’t sure what happened. The door closed, the light was suddenly on, and Lian turned to her with a crooked smile. She couldn’t be sure who moved first, but then Lian’s mouth was hot and heavy against her own. 
 
      
 
    If Teresa was capable of thought, she might wonder at Lian’s sudden confidence. Instead, her mind was blank as they stumbled backward. Lian’s nose bumped her chin once, twice until her back was firmly pressed against the nearest flat surface. A wall, she foggily realized as Lian kissed the underside of her jaw. Her hands trembled as she dragged them up over Lian’s torso, her fingertips delighting in the smoothness of Lian’s oh-so-distracting vest. As much as she wanted to feel Lian’s skin, an even bigger part of herself wanted Lian to remain just as she was. After a few orgasms, Lian could take it off, Teresa decided. 
 
      
 
    She moaned when the series of open-mouthed kisses against her skin stopped, almost crying when Lian pulled away. Cool hands were on her bare thighs, delicately tracing their way up under the hem of her dress— 
 
      
 
    “Teresa?” 
 
      
 
    Teresa frowned. She didn’t feel Lian’s hands anymore. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, I’d normally let you sleep, but you said you wanted to shower before checkout.” 
 
      
 
    Lian’s voice was warm but hesitant. 
 
      
 
    The heat and tension in Teresa’s abdomen abruptly shifted, her dream-inspired arousal almost instantaneously becoming embarrassment. She pried her eyes open and tried to pretend like her face wasn’t on fire. 
 
      
 
    One of the bedside lamps was on, the low light keeping half of Lian’s profile in shadow. Lian was perched on the edge of Teresa’s bed, her stiff shoulders pulled back and her hands rolled into loose fists that were braced against her thighs. In direct opposition with her body language, her expression was soft. A cautious affection was reflected in her shining eyes and a faint, crooked smile. It made something in Teresa’s chest tighten, so she looked away. 
 
      
 
    Teresa felt self-conscious as she pushed herself up into a sitting position. A hazy desire to have Lian close lingered from the dream. Lian was probably already as confused as Teresa felt. She hadn’t meant to tell Lian of her attraction the previous night, let alone hint at anything more. 
 
      
 
    Knowing that, it was still hard not to reach out and pull Lian further onto the mattress. She just wanted to feel Lian next to her, feel the push-pull of Lian’s breaths under her hand, hear the soft, steady thump-thump of Lian’s heartbeat under her ear. 
 
      
 
    She inhaled sharply and forced a smile onto her face, pushing the unwanted feelings away. “Thanks for waking me up.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Lian said with a shrug. She stood and wandered back to her side of the room. She was already dressed in jeans and a dark t-shirt, her hair in a loose, low ponytail. 
 
      
 
    Teresa pinched herself on the thigh and got up, hoping that a shower would clear her head. They just had the drive home, and then everything would go back to normal. She needed normal, just for a little while. Her loneliness would get the best of her if she wasn’t careful. 
 
      
 
    Mindlessly, she gathered a clean outfit for the day. She was trying not to notice the quiet way Lian moved, the gentle sounds produced as she shifted her belongings into her bags. Teresa couldn’t say Lian was graceful; it was more that each of her motions had a purpose. She didn’t usually fidget the same way Teresa did. 
 
      
 
    Recognizing that she was doing just that with her duffel bag, Teresa hurriedly zipped it shut. If Lian noticed Teresa’s odd behavior, she didn’t show it. Teresa wasn’t sure which would be worse: that Lian noticed but didn’t reveal it, or that Teresa was the only one hyper-aware in their close quarters. Understanding there would be no winners down that rabbit hole, she dragged herself in the direction of the bathroom 
 
      
 
    “Whatever deities are out there,” she muttered once she was safely alone, “I’d really like a little less roller coaster for the next few weeks, please.” 
 
      
 
    As she stripped and carefully stepped into the shower, she remembered most of the drama in her life was of her own making. Was it really her fault when Lian had looked too cute for words all night? 
 
      
 
    She groaned, and then yelped when she accidentally flipped the shower—still cold since it hadn’t had time to warm—on full blast. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck.” She covered her face with both hands and let the water stream over her body. “Why am I such a mess?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The ride back to Teresa’s apartment was peaceful, if a little awkward in the beginning. Teresa surprised Lian by letting her drive the entire way back, though that came with its own price. Lian bit back a smile as she recalled some of Teresa’s jibes. “Are you actually going the speed limit? Who does that? Not even cops do that.” 
 
      
 
    She hadn’t minded the teasing, especially after the first several minutes of uncomfortable silence. Teresa’s assurances aside, she still had the feeling she’d said or done the wrong thing. At least they’d found their groove again, though it lacked the casual intimacy they’d gained on the night of the dinner. 
 
      
 
    It had been an eventful weekend. 
 
      
 
    She bit her lip and adjusted her seatbelt, in her Civic and nearly home. Caroline and Colton were out shopping, so she wasn’t in a hurry. Merely a few blocks away from the house, her phone rang. Her dash revealed Ana Barrera on the caller ID. 
 
      
 
    With a swallow and a tightening of her hands on the steering wheel, she accepted the call. “Mrs. Barrera,” she managed to get out, “hey.” 
 
      
 
    “Lian!” Ana audibly clicked her tongue over the line. “How many times do I have to say it? You’re family!” 
 
      
 
    Lian bit back a smile, the tension in her chest slightly easing. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    Ana muttered something unintelligible in Spanish. “Well, at least you’re respectful. Even if you do make me feel old.” 
 
      
 
    A giant smile split Lian’s face. “Yes, ma’am,” she repeated. 
 
      
 
    There was a long moment of silence, and then a heavy sigh. “Anyway, I was calling to see if you could stop by today.” 
 
      
 
    Lian’s stomach churned. She licked her lips. “Sure. When did you have in mind?” It was a lot easier to avoid the Barreras when it was one of the aunts or cousins inviting her to things. When it was Ana, Lian never declined. She couldn’t. 
 
      
 
    “Whenever you want. I’ve already been to church, so I’m just finishing up some things around the house today.” 
 
      
 
    Having reached the last turn before her street, Lian lingered at the stop sign. Right would take her home. Left would take her back to the highway. She flipped her blinker down and turned left. If she waited, her anxiety would get out of control. “I’m already in my car. I’ll be right over.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. I have some fresh cinnamon from the Farmers Market that will make some great tea. I’ll set the water to boil.” 
 
      
 
    “See you soon.” Lian gripped the steering wheel as the call ended. Tea meant that Ana wanted to talk. Had she found out about Teresa, somehow? 
 
      
 
    The drive was only fifteen minutes in light Sunday traffic but felt like a small eternity. Only Ana’s car was in the driveway when she arrived. She intended not to think too much about that, failing immediately. 
 
      
 
    Ana knew something. She couldn’t know everything. Unless… she’d mentioned the Farmers Market. Sunday Farmers Markets were usually something Ana did with Vivian. Had Vivian divulged the truth? She’d done valiantly so far, going months without revealing Teresa to her parents. Everyone had a breaking point. 
 
      
 
    Lian parked and tried to calm herself down. Vivian would never say something without Teresa’s permission. As confused as Teresa was, she still wasn’t ready to come out. 
 
      
 
    She unbuckled herself and cleared her mind. Ana greeted her at the door with a smile, her dark curly hair twisted up and held with a clip. Seeing much of Teresa in her appearance, Lian found herself studying the Barrera matriarch closer than she normally did. Ana was dressed casually in tan chinos and a white peasant blouse with subtle floral stitching on the sleeves and hem. Though she would be turning fifty soon, Ana didn’t look a day over forty. Her wrinkles were deep but soft. Lian tried not to stare when she realized where Teresa had inherited her dimple from. She’d seen Ana countless times over the years, and yet had never really paid attention to it. 
 
      
 
    Ana opened her arms and Lian stepped forward to receive the obligatory hug and kiss on the cheek. She didn’t mind when Ana did it, knowing the affection to be genuine. 
 
      
 
    “I’m so glad you could make it. Please, come in.” Ana stepped back and held the door open. 
 
      
 
    It had been a few months, but the Barrera home was still more familiar than the one her parents had ended up in. They’d moved to Florida some years back, and Lian had rarely made the trip down. She followed Ana to the kitchen and didn’t dwell on why that was. 
 
      
 
    Despite her earlier reservations, Lian smiled when they reached the long chestnut table set off to the side. The lightly scarred table had been around since Vivian was a toddler—a gift from Ana’s mother, she’d been told. Ana had stories for several of the marks. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a beautiful day,” Lian said as she took a seat toward one end. Ana sat at the head of the table just to her right, two steaming mugs waiting on coasters. “I’m surprised you’re not out in the garden.” 
 
      
 
    “I was earlier,” Ana admitted as she pushed a worn wicker basket toward Lian, which contained an impressive sampling of loose-leaf teas. It was only a fraction of Ana’s complete collection, but she kept some out for company. 
 
      
 
    Throughout the years they’d had several important chats over tea, and Lian didn’t doubt that Ana had done the same with members of her family. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks.” Lian’s smile remained as she accepted it, browsing the many tins and boxes of different blends. Ana had been the one to show her where to buy tea locally, something she was still grateful for. She chose a soft turmeric-ginger tea that would pair well with cinnamon.  
 
      
 
    Ana’s was already steeping, a thick stick of cinnamon protruding out above the white rim of her mug. “It’s been a little while. I haven’t seen you since the day at the shelter, and I feel like I hardly even saw you then.” 
 
      
 
    Lian schooled her features, glad she was still preparing her tea. She took her time filling the infuser before dropping it into her mug, then carefully selected her own stick of cinnamon and added it in. She nodded and sat back. “That’s right.” 
 
      
 
    “Vivian hasn’t been stopping by as much either, though I suppose that had to return to normal sooner or later. At least I can rest easy knowing it’s not just work keeping her away. April and Makayla have been good for her.” She paused and reached over to lightly squeeze Lian’s arm. “Not that there’s anything wrong with focusing on your career. I just know she’s always wanted a family of her own.” 
 
      
 
    Lian didn’t comment. She and Vivian had both commiserated over their parents wanting to rush them off into marriage in the past—though Lian had come to understand a lot of Ana and Miguel’s concern came from wishing Vivian would meet someone other than Jack. With April, everyone was happier. She thought of the additional paperwork April’s hiring had brought to her desk. Well, mostly happier. 
 
      
 
    “But that’s not why I asked you to come.” Ana sighed and crossed her legs. She clasped her hands, and then looked directly at Lian. “I need you to convince Vivian to give up the search. She’s moving on with her life. That’s a good thing. It was selfish of me and Miguel to let her oversee it for so long. Instead, we’d like to retain your services directly. We’ve been thinking about it for a while. It’s time.” 
 
      
 
    In hindsight, Lian realized, maybe it would have been better if Ana already knew everything. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Teresa only stopped by her apartment long enough to leave her bags. She’d intended to tackle her laundry but had lacked the energy once she’d shut the door behind herself. Artemis was over at Vivian’s; picking her up seemed as good excuse as any to get out of the empty apartment. A quick text to Vivian confirmed that she was home. 
 
      
 
    Half an hour later, she was seated in Vivian’s kitchen with a fresh cup of coffee in hand. She and Vivian were grinning while they listened to Makayla explain the pros and cons of being a crime-fighting, dance-powered superhero princess to Artemis in the other room.  
 
      
 
    “So,” Teresa began as she cradled her mug in both hands, “Makayla told me you and April have agreed to let her get a cat next year.” 
 
      
 
    Vivian reached up and adjusted the hair framing her face with the back of her hand. “Yes. We’re going to remodel this place a little, then she and April will be moving in.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa put her coffee down so quickly it nearly sloshed over onto the table. “Really? That’s fantastic!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Vivian softly repeated. Her grin shifted into a smile, one small and hesitant and full of wonder. “It really is.” 
 
      
 
    Something about it made Teresa look away; it made her think of the crooked smile Lian had given her over the roof of her Camry as they’d parted ways. She pressed a hand to her chest, absently rubbing a spot just below her clavicle. She barely remembered the drive back, having argued with herself for the better part of the trip, but she remembered that smile. 
 
      
 
    “I saw Mom today.” 
 
      
 
    The non sequitur made Teresa freeze. Well, that was one way to take her mind off Lian. She held her breath and began gently twisting her mug back and forth by its handle. “How is she?” 
 
      
 
    Vivian didn’t answer until Teresa involuntarily looked up. “Good. There’s a Farmers Market a few blocks from here on Sundays. She loves going when the weather is nice, and it was a beautiful morning.” 
 
      
 
    Her chest feeling tight, Teresa waited for Vivian to continue. If she hadn’t known, could she have accidentally run into them that morning? The thought was both terrifying and fascinating. She waited for Vivian to push. How long was Teresa going to wait to contact their parents?  
 
      
 
    Instead, Vivian only took a sip from her coffee. “How was your trip?” 
 
      
 
    Teresa let her breath out in a rush, feeling slightly dizzy as she began to breathe normally. “Great. Terrible. Confusing.” Unexpectedly, talking about Lian seemed like a safer option. 
 
      
 
    Vivian raised both eyebrows and leaned forward. “You can’t say that and not elaborate.” 
 
      
 
    “I had a really good time.” She paused and licked her lips. “Too good of a time. We were in close quarters for basically all three days, you know? Also, were aware that Lian looks incredible in a three-piece suit?” 
 
      
 
    Vivian tilted her head and studied Teresa. “Did the two of you…?” 
 
      
 
    “No!” Surprised at her own volume, Teresa looked down. She clasped her hands together and crossed her legs. “No,” she repeated in a much lower voice. “Me and Lian? That’s just, no.” 
 
      
 
    “Hm. Why?” Vivian leaned back in her chair, her expression neutral as she took another drink. 
 
      
 
    “Besides you, Lian is basically the first real friend I’ve made since moving back. I really like her. I don’t want to mess that up.” 
 
      
 
    Vivian scrunched up her nose. “What makes you think you’ll mess that up?” 
 
      
 
    Teresa shot her an incredulous look. “I’ve told you about my love life.” 
 
      
 
    “You have,” Vivian conceded with a nod. “Everyone’s got history, Teresa. And, a year ago, I might have agreed that it’s not worth the risk. But I’ve found that sometimes messy can lead to something amazing.” She met Teresa’s gaze. “April actually thought something might eventually happen between the two of you. The night of that Pride concert? I don’t think you realize how different you act when you’re around one another. It’s hard to put into words.” 
 
      
 
    An easy rejection on the tip of her tongue, Teresa found she couldn’t speak. She had a caretaker personality. Lian was a nice person. Really, they were just so different that sometimes it could be awkward. 
 
      
 
    Except it really hadn’t been, not since the beginning. Falling into a friendship with Lian had been easy. She really, really liked when they spent time together. They just… fit. Did that translate to something romantic? 
 
      
 
    She released a heavy breath. “I don’t know. I think it was just the situation. It’s not like I really felt a spark there before. We’re good friends.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. You’re right.” Vivian placidly set her mug down. 
 
      
 
    Ready to explain in further detail why she and Lian wouldn’t work, the easy capitulation made Teresa falter. “Right.” 
 
      
 
    “You shouldn’t try to force feelings that aren’t there,” Vivian stated with a sage nod. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly.” Teresa frowned. Was Vivian trying to use reverse psychology, or something? 
 
      
 
    Looking thoughtful, Vivian added, “You did just get out of a relationship.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait, hold on. Weren’t you just saying—” 
 
      
 
    Vivian rolled her eyes. “Well I’m sure you know your feelings better than I do, Teresa.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa opened her mouth. Closed it. “Yeah,” she finally muttered. “Though, I guess I could just wait and see. Go on like normal and see how things, you know, develop.” 
 
      
 
    “Whatever you think is best.” Vivian smiled evenly and stood up. “I should probably check on Makayla. It’s too quiet in the living room.” 
 
      
 
    Watching her with narrowed eyes, Teresa didn’t comment or move. She wasn’t sure how, but Vivian’s maturity suddenly seemed very annoying. She’d been ready for a fight. Not casting her friendship with Lian in a romantic light made sense. Didn’t it? 
 
      
 
    She pulled out her phone and pulled up her chat history with Lian. Her thumb hovered over the chat box as she re-read the visible messages. They hadn’t made any plans to do anything together, though there was their usual lunch with Sharon coming up. 
 
      
 
    ‘We still on for Thursday?’ she typed out before she could second-guess herself. 
 
      
 
    An answer didn’t come immediately. She sucked on her lower lip and stared down at her phone, idly touching the screen now and then so it wouldn’t go to sleep. 
 
      
 
    Her heartbeat accelerated when Lian’s answer finally came. ‘Of course. The bistro again, right?’ 
 
      
 
    She chuckled. ‘Yes. You won rock-paper-scissors, remember?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘A truly delicious victory. See you there?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Absolutely.’ Smiling to herself, Teresa was startled to find Vivian standing at the entryway to the kitchen, arms crossed, and a smirk on her face. 
 
      
 
    Again, Teresa narrowed her eyes. “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing.” Vivian’s smirk remained. 
 
      
 
    “Uh-huh. I feel like you owe me lunch for all this nonsense.” 
 
      
 
    Vivian snorted. “If anyone owes anyone else lunch, it’s you that owes me. We just watched your cat for an entire weekend.” 
 
      
 
    “You mean that marshmallow that’s probably draped in Makayla’s lap as we speak? You’re right, I’m sure she was so hard to have around.” 
 
      
 
    They stared at one another, and then burst into laughter. “Want to make something together?” Vivian asked with an affectionate smile. “I picked up a bunch of fresh ingredients today.” 
 
      
 
    Feeling more excited than the situation probably called for, Teresa grinned. “Sounds great. Did you have anything particular in mind?” She hadn’t cooked with her sister since they were kids. They’d always had fun together. 
 
      
 
    “Nope. Let’s just see where the ingredients take us.” Vivian strode closer, her smile widening when she stopped next to Teresa. “Just like the old days.” 
 
      
 
    Except, Teresa thought with a pang that she quickly pushed away, their mother wasn’t with them. She acknowledged the moment and let it go; there was food to make.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When Thursday rolled around, Lian was conflicted. She wanted to see Teresa. They hadn't seen one another since Sunday, an unusual gap of time considering where their friendship had been before the trip. The prospect of seeing Teresa was as daunting as it was thrilling; Ana had complicated an already complicated situation. 
 
      
 
    If Lian didn’t take the case, Ana would just hire someone else. It wouldn't take much for a new investigator to figure out who Teresa was. Though they’d exhausted several avenues in trying to locate Teresa before, Teresa was involved in Vivian’s life again. The connection from Teresa’s dead name to her real one wasn’t as big of a jump. 
 
      
 
    If Lian took the case, then either her personal or professional integrity would need to be compromised. She needed to give Ana an answer soon. 
 
      
 
    Lian didn’t excel at subterfuge. She could evade with the best of them and lie when it was absolutely essential—but struggled with her conscience when either was necessary. Complete honesty with Ana would make her feel the best, but it wasn’t her place to out Teresa. The only viable option seemed to be to tell Teresa and let her make the choice. However, Lian knew that would make Teresa feel guilty and pressured to come out. 
 
      
 
    An hour before lunch, April asked if she could tag along with Lian and Vivian. Feeling relieved, Lian readily agreed. April changed their group dynamic when she was around, and Lian was prepared to take advantage of that fact. She just needed a little more time to figure things out. 
 
      
 
    They carpooled to the bistro. Lian was content to sit in the back of April’s Buick and be forgotten. When they arrived, she tucked her hands into her slacks and trailed behind Vivian. 
 
      
 
    A happy set of greetings went around when they reached the table. Lian put on a smile and went through the motions of trying to act like she normally would. 
 
      
 
    She sat down between Sharon and April, partially opposite of Teresa. Lian had never mentioned it, but she thought Teresa looked adorable in scrubs. Today’s set was a pair of dark pink pants and a white top with little pink and blue hearts. As it always was for work, Teresa’s curly hair was up and pulled neatly from her face. Lian felt something in her stomach flutter. Teresa had the most graceful neck she’d ever seen. 
 
      
 
    As predicted, everyone animatedly chatted without much contribution needed on her part. She nodded and laughed when necessary, but mostly tried not to be caught staring at Teresa. 
 
      
 
    “So, how were they?” Sharon asked Teresa. 
 
      
 
    Teresa finished a bite of food and took a sip of water. “It was a different vibe from Pride, that’s for sure. More… like the lead singer was looking to hook up with some fans afterward.” She glanced at Lian. “Right?” 
 
      
 
    Lian hurriedly brushed some crumbs from her mouth as her mind tried to catch up to the conversation. “Yeah. The whole set wasn’t like that, but she was definitely on the prowl that night in Baltimore.” She forgot she was supposed to be eating when her eyes connected with Teresa’s. “When she played that song about coming out again, it still sounded incredible. If she didn’t write it, she certainly understands all the feelings behind it.” 
 
      
 
    “Definitely,” Teresa confirmed with a smile. She didn’t look away from Lian for a long moment, making it difficult for Lian to hear anything but her own heart pounding in her ears. 
 
      
 
    April cleared her throat. She grinned when Lian managed to break eye contact with Teresa. “Sounds like a good show. Maybe we can see them perform again when they come back this way?” The question was directed to Vivian, who nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I’d like that.” Vivian leaned back in her chair and focused on Teresa. “So, tell me, Teresa. How did you manage to convince Lian to take a few days off? I’ve been trying for years.” 
 
      
 
    Lian took a big bite of her sandwich and stared down at her plate. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, well. It was actually easy. All you have to do is have a bad breakup, be pathetic for weeks, then cry about having to see your ex at an event out of town.” 
 
      
 
    April scrunched up her face. “Yeah, that’s not happening, Viv.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone but Lian chuckled. She stopped chewing and frowned, then swallowed the half-chewed bite in a hurry. “For the record, you weren’t pathetic. And I wanted to see Letters from Sappho again.” When everyone turned her way, she straightened her back. “I know when we started doing these lunches, we weren’t sure how it would work out. I thought Teresa and Sharon could help each other process some things, and at the same time make reconnecting with Vivian easier, but I didn’t realize how much I missed having queer friends. It’s just been nice to be able to do things with people who understand me in ways a majority of people don’t.” Though the admission had been spurred on by Teresa’s negative representation of herself, Lian meant every word. 
 
      
 
    The table was silent, and then Vivian smiled at her. “We should have tried harder at being friends before.” 
 
      
 
    Lian raised her eyebrows. “Probably.” 
 
      
 
    “What I’m getting from all this,” Sharon said when the silence continued, “is that Teresa coming into everyone’s life has changed things for the better.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a great way of putting it,” Lian quietly declared. Teresa’s cheeks flushed a faint pink as she stared at Lian, a delicate smile on her face. Lian committed her expression to memory, and then the moment was gone. 
 
      
 
    “Speaking of Teresa changing things for the better.” April grinned. “How do you feel about watching Makayla tomorrow? There’s still time to back out.” 
 
      
 
    Lian blinked in surprise. Teresa hadn’t told her she was going to be babysitting. They hadn’t texted as much in the last week, but still. 
 
      
 
    “And ruin your date night? The thought had crossed my mind,” Teresa quipped with a smirk. The smirk eased into a smile. “I’m looking forward to it. We’re going to have lots of fun, and I suspect Artemis will be equally happy.” 
 
      
 
    Lian only half paid attention to the conversation after that, once again mulling over her problems. She didn’t directly address Teresa again. 
 
      
 
    At least not until she, Vivian, and April were headed out to the car. 
 
      
 
    “Can I borrow you for a sec?” Teresa asked with a light hand on her shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Lian glanced to April, who shrugged and kept walking with Vivian. “Sure.” Teresa’s warm hand remained on her shoulder. “What’s up?” 
 
      
 
    Teresa waited for April and Vivian to walk further away. She smiled hesitantly. “I was wondering if you wanted to do something this weekend?” 
 
      
 
    “I—” Lian’s mind went blank. Being alone with Teresa wasn’t a good idea just yet. She licked her lips. “How about I hang out with you and Makayla tomorrow?” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds great!” Teresa beamed. 
 
      
 
    Lian felt lightheaded. Teresa was so happy, and with the way she was looking at Lian, there was no question as to why. “See you then,” Lian said as she shoved her hands in her pockets and grudgingly moved out from under Teresa’s touch. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lian showed up with Makayla a few minutes shy of six. Teresa had gotten out of work a little earlier than normal so she could prepare the apartment—which essentially translated to wiping the counters down an extra two times and lots of pacing. Though she was anxious about Lian coming, it would also be the first time Makayla would be staying the night in her apartment. She was already cementing a ‘cool aunt’ persona with Makayla, and she didn’t want to ruin that. 
 
      
 
    Makayla was wearing her favorite red shirt with a yellow star and jeans, a backpack from the same cartoon hanging from her shoulders. Teresa’s pulse accelerated when she gave Lian a quick once-over. Lian had changed from her work clothes into jeans and a faded band shirt, her hair pulled back in a neat tail.  Teresa internally shook herself when she found herself leaning toward Lian. “Hey, guys,” she brightly greeted as she opened the door wide enough to allow them in. 
 
      
 
    “Teresa!” Makayla returned as she leaped forward to hug Teresa. 
 
      
 
    Teresa immediately felt better with Makayla tightly squeezing around her middle. She laughed and carefully tugged on Makayla’s arms. “Come on in and set your bag down.” 
 
      
 
    “Kay!” Makayla bounced further into the apartment. 
 
      
 
    Lian was smiling, her hands in the pockets of her jeans. “She was like that the whole drive over.” 
 
      
 
    “Cute.” Teresa stepped back and nudged her chin toward the apartment. “You should come in, too.” 
 
      
 
    Lian nodded politely and wandered inside. 
 
      
 
    The moment wasn’t awkward, exactly. It was more like Lian’s first time over, like her visit was for something, rather than the casual way she’d been coming by before their trip to Baltimore. 
 
      
 
    Teresa took a breath and shut the door. When she turned, she was smiling. “So,” she said loud enough so she could be clearly heard through to the living room, “I was thinking we could order pizza.” 
 
      
 
    Makayla, who already had a content Artemis in her arms, promptly turned to give Teresa an excited look. “Can we order from my favorite place?” 
 
      
 
    “Pizza Mia, right? That’s exactly what I had in mind.” Teresa laughed again when Makayla burst into dance. 
 
      
 
    Lian had stopped at the end of the entryway to lean against the wall. An amused twinkle in her eye, she glanced back at Teresa. “If you were worried at all about having her over, I think you can relax.” 
 
      
 
    Shit. Teresa had known she was in trouble the day before, when she’d reacted to Lian the same way she had when they were in Baltimore. Whatever had clicked in their hotel room had flipped a switch. Her switch, which was firmly ‘on’ whenever she saw Lian. 
 
      
 
    Tempted to flirt, she held herself back. Though Lian had admitted to an attraction, her own feelings on pursuing a relationship were cloudy, at best. “Did April and Vivian tell you what they’re celebrating tonight?” She really liked how expressive Lian’s eyes were. Lian had perfected the art of hiding her feelings (no doubt through dealing with clients) but, when she was comfortable, she let a lot shine through her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Vivian asked April to move in.” Lian’s quiet delivery belied the joy her eyes were exuding. “I’m really happy for them. It’s about time Vivian found someone who really loves her.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa shuffled over until she was standing next to Lian. She crossed her arms and absently watched Makayla play with Artemis. “So,” she hesitated, “you and her never…?” 
 
      
 
    Lian’s eyebrows twitched. “No. Doubt it ever crossed either of our minds. We’re too much alike.” 
 
      
 
    Having gotten to know Lian better, Teresa snorted. “Maybe about work.” 
 
      
 
    Lian grinned but, before she could reply, Makayla interrupted them. 
 
      
 
    “Can we order the pizza? I’m hungry.” She held up Artemis. “We both are.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa pulled her phone from her pocket and unlocked it. “Alright. What’s everyone in the mood for?” 
 
      
 
    It only took a few minutes to order, and then Lian was setting up a Nintendo Switch in the living room for Makayla. Lian was good with Makayla, and Teresa wasn’t surprised. She wondered if Lian wanted children. Parenthood wasn’t something Teresa particularly wanted, so that could be a stumbling block if they started to date and things got serious. 
 
      
 
    She blushed and chided herself. They hadn’t even decided where their relationship was headed, and she was already thinking about long-term issues. She paused when Lian said something that made Makayla giggle. Though, Teresa thought as the sight made her smile, maybe having children wouldn’t be so bad if it was something Lian really wanted. With a quiet huff at herself, she pulled her hair up into a ponytail. “So, Mario Kart? I haven’t played in forever so you’re going to have to go easy on me.” 
 
      
 
    “I play to win,” Makayla said with a grim expression, “sorry, Auntie.” 
 
      
 
    Her chest feeling tight upon hearing the title, Teresa could only smile. “I’ll remember that if we ever play Scrabble.” 
 
      
 
    “Good luck,” Lian said with a twinkle in her eyes as she handed over a controller, “Makayla has a massive competitive streak.” 
 
      
 
    They played until the pizza arrived, then debated over which movie to watch as they served themselves. Frozen won out, with Makayla’s winning argument of needing a refresher before the new movie came out in a few months. 
 
      
 
    Plates in hand, they settled on the couch and started the movie. Makayla chose the seat between her and Lian, something Teresa was mildly conflicted about. She hadn’t really watched Frozen before, having been turned off by the painful popularity of the songs. It had been long enough that she could stomach trying again. 
 
      
 
    Halfway through the movie, Teresa forgot anything she might have against it. She related too much to the story, odd anthropomorphic sidekicks aside. When Elsa accidentally harmed Anna, Teresa felt it in her own chest. By the time Anna was racing to Elsa in the storm, Lian had reached across the back of the couch to rest a hand on her shoulder. Perhaps also picking up on her feelings, Makayla had cuddled into her side. 
 
      
 
    Quietly sniffling as the credits rolled, it took Teresa several moments to speak. “It wasn’t as bad as I thought it was.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, it’s pretty good.” Makayla looked up at her. “I wish I had a sister. Then we could beat up all the dumb boys I know.” She paused. “But Elsa’s parents were mean.” 
 
      
 
    When words again failed Teresa, Lian spoke up. She gently nudged Makayla’s other side. “They didn’t mean to be. When adults get scared, sometimes they make choices they think are good but actually end up hurting people they care about.” 
 
      
 
    Makayla’s face scrunched up. “I guess.” Her expression cleared. She glanced between Lian and Teresa. “More Mario Kart?” 
 
      
 
    Relieved at the change in subject, Teresa smiled. “Let’s clean up after ourselves, then we can play more. Okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay!” Makayla hopped to her feet. She grabbed her plate and discarded napkin, jauntily making her way to the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    Lian leaned toward Teresa. “You okay?” 
 
      
 
    Teresa chuckled and rubbed her hands over her thighs, wishing she didn’t understand why Lian seemed so concerned. “I’m fine. I kind of knew what the movie was about because it was, you know, everywhere, but it just hit me a little harder than I expected.” 
 
      
 
    Makayla wandered back into view. She rolled her eyes when she spotted Teresa and Lian still sitting, grabbed their plates, and then headed back to the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    “She’s a good kid,” Teresa said with a more genuine laugh. 
 
      
 
    The night went better after that, Teresa managing to avoid any further landmine conversations.  
 
      
 
    Makayla ended up passing out on the couch as they watched a random cartoon on TV, and Lian stated it was time to go shortly after that. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for coming by.” Teresa wasn’t sure why she felt so nervous. It hadn’t been a date. She’d even made a conscious decision not to do much with her makeup and hair. 
 
      
 
    “No problem. I like hanging out with the both of you.” Lian’s hands were back in her pockets. She rocked back on her heels as they both stood in front of the door. 
 
      
 
    Teresa sucked on her lower lip and gathered her courage. “Maybe we could hang out again this weekend?” 
 
      
 
    “Um, I don’t know.” Lian looked away and rubbed the back of her head. “I’ve still got a lot of stuff to catch up on after the trip.” 
 
      
 
    Determined to hide her disappointment, Teresa smiled. “Oh, okay. Some other time.” It didn’t mean anything. It’s not like they’d hung out every day before. Had she been too moody? Had crying about the movie been too much? 
 
      
 
    Lian frowned and rolled her jaw as she studied her shoes. “Maybe after the next lunch? We can talk about some stuff.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa attempted to swallow around the lump that had formed in her throat. “Sure.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait, I messed that up.” Lian’s frown deepened. “It’s serious but not bad.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay?” Teresa tilted her head. 
 
      
 
    Lian groaned and shook her head. “Some stuff I’m dealing with about work is kind of spilling over. It’s just complicated.” 
 
      
 
    At the mention of work, Teresa relaxed. “Got it. If you don’t feel up to meeting, it’s okay, I promise.” 
 
      
 
    “No, it’s,” Lian finally looked back at her, “I want to. And we should really talk.” 
 
      
 
    Feeling partially better, Teresa nodded. “Right. Just text me the info. Where, when, all that jazz.” 
 
      
 
    “Will do. I’ll still text you this week, regardless.” Lian’s smile was slight. “Later.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa stared at her door for some minutes after Lian was gone. The end aside, it had been a good night. They’d had fun. Teresa decided to set her worries aside until the next day. She’d start it off well by making pancakes with Makayla in the morning. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Monday evening found Lian sprawled out on her bed staring at the ceiling as a cascade of thoughts overwhelmed her. She was a mess and couldn’t enjoy any of her video games. Part of her wished Ana would become impatient and take the decision from her; she’d never been so conflicted about work before. It sucked when she had to inadvertently out someone, but it had never been personal. No matter what she did, what route she chose, Teresa would feel the brunt of the situation. There was no great choice. 
 
      
 
    If she was the reason Teresa was forced to come out, that would weigh on their friendship—and anything else they might have been to one another. 
 
      
 
    She started when someone knocked on her bedroom door. “Yeah?” she called out. 
 
      
 
    The door opened wide enough for Caroline to poke her head in. “Dinner?” 
 
      
 
    Lian sighed and resumed scrutinizing the ceiling. On the left, some of the textured finish kind of resembled a face. “Not hungry.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline made a noncommittal noise in her throat. She glanced back toward the hallway, then completely entered the room. The door made a soft clicking sound as she shut it behind her. “That never happens.” 
 
      
 
    “Eh.” Lian waggled her hand in the air and then let it drop back down to her mattress. 
 
      
 
    “Scoot over,” Caroline instructed as she braced a hand on the edge of the bed. 
 
      
 
    Lian complied without comment, shifting to the left so her sister had just enough space to be comfortable. They remained in contented silence for some time. 
 
      
 
    Caroline was the first to break it. “I think the last time we did this was, what? Three, four years ago?” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds right.” Lian strained to remember why that was. She shook her head once she did. “The first and last time I tried that dating app Jessica recommended.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, that should have been your first clue,” Caroline mumbled. 
 
      
 
    Lian smiled. Though she loved both her older sisters, their low-key rivalry always amused her. “I thought it would shut Mom up.” 
 
      
 
    “Like that would ever happen.” Caroline paused. “That sounded mean. You know I love Mom.” 
 
      
 
    “Preaching to the choir.” Lian shrugged. The quiet returned. 
 
      
 
    “Colton and I have been talking. We’re going to adopt.” 
 
      
 
    The soft, hopeful declaration made Lian roll onto her elbow so she could see Caroline’s face. She was grinning. Lian found herself mirroring the expression. “That’s great! I’m going to be an aunt!” 
 
      
 
    If it was possible, Caroline’s grin widened. “I expect you to spoil them ridiculously.” 
 
      
 
    “Like I wasn’t going to already,” Lian scoffed with a roll of her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Good.” Caroline’s smile dimmed, her eyes searching Lian’s. “Now, you want to tell me what’s going on with you?” 
 
      
 
    With a grunt, Lian flopped back down onto her back. “It’s complicated.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline poked her in the side with an elbow. “I’ve got time.” 
 
      
 
    Lian started slowly, discussing her friendship with Teresa and how it had changed over time. She faltered when she spoke about Ana’s request. Maybe Caroline would have some magical solution. 
 
      
 
    “Well,” Caroline wryly intoned, “I can see why you’re having a staring contest with the ceiling.” 
 
      
 
    With a sigh, Lian deflated. Of course, there was no magical solution. She allowed herself to get lost in daydreams. At least she knew what it felt like to walk down the street holding Teresa’s hand and the giddy feeling that started in her stomach when Teresa’s head angled down to rest on her shoulder. The warm feelings faded. 
 
      
 
    It hadn’t been the right time for them, anyway. 
 
      
 
    “What are you going to do?” Caroline eventually asked. 
 
      
 
    Lian pursed her lips. “The only thing I can do.” A solemn weight settled in her chest. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t see the pillow coming. 
 
      
 
    “Good!” Caroline said as she raised the pillow and aimed for Lian’s face again. “Now come have dinner. Colton will cry if you don’t eat some of his latest masterpiece.” 
 
      
 
    Lian sputtered as she deflected another blow, unable to figure out if she should be laughing or shoving Caroline off the bed. “Fine, you jerk.” 
 
      
 
    “You love me.” Caroline winked, then scurried off the bed. “Now come eat!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mom.” Lian shook her head as she stood. Some things never changed. She paused and bit her lip, then turned to find her phone. 
 
      
 
    Her heart pounded loudly in her ears as she unlocked the screen and pulled up Teresa’s info. As the call connected, she held her breath. “Hey. Can I come over later?”


 
   
  
 


 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    All the lights were on in Teresa’s apartment. Normally, she liked to be conscientious about her energy consumption. The pacing that had begun after Lian’s call had taken her all over—and nearly headfirst onto the floor when she’d almost tripped over one of Artemis’s forgotten toys. The lights were a precaution. 
 
      
 
    “We’re not even dating and I’m already a mess,” Teresa confessed into the phone. 
 
      
 
    On the other end of the line, Sıdıka laughed. 
 
      
 
    Teresa glowered. “This isn’t funny!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Sıdıka countered, “it kind of is.” 
 
      
 
    Before Teresa could retort, she continued. “Look, I know you’re scared because of how things happened with us, but you shouldn’t be. Lian isn’t me, and your friendship with her is certainly a hell of a lot different than ours. Besides, I think it’s too late. You said it yourself, you’re already stressing like you are dating her.” 
 
      
 
    “But,” Teresa’s throat worked, “what if she’s coming over to tell me she doesn’t want that?” 
 
      
 
    Again, Sıdıka laughed. “Please. Spare me. You’re a great person, and you’re hot as hell. She already likes you. Don’t sabotage things and you’ll be fine.” Some muffled sounds filtered through. “Hey, I hate to leave you like this but Amanda’s threatening to make me sleep on the couch if I don’t run out and get her some ice cream.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa managed a tight smile. “Far be it from me to come between a pregnant woman and her cravings. Thanks for talking to me.” 
 
      
 
    “Anytime.” 
 
      
 
    The call ended and Teresa was left holding her phone, gazing out at nothing. With a sigh, she plugged her phone in to charge. How long was Lian going to take? About to put her phone down, she noticed an unread text. Her cheeks flushed. It was from Lian, letting Teresa know she was on her way. The timestamp indicated the message had come twenty-three minutes prior. She hadn’t even realized she’d been on the line with Sıdıka that long. 
 
      
 
    All at once, Teresa began rushing around the apartment turning lights off. Artemis followed her, softly mewing and wanting to be held. 
 
      
 
    To keep from having a heart attack, Teresa obliged her. “Thank goodness you like to cuddle,” Teresa muttered as she buried her face against Artemis’s neck. 
 
      
 
    Almost as soon as she calmed down, there was a knocking at the door. She didn’t bother asking who it was. The locks seemed loud in the sudden silence. “Hey,” she quietly greeted as she opened the door. 
 
      
 
    “Hey.” Lian’s hands were in the pockets of her old jeans, a wry smile on her face. “Thanks for letting me come over on such short notice.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course.” Teresa held Artemis a little tighter. “Why don’t you come in?” 
 
      
 
    She took a moment to calm herself as she shut the door but was surprised to find that Lian hadn’t gone far. 
 
      
 
    Lian leaned back against the wall and crossed her arms. “Look, I’ve been thinking about this a lot since we got back from the trip and I just need to get everything out before I spiral into the mother of all anxiety attacks.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa could only nod as Lian continued speaking. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been doing my best not to talk too much about your family. I respect and care for you, and I want you to be able to process everything at your own pace. It’s your life.” Lian briefly shut her eyes. “But I’ve been put into an impossible position and I need to tell you. Your mom wants to take over handling the search for you. As you know, Vivian had me working your case before. That was just some extra work one month a year while I did other cases, but things have changed.” 
 
      
 
    “I…” Teresa’s brain felt momentarily disconnected. She thought she’d be prepared for whatever Lian would have to say. “I don’t know—what does that mean?” 
 
      
 
    Lian glanced down. “It means that either I take on the case to find you full-time or she’ll hire someone else to do it. She knows that this case has become personal to me over the years, so she’s agreed to giving me time to think about it. I don’t want to force you into doing anything one way or another, I just thought you deserved to know.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa wasn’t as well-hidden as she had been before. Things had changed when she’d reinitiated contact with Vivian. They’d find her fast. She wasn’t ready. The tremors started so small that Teresa didn’t notice them at first. “And to th-think,” she stuttered as the shaking began to intensify. “A few minutes ago, my biggest concern was if you wanted to date me or not.” 
 
      
 
    “Teresa?” Lian frowned and pushed off the wall, carefully moving closer. “Are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    Artemis meowed in protest, her tail anxiously twitching as the shaking began in earnest. A great roaring filled Teresa’s ears and it felt like she couldn’t breathe. She felt brief touches on her arms and then Artemis’s fur was no longer cushioned against her chest. 
 
      
 
    “Teresa, I’m going to need you to breathe. Come on, with me. At least four seconds on the inhale, like this.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa absently attempted to follow the directions. Her eyes were wide as she felt and watched Lian’s chest expand. When had Lian taken her hand? 
 
      
 
    “No matter what happens, I’m right here,” Lian said as she brought Teresa’s hand to her chest. Her face was smooth except for a faint wrinkle between her eyebrows. “I just need you to breathe with me.” Lian’s body was firm and warm and, while they breathed together, Teresa almost forgot they were two distinct people. 
 
      
 
    “That’s it.” Lian smiled faintly. “And for the record, I’d be an idiot if I didn’t want to date you.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa felt a faint spark of something but couldn’t react. She wasn’t sure how long they stood there, their hands together against Lian’s sternum. Lian made comments now and then, and eventually more of the world began to filter into Teresa’s awareness. 
 
      
 
    “Butter,” Teresa eventually said. 
 
      
 
    “Hm?” The lone wrinkle on Lian’s brow deepened. 
 
      
 
    “Butter,” Teresa repeated. “You asked what I added to my spaghetti that made it so delicious. It’s butter.” 
 
      
 
    Lian smiled, and Teresa’s lips felt tight as she struggled to do the same. “Butter, huh?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. It works for a lot of things.” Teresa blinked hard. “I know it’s not the healthiest, but it works.” She hesitated, then closed her eyes. “I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “No.” She felt Lian take a step closer. “I’m sorry. I should have done this better.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa shook her head, then sighed when Lian wrapped her into a hug. For a moment, it felt like their breathing was still in sync. She pressed her hands more firmly against Lian’s shoulder blades. She knew she should say something about Lian’s situation, but she wasn’t ready. “Did you mean what you said?” 
 
      
 
    “About what?” 
 
      
 
    She felt the hitch in Lian’s breathing and was glad they weren’t looking at one another. She gathered her courage, scant as it was. “Dating me.” 
 
      
 
    Lian heaved out a breath. “Teresa, I’ve been into you for such a long time that it’s embarrassing to think about.” 
 
      
 
    At last, Teresa was able to smile. “Really? I never got that vibe from you.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s because I’m so thick. I didn’t realize what I was feeling. It’s just been such a long time. I just… like being with you.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa chuckled and pulled partially out of the hug. Lian’s cheeks were flushed. “For the record, there’s nothing wrong with that. Feelings are complicated.” 
 
      
 
    Lian smiled crookedly. “If you say so.” 
 
      
 
    A sense of adoration grew in Teresa’s chest the longer they looked at one another. “Lian,” she eventually broached. “There’s been something I’ve been wanting to do since our trip.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” Lian tilted her head, smile still in place. 
 
      
 
    Teresa laughed. “I haven’t even told you what it was.” 
 
      
 
    Lian shrugged and Teresa found it impossible to wait any longer. Lian’s eyes fluttered closed just before their lips touched, and when they did, Teresa felt like she was going to float away. Something unnameable settled in her with the first kiss. No matter what happened, kissing Lian couldn’t be something she would regret. They kissed again, and then Teresa chuckled under her breath and leaned her forehead against Lian’s. “This is basically the worst timing possible.” 
 
      
 
    “Eh.” She felt Lian shrug again. “I’ve always been different.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Both worried about Teresa and still in disbelief that they’d kissed, Lian didn’t argue when Teresa asked her to stay. They ended up squeezed together on the couch, Teresa partly on top of her and Artemis contently napping on her stomach. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you’re comfortable?” Teresa asked. 
 
      
 
    Lian smiled. “I’m perfect.” She liked having Teresa’s head on her shoulder, their arms loosely around one another. 
 
      
 
    Teresa’s head tilted up so she could see Lian’s face. “Mushball.” 
 
      
 
    “You cried when I showed you that video of soldiers returning home to their dogs.” 
 
      
 
    “Who wouldn’t?” Teresa adjusted her head back to a more comfortable position. “Besides, I never said I wasn’t a mushball. We match.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not so bad.” Lian’s smile widened when she found herself staring up at the ceiling. Only a few hours before, she’d been doing the same thing for a much different reason. 
 
      
 
    Teresa sighed and began playing with the collar of her t-shirt. Lian glanced down. 
 
      
 
    “I know we need to talk about,” Teresa swallowed, “my mom, but I honestly don’t know what to say. Or do.” 
 
      
 
    Lian listened to the sound of the air conditioner kicking on, then lightly squeezed Teresa’s arm. “It’s okay.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t even know why I’m so scared. Vivian talks about our parents sometimes, and I’m sure my mom wouldn’t hate me or anything. I just…” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve been carrying this fear around since you ran away. That’s over a decade of trying to bury this, Teresa. I get it.” She felt Teresa nod. 
 
      
 
    “You’re right. I know you are. I just get so frustrated with myself sometimes.” Teresa sighed. “Lian, are you out to your parents?” 
 
      
 
    Lian pursed her lips. “Technically, yes. My parents like to pretend I never told them, though at this point I think my mom wouldn’t mind if I married a wombat as long as it meant I wouldn’t be alone.” She debated with herself. “Honestly, moving away from my family was the best thing I ever did. Caroline came here for school and I followed with the excuse it was so she wouldn’t be alone. When I met Vivian and the rest of your family I just, I finally felt like I found my place. I’m not very close to your family, but I love them. They’re so open and warm.” 
 
      
 
    “I think,” Teresa began slowly, “that I know that. It didn’t feel like that when I hit high school, but I didn’t recognize until later it was me that changed. I realized stuff about myself, obviously, and I felt so disconnected from them. At first, I tried to figure out how I could stop what I was feeling, to fix myself. Eventually, I realized that was impossible. I was scared and became resentful of them for making me feel like I had to hide.” Teresa laughed, but she didn’t sound amused. “And the comprehension of what I was feeling began when I was so repelled by how guys my age acted and talked, especially about girls. I didn’t relate to them in the slightest.” 
 
      
 
    Lian kissed the top of her head. “I get that on a different level. The reason my first boyfriend and I started dating was because everyone changed once we hit junior high. They were all obsessed with who was hot, dating, sex. All that stuff, and so David and I kind of just started hanging out.” 
 
      
 
    “I was interested in that stuff,” Teresa paused, “on a limited basis. It irritated my first girlfriend beyond belief. I surrounded myself with all these girl friends and then I only wanted to fool around with her sometimes. She got so jealous. I didn’t understand for a while that my utter fascination with girls wasn’t a sexual thing. Well, not completely. When I began transitioning, I went through a period identifying as asexual.” 
 
      
 
    Lian blinked and stared down at Teresa’s head, silently wishing for more details. She gently cleared her throat. “Really?” 
 
      
 
    Teresa nodded, then sighed. “I don’t know. I tried dating then but there’s just a lot of people who fetishize trans women. I felt used the few times I met someone. It made me feel gross about sex for a while.” 
 
      
 
    “That sucks, I’m sorry.” Lian absently began rubbing Teresa’s back. 
 
      
 
    “Not your fault. Besides, all those experiences made me into who I am. I like who I am.” 
 
      
 
    “I like who you are, too.” Lian relaxed again. The ceiling of Teresa’s apartment wasn’t textured, but there were little spots of shadow from the windows and lights. “I thought I was asexual for years, you know. Then I realized I was attracted to you.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa chuckled and nuzzled into her shoulder. “You know it’s a spectrum, right? Gray asexuality is a thing.” 
 
      
 
    Lian frowned. “I don’t even know what that means.” 
 
      
 
    “I just thought it might be something you could look into, since you seem more comfortable being able to label how you feel.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” Still feeling confused, Lian promised herself to try and remember the term. 
 
      
 
    They were quiet for a while, the sounds of Artemis’s soft snores and the running AC creating a pleasant white noise. 
 
      
 
    “It feels like so much is changing so fast. I’ve gotten a rush out of that in the past, but right now it just seems terrifying.” Teresa’s voice was so low that Lian had to strain to decipher the words. 
 
      
 
    “I get that.” Lian clenched and unclenched her teeth as she considered her options. A small ball of anxiety formed in her stomach. “I know that we kind of jumped ahead of ourselves tonight. I know you’ve got a lot going on, and I want you to know we don’t have to change what we are. We don’t need to define this, not yet. We can just be.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa froze, then pushed up so she was looking down at Lian. “That doesn’t seem like it would be fair to you.” 
 
      
 
    The ball of anxiety in her stomach loosened. Lian could see so much in Teresa’s expression: fear, hope and (most curiously) awe. “I can wait for you to be ready, Teresa.” 
 
      
 
    When Teresa bent to kiss her, Lian only felt joy. There was no confusion. For once, the thought of foregoing a label made her happy. She and Teresa had a connection, of that there was no mistake. Teresa just needed the comfort of familiarity. Lian was happy to give it. 
 
      
 
    Teresa pulled away and covered her mouth. “I’m so sorry, I must seem like the queen of mixed signals.” 
 
      
 
    Lian laughed. “No,” she reached out and cupped Teresa’s face. “No, you’re fine. You can kiss me anytime.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa burst into laughter, then brushed a last soft kiss to Lian’s forehead. She re-took her spot on Lian’s shoulder. “I don’t know, Lian, I wouldn’t want to burden you.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, though it pains me to bear, it is my burden,” Lian flatly drawled. 
 
      
 
    She wasn’t surprised when Teresa laughed again. Grinning, she closed her eyes and allowed herself to enjoy the experience of holding and being held by Teresa. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Days flew past in a blur for Teresa. She was convinced that Lian was a gift from the heavens. All the things that Teresa had worried about—specifically, how their relationship might change—had been for nothing. Lian was patient and sweet, and was fine chatting while Teresa cooked or… Teresa’s face heated up. Sometimes, she worried that their make-out sessions were selfish. 
 
      
 
    Then she remembered moments like their goodbye the previous night. 
 
      
 
    “You’re sure you’re not forgetting anything?” Teresa crossed her arms. She wanted Lian to spend the night, but she knew it was too needy, so she didn’t ask. 
 
      
 
    Lian scratched Artemis between her ears, then straightened. She looked around the apartment. “I’ve got my keys and phone.” She turned toward the door, then abruptly back toward Teresa. “Oh, wait, there is one thing.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa reversed as Lian moved closer, eventually bumping the edge of the couch before Lian stopped. The first few times they’d kissed, Lian had been hesitant. That had passed. 
 
      
 
    Lian gave her a crooked smile, then reached up to cup her face in both hands. If it was supposed to be a quick good night kiss, they both instantly forgot that. 
 
      
 
    Fuck, Teresa thought as Lian nibbled her lower lip and she nearly swooned. She’s going to kill me, and I will have zero regrets about it. 
 
      
 
    The deep kiss ended just as Lian’s fingertips began teasing underneath the hem of her shirt. Teresa didn’t mind; sensual became sweet, with light, affectionate kisses fluttering around her mouth and cheeks. She chuckled when she felt Lian smile against her skin. 
 
      
 
    “There,” Lian softly uttered, “now I’m good.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa sighed and stared past her computer. Lian could be incredibly smooth when she didn’t overthink things, but Teresa liked when she was adorably self-conscious, too. 
 
      
 
    For her own part, Teresa had also been trying not to dwell on their relationship. They made out a lot for people who were just friends. Whatever, it didn’t matter. Lian was letting her process at her own pace. 
 
      
 
    Thinking about Lian was extremely pleasant, especially when compared to the alternatives. Teresa’s mother. Coming out. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t know her family anymore, but she still remembered what it was like growing up with them. When she was little, she’d been happiest. Her parents were always busy, but they made time for her and Vivian. She remembered tottering around the kitchen play set that had technically been bought for Vivian, claiming she was head chef because she was older. Her mom had laughed endlessly about that. 
 
      
 
    She remembered the doll set an aunt had given Vivian, how Vivian hated them, and how furious her father had been when he’d found her playing with them instead. That had been around the time they’d started seeing their parents less, and it had been days before Ana caught on and made Miguel come tell Teresa she wasn’t in trouble for playing with toys. 
 
      
 
    When she’d hit puberty, she remembered feeling like something was off with her body that she couldn’t express in words. She’d tried asking her mom first, but Ana had suggested that perhaps Miguel would be a better person to ask. He’d just waved her off with a glib comment about changes and hormones and gone back to calculating the costs of renovating part of the restaurant. 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t remember her dad paying much attention after that, not for a long while. Then she’d started dating Sarah, and Dad had suddenly had more time to share random tidbits he considered wisdom. “Don’t get too attached,” he’d said with a twinkle in his eye. “She’s just your first girlfriend. You’re young, you should play the field. There are many beautiful young women in the world.” 
 
      
 
    A week later, when Vivian had been caught holding hands with a boy from her class, their father had berated her as being too young for romance. “Save yourself for the right man.” Miguel’s face was stern. “These boys, they’re only after one thing. Wait until you find the one that deserves you.” 
 
      
 
    The contrast in advice had always stuck with Teresa. Ana’s had always been the same. “Follow your heart.” 
 
      
 
    It had been that advice that had ultimately given Teresa the courage to run away, but she would never tell her mother that—if she ever spoke to her mother again at all. Never seemed like an impossible option; if Teresa was being honest with herself, it was reconnecting with her father that scared her the most. 
 
      
 
    A month before she’d run away, she remembered going to her mother in tears explaining that she wanted to quit football. It had been her father that had pushed her into picking up a sport, and for a while it had been okay. She was good at it. Over time, she had grown to hate it (especially when she had to spend time in the locker room). The thing that kept her on the team the longest was how proud her father had looked when he made it to one of her games. 
 
      
 
    “Will Dad hate me?” she remembered asking on one of the rare occasions her mom was home after school. Ana had smiled and given her a hug. They’d always love Teresa no matter what, she had said, then offered to speak to Miguel on Teresa’s behalf. 
 
      
 
    Teresa had chickened out, deciding to remain on the team. Then the guys had put up a dry erase board about the girls with the best ‘tits’ in school and Teresa had hit a breaking point. She was never sure why that’s what did it, but it was. Her life had been exhausting, and she’d often found herself hoping she wouldn’t wake up the next morning. The football team was just one of a million pebbles she carried that weighed her down. 
 
      
 
    Maybe if her mother’s career hadn’t been taking off, or if her dad just had time so she could have tried to make him understand, things could have been different. Tía Angelina would have understood. 
 
      
 
    Teresa sighed and shook herself. She had been a scared kid then. Given how long it had been since she’d moved back and how she had yet to contact them, she felt like not much had changed. She was just older. 
 
      
 
    With a sigh, she rolled her eyes and admitted to herself that wasn’t right. It had been a long, hard road, but she was happier. 
 
      
 
    “But definitely not wiser,” she mumbled. Her phone buzzed and, noting that it was just about time to clock out, she picked it up. Her mood instantly changed. With a smile, she read Lian’s text. 
 
      
 
    ‘You, me, that Greek place on 18th?’ 
 
      
 
    Ready to leave the past where it belonged, Teresa’s reply was quick. ‘Absolutely.’


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The following Thursday night found them in Teresa’s apartment ensconced on the couch with Lian’s Switch plugged in to the TV. They hadn’t been able to work out scheduling for their usual lunch with Sharon and Vivian, so Teresa had suggested that she and Lian play something together that evening. She knew Lian liked to game, and though she hadn’t done much of it herself, she was open to trying something besides Mario Kart out.  
 
      
 
    At first, Lian had been skeptical. She wasn’t sure if Teresa’s interest was genuine or out of a misguided sense of guilt about the status of their relationship. 
 
      
 
    “What are you, no. That’s the wrong—” Lian burst into laughter, which she immediately tried to tamp down. “Sorry, sorry. I’m not laughing at you.” 
 
      
 
    Squinting at the screen in concentration, Teresa shook her head. “Yes, you are. I forgive you for both.” 
 
      
 
    Lian was too busy trying to avoid an enemy to comprehend the meaning. “Both?” 
 
      
 
    “Laughing at me and lying about it. Ha! Got one!” Teresa wriggled in place and Lian grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry. The controls can be hard to get used to, but this game is so fun.” She tapped a combo to do a barrel roll. An enemy was in her sights, and she was delighted when she and Teresa managed to fire on the spacecraft at the same time. “Nice.” 
 
      
 
    Lian had since realized that Teresa, of course, was being genuine. Though Lian had been doing an admirable job keeping control of her insecurities, they still got the better of her from time to time. Teresa was having fun. She was having fun. 
 
      
 
    “Was that, yes! That was the last one! We did it!” Teresa flung her arms up, then twisted to face Lian to press a swift kiss to her lips. 
 
      
 
    Snuggled tightly between them, Artemis gave a plaintive mew, but didn’t move. Lian wasn’t sure how she’d managed to nap at all with Teresa’s enthusiastic movements. 
 
      
 
    “So, you like the game?” Lian asked, already knowing the answer. 
 
      
 
    Teresa tilted her head and slid her hand over her hair, twisting the ends around her fingertips as she smiled. God, Lian loved that dimple. “Absolutely. Thank you for letting me play the hot butch, by the way.” 
 
      
 
    “Right.” Lian blinked and licked her lips. She cleared her throat. “Right. Yeah, well. I can play anytime, you know. I can be generous and give you my favorite character.” 
 
      
 
    “Right,” Teresa parroted back. She was staring at Lian’s mouth. It was all the encouragement Lian needed. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, it was not one of her smoother moments. They twisted at the same time, resulting in a painful lip-to-tooth bump. 
 
      
 
    They pulled apart with a wince, then it was Teresa’s turn to laugh. Lian didn’t have time to feel bad about it when Teresa cupped her cheek and leaned in again. Teresa’s lower lip was deliciously full, and it fit perfectly between Lian’s. 
 
      
 
    Whatever Lian had been about to say was forgotten. Had she even wanted to speak? Why would she ever want to do that when kissing Teresa was an option? 
 
      
 
    Teresa sighed against her mouth as the kiss ended. “Am I fooling either of us?” she murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Hm? About what?” Lian was still kiss-drunk. Her brain was incapable of higher functions, like thinking. 
 
      
 
    “Us.” Teresa rubbed a thumb lightly over Lian’s lips. “Am I being dumb?” 
 
      
 
    Lian reached up to grasp Teresa’s hand, lightly kissing her palm before bringing both to rest against her knee. “Definitely not. Whatever you need to do to keep yourself in a good mental place, it’s fine. I’m not being hurt. The opposite, in fact.” Lian squeezed her hand. “You and I both know enough about what this is. I’m not worried. We’re letting things happen, and honestly that’s helpful for me, too. I wasn’t kidding about it being a while since I dated.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa flipped her hand so she was holding Lian’s. “Speaking of dates; friends do dates, right? Want to go on one tomorrow?” 
 
      
 
    Ready to agree to whatever Teresa wanted, Lian hesitated. She frowned. “Friends can totally go on dates, and I want to say yes but I feel like there’s something I have to do tomorrow.” What day was it, even? She’d been bad about keeping track of her schedule (and time in general) since she’d started kissing Teresa. 
 
      
 
    With a smug grin and a twinkle in her eye, Teresa sat back and released Lian’s hand. “Go ahead and check your calendar. I can wait.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t have to sound so satisfied.” Lian pursed her lips to hide a smile. Smug Teresa was kind of hot, but she wouldn’t admit that out loud. She shook her head and retrieved her phone from the side table. Her pleasant mood dissipated when she pulled up her calendar app. She forced herself to change mental gears and go back to enjoying her time with Teresa. “I’m good. It’s just something I need to do during my lunch hour.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa picked up Artemis. “Something for work?” 
 
      
 
    “Kind of,” Lian hedged. Tomorrow, Ana and Makayla would be celebrating their birthdays together. Ana normally didn’t like doing anything for her birthday, but Makayla had insisted. Lian hadn’t said she would go, but she’d planned to give Ana a call and take Makayla’s present to work. Makayla hung out at the office after school anyway, so it was convenient. 
 
      
 
    “You know, you get this certain look on your face when you’re trying to avoid talking about my family. It took me a while to place what it was.” 
 
      
 
    Lian jerked her head up and frowned. “Do I?” Shit. She shouldn’t have said that. Why did she always forget herself around Teresa? No one would think she was used to finding and keeping secrets for a living. 
 
      
 
    Teresa shifted Artemis to her left arm, and then gently squeezed Lian’s shoulder. “Yes. It’s okay. It’s not your fault. I’ve just been paying way more attention to you lately. I kind of like that I can read you more easily now.” 
 
      
 
    Unsure what that meant she should do, Lian clasped her hands together and nodded. “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    They stared at one another. Teresa gave her a small smile. “My mom’s birthday is soon.” 
 
      
 
    The tension that had built up in Lian’s chest eased. “Yeah. She hasn’t liked celebrating it for years, but Makayla conned her into combining their birthdays so they could have cake together. They’re going out for dinner.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa grinned, though her eyes were shining with moisture. “That sounds like Makayla.” 
 
      
 
    “Yep.” Lian searched her expression. “She fits right in with the Barreras.” 
 
      
 
    “A hundred percent.” Teresa rolled her lips together and glanced away. “It’s okay if you want to go to the dinner.” 
 
      
 
    Lian was shaking her head before Teresa could finish. “No, no way. I wasn’t going to go. Makayla invited her two best friends, and Ana invited their parents, which means—” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a couple of people over your strangers-at-dinner cap,” Teresa finished with a chuckle. “Okay, yeah, I get it. So… friend date with me? I was thinking the movies. That new one with The Rock is out.” 
 
      
 
    It had also been out for a while, so it probably wouldn’t be at max capacity. Less people suited Lian just fine, something she knew Teresa understood. A warm, giddy feeling grew in her chest. She’d been worried for so long about her social anxiety and how it impacted those around her. It was nice to have someone not only not pressure her about it, but also have that be factored into their plans as a default. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll pick you up, just let me know what time.” Lian lightly bumped her knee against Teresa’s. 
 
      
 
    Teresa quirked an eyebrow. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed that, since we got back from the trip, you’ve been trying to arrange things so I won’t be driving.” 
 
      
 
    “I have no idea what you mean,” Lian said as she affected an innocent look. “I was thinking we could use a ride share service, that way we don’t have to worry about parking on a Friday night.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh huh,” Teresa flatly returned. “A likely story. I’m a really good driver!” 
 
      
 
    Lian picked up her controller and wagged it in Teresa’s direction. “Fine. Let’s do a round of Mario Kart to decide this like civilized people.” 
 
      
 
    “You know I suck at that game!” Teresa reached for a pillow. 
 
      
 
    Knowing it was coming, Lian cleanly dodged it. “It’s a driving game, Teresa. It’s a fair way to end this.” She reached into the messenger bag she’d carried the console in. “Look, I even brought the wheel attachment for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” Teresa hissed out. “But I get to practice for a few rounds first.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes ma’am,” Lian solemnly agreed. It hadn’t helped Teresa much last time, so it was an easy concession. 
 
      
 
    “I know what you’re thinking, Lian. I’m going to prove you wrong!” Teresa announced as she scooted forward, inadvertently dislodging Artemis from her cozy spot. 
 
      
 
    Lian pet the disgruntled cat. “Don’t worry, Artemis,” she cooed, “it’ll all be over soon.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa muttered some curses in Spanish. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The movie, part of a series Teresa hadn’t bothered to keep up with until they’d added Dwayne Johnson, had been good mindless fun. It was just what she wanted, what with everything going on in her life. 
 
      
 
    They waited for the theater to empty before standing, and Teresa was delightfully surprised when Lian took her hand. 
 
      
 
    “It had some pretty good action scenes,” Lian said as they shuffled down the stairs in the dim lighting. 
 
      
 
    Teresa smiled. “Mm, yeah. I doubt I’ll remember much of the movie tomorrow, but it was entertaining.” She paused when they turned a corner. “There’s something about The Rock that’s just so charming. I feel like I’d watch him in pretty much anything.” 
 
      
 
    “I think it’s part of that whole big teddy bear thing.” Lian softly frowned as she seemed to seriously consider it. “He just seems like a good guy, and he’s got pretty good comedic timing. Not to mention he’s awesome to watch in a fight.” 
 
      
 
    Her solemnity made Teresa chuckle. She bumped her shoulder lightly into Lian’s as they walked out into the concession area. “Should I be worried?” she joked. 
 
      
 
    Lian raised her eyebrows, her mouth curling slightly at the edges. “If Dwayne Johnson walked in here and offered to take me out on a date? Not at all. Now, if it was Gal Gadot or Jason Momoa, well—” 
 
      
 
    Teresa snorted out a laugh and shook her head. “Wow, okay.” 
 
      
 
    Lian squeezed her hand, dark eyes glimmering with mirth. “You know I’m joking, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Teresa gently swung their joined hands as they reached the exit. She pushed it open with her right shoulder, glancing back to Lian with a smile. “But I guess my ego could survive if you left me for one of them.” 
 
      
 
    Instead of responding, Lian glanced around the sidewalk. There were plenty of people going in and out of the theater, but Lian seemed to be handling their presence without qualms. “You want to walk around a bit? I shouldn’t have had popcorn since I was already full from dinner.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa nodded, happy to have an excuse to hold Lian’s hand a little while longer. 
 
      
 
    They walked in silence, passing some stores that would probably be closing soon and some busy restaurants that would be open for a while yet. 
 
      
 
    For a few steps, Teresa closed her eyes. She sighed and looked up at the night sky. She couldn’t really see the stars, but she could imagine them. “I feel like such a lesbian right now.” 
 
      
 
    Lian made a choking sound, and then burst into laughter. “Okay, then.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa bowed her head and smiled. “No, I mean it.” She adjusted her grip on Lian’s hand, wondering if it was about to become embarrassingly sweaty. “I said we should take things slow, but we’ve been spending so much time together it’s like we’re already a step away from renting a U-haul.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh. Is that… good or bad?” 
 
      
 
    She felt Lian’s thumb wiggle against her hand. “It’s not bad,” she rushed to explain. “It just is. I know it might seem du,” she cut herself off before she could finish the word. “I mean, silly, for me to say but I think maybe it might even be good. I’m not as scared as I thought I would be. I’m not as scared as I probably should be.” 
 
      
 
    Lian lightly squeezed her fingers. 
 
      
 
    Teresa glanced around, then led them to an unoccupied bench situated between a darkened store and a restaurant. She sat and waited for Lian to do the same. “It hasn’t been long at all, but I think I’m ready to call this for what it is.” 
 
      
 
    “And what is it?” Lian’s grip tightened. 
 
      
 
    In that moment, Teresa wanted to remember everything. The streetlight positioned near the bench kept Lian’s face perfectly in the light. Her dark hair was pulled back in a messy ponytail. There was a light sheen of sweat at Lian’s temples, the faint summer breeze not quite enough to keep it from forming. Her dark eyes were steady and patient. The stars weren’t visible; there was no gentle music swelling in the background, but as Teresa gathered her courage, she felt magic when their eyes met. It wasn’t fireworks and fairy tales—but her breath caught, and she could feel anticipation tingling in her fingertips. 
 
      
 
    “When you’re ready,” Teresa gave Lian a gentle smile, “I think I’d like to call you my girlfriend.” 
 
      
 
    “Girl friend?” Lian pursed her lips and frowned. “Like, gal pal? Potential longtime companion you’ll eschew the company of men for?” 
 
      
 
    Teresa caught the mischievous glimmer in her eye and laughed. “No, like,” and rather than saying more, she kissed Lian full on the mouth. 
 
      
 
    When Lian smiled into the kiss, Teresa couldn’t help but do the same. She felt just as giddy as she had the first time. Not that it had been all that long, she reminded herself, but that didn’t really matter. She could easily fall in love with Lian. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t time to second-guess everything or pretend like that wasn’t real. It was time to just let herself fall. 
 
      
 
    “So, just to confirm,” Lian said with a straight face, “like this.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa lost herself in the second kiss, Lian’s lips parting a tantalizing amount as they invited deeper contact. If it weren’t so dark, perhaps she’d feel embarrassed to be making out in public. Lian cupped her face and pulled her closer. 
 
      
 
    “Um,” Teresa fumbled for words as she finally caught her breath. “Yeah. Like that. Just, let me know when you’re ready.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that a legitimate question?” Lian raised her eyebrows and smiled crookedly. 
 
      
 
    Teresa swallowed and licked her lips. “Yes? With my recent history, I’d really like to hear you say it.” 
 
      
 
    Lian’s expression softened in a way that made Teresa’s chest ache. “I’d love to officially date you and call you my girlfriend.” She shyly glanced away. “I just hope you don’t mind if we still take things slow, um, physically. I’m still trying to figure some stuff out.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t mind in the least.” Teresa reached up and tucked some stray hairs behind Lian’s ear. “I can wait until you’re ready.” 
 
      
 
    With a last chaste kiss, Teresa felt an indescribable joy that filled her chest and let her hope. Maybe they wouldn’t get everything quite right, but she knew Lian would try. So would she. It was a terrifying and beautiful thought, and she was looking forward to every moment. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning when Lian woke up, she was tempted to pinch herself. The room was dim, but she knew she wasn’t in her own bed. She was instead bundled up in a pale purple comforter, her body wrapped loosely around Teresa’s. Their heads were on the same pillow, and Lian could smell the soft floral scent of Teresa’s shampoo. Lavender and honey. 
 
      
 
    She inhaled deeply, wondering if it was possible for that to smell even better just because she’d woken up next to Teresa. She closed her eyes and smiled. It didn’t matter. 
 
      
 
    Content to remain where she was, she relaxed with the intent of letting herself doze off. 
 
      
 
    She felt something land on the bed, so she forced her eyes open. 
 
      
 
    Artemis, looking displeased, was stalking toward Teresa’s head. 
 
      
 
    Lian blinked hard and frowned. “No,” she whispered. “Let her sleep.” 
 
      
 
    Artemis continued her trajectory, meowing almost in defiance to Lian’s command. 
 
      
 
    Under her arm, Teresa’s body shook with silent laughter. 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay, Lian,” Teresa said in a sleepy voice. “I’m used to it. At least I woke up before she tried to suffocate me.” 
 
      
 
    Artemis meowed again but slowed when Teresa initiated a soothing chin scratch. She gave Teresa a forlorn look. 
 
      
 
    Teresa chuckled. “Don’t worry, I’m getting up to feed you right now.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do it.” Lian pushed up on her elbow, pausing to press a soft kiss to Teresa’s shoulder. “I’ve been up a while. Why don’t you try to sleep a little more?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” Teresa rolled onto her back and gave Lian a drowsy smile. 
 
      
 
    Lian’s stomach fluttered. She shifted some of Teresa’s hair on the pillow, careful to keep it from sliding under her elbow. “Absolutely.” She bent her head, ignoring Teresa’s amused warning about morning breath to kiss her full on the mouth anyway. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said as she straightened, “I know where Artemis’s food is.” 
 
      
 
    “Hot.” Teresa grinned, her eyes crinkling and her dimple appearing. She yawned. “This girlfriend thing is already paying off.” 
 
      
 
    Charmed, Lian didn’t verbally respond. By the time she stood up, Teresa’s eyes were closed again. 
 
      
 
    Artemis, sensing her breakfast was finally coming, meowed as she followed Lian into the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    Lian picked up Artemis’s bowl on her way in. She’d seen Teresa feed Artemis several times, so she knew the routine. It felt odd to be the one doing it, but also made her happy in the same way she’d been when Teresa wore something of hers. 
 
      
 
    Once Artemis’s dish was full and back in place, Lian watched her. Artemis approached it hesitantly, as if she was debating eating it. Lian narrowed her eyes. Artemis took a dainty bite, then went back for another. 
 
      
 
    “Good.” Lian stretched and looked around the apartment. She’d borrowed some satiny PJ bottoms from Teresa the night before. She had to admit they felt kind of nice. With a yawn, she decided to crawl back into bed and sleep a little longer. She made a brief stop in the guest bathroom on her way back. 
 
      
 
    When she opened the bedroom door, she was surprised to find Teresa sitting up in bed, her back against the headboard.  
 
      
 
    Lian frowned. “Hey. It’s still crazy early. You can go back to sleep. Artemis is fine.” 
 
      
 
    “Hm?” Teresa looked at her, blinked, and then subtly shook her head. “Oh, sorry. No, I’m not worried about Artemis.” 
 
      
 
    Noting that Teresa’s body language was open, Lian hesitantly took up a place beside her. She stopped a few inches shy of touching, but then Teresa made her feel better by scooting closer and taking her hand. She sighed and entwined their fingers. “Then what’s up?” 
 
      
 
    Teresa remained silent. 
 
      
 
    Lian waited. 
 
      
 
    “It’s Sunday.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right.” Lian waited some more. 
 
      
 
    Teresa inhaled, and then looked directly over at Lian. “Like you said, it’s still early.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you,” Teresa paused, her throat working. “Do you know what time my mom and Vivian usually go to the Farmers Market?” 
 
      
 
    Understanding hitting Lian, she nodded. “Yes.” She watched Teresa for a reaction. 
 
      
 
    “If I, you.” Teresa squinted and blew out a raspberry. “If I said I wanted to go pick out some fresh vegetables, what time would we need to leave?” 
 
      
 
    Lian squeezed her hand. “If we wanted to make it in good time, I would say no later than thirty minutes.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa frowned as she stared at the comforter. “Okay.” She nodded slightly. “Okay, yeah. Let’s do that.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. Can I borrow your toothpaste?” 
 
      
 
    Teresa spared her a smile. Her shoulders were tense, but it seemed genuine. “Yeah, and a shirt. If you like.” 
 
      
 
    Knowing the one she was wearing was horribly wrinkled from sleeping in it, Lian smiled back. “That sounds good.” She squeezed Teresa’s hand one more time and let it go. 
 
      
 
    Teresa rose to her feet, restlessly moving one way and another, before heading to a dresser and digging through it. She pulled out a shirt, then glanced at Lian. “I actually think I have an unused travel kit somewhere. Let me see if I can dig that out.” 
 
      
 
    Lian nodded but Teresa was already moving again. She breathed carefully for a few moments, steadying herself for what would probably be a very emotional morning. She didn’t have any real concern about Teresa coming out to Ana, but Teresa’s anxiety was palpable. 
 
      
 
    Twenty-seven minutes later found them both sitting in Lian’s Honda. She paused, her finger over the start button. “You sure you want to do this?” 
 
      
 
    Teresa laughed manically; her eyes were wide with fear. “No. But I feel like I need to.” 
 
      
 
    Lian started the car, then reached for her hand. “I’ll drive you, but when we get there, you can still decide not to do this. You don’t have to come out. You don’t owe anyone anything. It’s okay. I promise.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” Teresa’s lips wobbled. She looked ready to cry. “That sounds nice, but what I need you to promise is that you won’t let me sit in the car. I can’t let this hang over my head for another day.” 
 
      
 
    “If that’s what you really want, then I promise.” Lian gave her a concerned look. “I feel like we need a safe word. I’ve read about those.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa blinked, then burst into real laughter. Halfway through, a sob broke free. Tears leaked from the corner of her eyes, leaving faded tracks rolling down her cheeks. She shook her head. “No.” Her chest heaved unsteadily as she struggled to catch her breath. “I can do this. Just… hold my hand, will you?” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely.” Lian brought Teresa’s hand to her mouth and kissed the back of it.  
 
      
 
    Teresa seemed to calm, though Lian knew it was fragile. They shared a smile, and then she checked her mirrors and shifted the car into drive.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lian’s hand kept Teresa anchored as they drove. She wasn’t sure how long it took, but vaguely understood they were headed in the general direction of Vivian’s loft. She was trying to prepare herself. There was a good chance of being deadnamed, and—was she really ready? 
 
      
 
    Her breathing became unsteady. She gripped Lian’s hand tighter and closed her eyes. Yes. 
 
      
 
    It was tiring, worrying about what would happen when she came out to her family. She’d been hiding her identity for over fifteen years. Her mom was probably the safest starting point, after Vivian. If she were being honest with herself, she knew she could survive without them. She had been doing fine on her own. But if she could have Vivian, could she have some other family back, too? 
 
      
 
    Growing up, there had always been cousins, aunts, and uncles around. Alone was a concept she hadn’t understood until she’d begun to recognize the way she saw herself was different from how everyone else saw her. If only tía Angelina hadn’t died… 
 
      
 
    Tía Angelina hadn’t been a Barrera by blood, but she had grown up with Teresa’s mother. She and Ana had been closer than sisters, and Teresa had always wondered if Angelina had known she wasn’t cisgender. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t need breasts to be a woman,” tía Angelina had told Teresa right before she’d gone in for her double mastectomy. “The outside? Doesn’t matter. People can say what they want in the neighborhood. I know who and what I am. Don’t ever let anyone tell you who you are.” It had always puzzled Teresa; in a room full of people, her tía had told her that. Perhaps it was just wishful thinking. 
 
      
 
    She allowed it to give her hope. Her mom and aunt had shared a lot of the same beliefs. If her mom could support her, she could handle any other rejection. 
 
      
 
    They turned off from the main street and began to slow. She held her breath as Lian pulled into an empty parking space. Past several long rows of cars, she could see the stands of produce. The Farmers Market was busy. 
 
      
 
    “This is it,” Lian said as she turned the car off. 
 
      
 
    Teresa took a deep breath, silently searching for Vivian’s car. “Thanks.” Lian hadn’t complained about holding her hand even though it made shifting gears awkward. 
 
      
 
    Lian gave her a small smile, her eyes shining with encouragement. “Anytime.” 
 
      
 
    They quietly watched people coming and going for a few minutes. With a shuddering sigh, Teresa released Lian’s hand and opened her door. It was early enough that the morning was still pleasantly cool. She shut her door and was relieved when Lian immediately circled the car and entwined their fingers again. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t see Vivian’s car,” Teresa said as she tried to distinguish what the first vendor was selling. They were too far away for her to clearly see. 
 
      
 
    “Your mom’s is over there.” Lian nudged her head to the left, but Teresa had no idea which vehicle she was referring to. 
 
      
 
    Teresa inhaled sharply, then nodded. “Okay. They’re here. I can do this.” 
 
      
 
    As they walked through the parking lot, Teresa wondered how Lian had found an open space. The few times she’d driven by the small park near Vivian’s building it had seemed relatively unused. She wasn’t sure if she felt better or worse about there being so many people. As they progressed up the sidewalk, side-stepping twice to let other people by, she imagined how it would be to see her mom again. She’d see Ana first, directly across, maybe picking out some oranges. The world would fade away and her mother would sense her gaze— 
 
      
 
    Only, when they reached the first stall, no such thing happened. “It is absurdly busy,” she observed with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    “You can say that again,” Lian muttered. 
 
      
 
    Teresa frowned and glanced at her. “Are you going to be okay?” 
 
      
 
    Lian solemnly considered the question, then smiled crookedly. “Yeah. I might need to recharge alone for a while later, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Just let me know if it gets too bad, okay?” The twisting in Teresa’s stomach settled; worrying about Lian was a quick way to derail her fear. 
 
      
 
    “Will do.” 
 
      
 
    It struck Teresa that she had no idea what her mother looked like anymore. Was her style the same? And her hair? She used to wear it braided back for work most of the time. Was it greying, or was Ana dyeing it? She’d try to spot Vivian and go from there. 
 
      
 
    They searched for approximately ten minutes but had no luck. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe we should split up,” Lian admitted with a grimace. “I’ll circle the exterior and text you if I see them.” 
 
      
 
    They’d stopped adjacent to a stall selling homemade preserves, and Teresa was already exhausted. She’d been on edge for the entire time, wondering when The Moment would come. “I hate to say it, but you might be right. I need a break, too.” 
 
      
 
    Lian half-smiled, then leaned up to kiss her softly on the cheek. “Wait here for a minute, maybe pick something out. I’ll find them, don’t worry.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa nodded, but missed Lian almost as soon as she was gone. “Stop being needy,” she mumbled under her breath, then mentally chided herself. The situation was unique and Lian clearly didn’t mind. She shook herself and began examining the numerous jars of preserves, staying on the outside edge so she’d be out of everyone else’s way. 
 
      
 
    She picked up a jar of pineapple preserves in one hand and a jar of pineapple-strawberry in the other. She squinted as she considered the two. 
 
      
 
    “They’re both really good,” a lightly accented voice said, “but the pineapple-strawberry is divine.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa froze. Her arms began to shake, so she clumsily set both jars back down. 
 
      
 
    “Are you okay?” A warm hand hesitantly brushed her shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Teresa swallowed and squeezed her eyes shut. The tentative touch to her shoulder became a light, solid weight. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe you should sit down.” Ana’s voice was full of concern. 
 
      
 
    Teresa felt like she was going to cry. She took a deep breath and opened her eyes. With a wobbling smile, she turned to face her mother. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    As Lian did her second circuit of the Farmers Market, she felt frustrated on Teresa’s behalf. The search was anticlimactic after all the time Teresa had taken to work herself up into leaving the car. She started to question if she’d even seen Ana’s car. The blue Passat was a popular model, and there wasn’t anything distinguishing about Ana’s. 
 
      
 
    About to return to Teresa at the jams and preserves, Lian was relieved to finally spot Vivian in front of some displays of asparagus. 
 
      
 
    Not seeing Ana in her immediate vicinity, Lian decided to approach her. “Vivian.” 
 
      
 
    Vivian, in a dark, flowing skirt and a pale pink blouse, turned and gave Lian a surprised look. She had a green reusable bag hitched on her left shoulder, which swayed heavily because of the items already in it. “Lian?” she asked with a furrow between her eyebrows. “What are you doing here?” 
 
      
 
    Lian pursed her lips, her eyes flicking to double-check for Ana. “I’m here with Teresa.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh.” Vivian’s eyes widened. “Oh,” she repeated in a lower voice. 
 
      
 
    “Where’s your mom?” Lian asked, confirming why she and Teresa had come. 
 
      
 
    Vivian ran a hand through her hair and made a vague gesture toward the fruits. “She went to check and see if she left her sunglasses at one of the apple stands.” 
 
      
 
    “Apples?” Lian frowned, reflexively turning to where Vivian had indicated. Had they checked the apple stands? Right, Lian had seen a stall just a few down from the preserves. 
 
      
 
    “Crap,” Lian blurted out, suddenly feeling jittery. “Teresa was waiting for me at the preserves.” 
 
      
 
    Vivian lips parted. She snaked a hand out to grip Lian’s wrist. “Come on.” 
 
      
 
    Lian didn’t protest, instead stretching her legs so she was a step ahead of Vivian. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The years had been kind to her mother. 
 
      
 
    The lines on Ana’s face, faint in Teresa’s memory, were only a little deeper than the last time she’d seen them. She could spot crow’s feet at the corners of her mother’s eyes, but only barely. The severe braid Teresa remembered for most of her childhood was absent. A few strands of grey hair were intermingling with the rest of the darker ones, but all were down in glorious curly waves around Ana’s shoulders. In skinny jeans and a stylish grey peasant blouse, she could have been thirty-five, rather than fifty. 
 
      
 
    Teresa had yet to speak. What should she even say? 
 
      
 
    Ana’s lips were pressed into a thin line, her eyebrows scrunching together as she examined Teresa’s face. 
 
      
 
    Since words continued to fail her, Teresa forced a smile. 
 
      
 
    Ana’s mouth parted and her eyes went wide. She jerked her other arm up, both hands suddenly gripping Teresa’s shoulders. 
 
      
 
    Teresa desperately tried to moisten her dry mouth, her heart pounding rapidly in her chest. She cleared her throat. “Buenos días, Mamá.” 
 
      
 
    When Ana frowned, it felt like a heavy stone dropped down into Teresa’s guts. She gritted her teeth and braced herself for the worst. 
 
      
 
    Then Ana’s eyes welled with moisture, tears threatening to spill over at any moment. Her throat visibly worked as she struggled to say something, but her voice was soft—kind—when she eventually spoke. “¿Como te llamas, mija?”  
 
      
 
    Teresa opened her mouth, but no sound came out. Tingles rippled from her chest in waves as tears slipped from her eyes. Why did a simple question asking her name make her want to sob forever? She licked her lips. “Teresa.” 
 
      
 
    Ana smiled, her eyes still shining. “Teresa, como el segundo nombre de tu tía Angelina.” First one tear, then another, slipped free. She shook her head and cupped Teresa’s cheek. Teresa could feel her shaking. “Angelina would be so happy to know both you and Vivian are carrying her names.” Ana choked, her tears abruptly coming harder and faster. 
 
      
 
    When she pulled Teresa into a fierce hug, Teresa held her just as tightly. 
 
      
 
    Teresa sobbed against her mother’s shoulder. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d cried in her mother’s arms—perhaps when she was ten, when they’d lost Angelina. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” she found herself saying once her tears had slowed. She wasn’t sure what she was apologizing for. 
 
      
 
    Ana pulled back and emphatically shook her head. Her eyes and nose were red, and her face damp from tears. “No. I’m sorry.” She appeared as if she wanted to say more, but her face crumpled as she began to cry again. 
 
      
 
    Unsure what to do, Teresa was relieved when she realized Lian and Vivian were only a few steps away. 
 
      
 
    Vivian had her hand over her mouth, faded tear tracks on both of her cheeks. Lian’s eyes were shining, but she had a lopsided smile on her face. 
 
      
 
    Upon catching Teresa’s eye, Lian stepped forward. She placed a gentle hand on Ana’s back, her hand also brushing one of Teresa’s. “Why don’t we take this somewhere else? I’ll drive us all over to Vivian’s.” 
 
      
 
    Ana sniffled and blinked rapidly, then frowned. “Lian? My car?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll get it later, Mom,” Vivian lightly interjected. “I don’t think any of us are fit to drive.” 
 
      
 
    Ana turned to Vivian, her gaze unfocused and her brow furrowed. “Vivian, your… sister. This is your sister.” 
 
      
 
    Vivian made eye contact with her and nodded slowly. “I know, Mom.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa sucked in a breath when the grip around her waist became painful. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” Ana whispered as she took another step back, dropping one arm but sliding another around Teresa’s waist. She gave Vivian a pained look. “You know?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll explain everything, Mom,” Teresa said. She waited until Ana glanced at her. “Come on. Let’s go, like Lian said.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” Ana seemed to be at a loss for words. After a moment of thought, her expression became determined. She looped her left arm through Teresa’s, then reached for Vivian’s hand with her right. 
 
      
 
    Teresa shot a glance over her mother’s head. Vivian seemed relieved, her expression smooth save for a slight smile as she stared back at Teresa. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a bit of a walk,” Lian explained as she took the lead. 
 
      
 
    Walking to the car arm in arm with her mother was a surreal experience for Teresa. She focused on their surroundings as much as she could. The morning was cool, but she could feel it begin to warm as the sun rose higher in the sky. Around them, the numerous trees and branches were swaying gently in the breeze. Her mother was swaying too, just slightly into her side with every step. 
 
      
 
    When they reached Lian’s car, Ana didn’t want to let go of either her or Vivian. Lian didn’t seem bothered. She opened the rear passenger door with a smile and rounded the car to the driver’s side. 
 
      
 
    As they buckled in and the car rumbled to life, Ana spoke again. 
 
      
 
    “How long?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Teresa peered at her from under her lashes. “How long, what?” 
 
      
 
    Ana pursed her lips and stared down at her lap. “How long have you been here?” 
 
      
 
    “About a year and a half,” Teresa admitted after a pause. “I didn’t meet up with Vivian until this last spring.” 
 
      
 
    “Lian found her,” Vivian confessed. “I wanted to tell you but, given the circumstances, I didn’t feel it was my place.” 
 
      
 
    Ana’s head remained bowed. 
 
      
 
    Teresa wondered what she was thinking, feeling—before she could ask, the car stopped. 
 
      
 
    “We’re here,” Lian informed them. In a quick series of movements, she unbuckled herself and exited the car. 
 
      
 
    Teresa hurried to follow suit as Lian opened her door, breathing a sigh of relief when Lian patiently waited for her. 
 
      
 
    She shuffled out of the back seat, finally breaking the loose chain of arms. When Lian leaned back against the car, Teresa stepped closer to her. 
 
      
 
    “You’re coming up, right?” Teresa asked. She crossed her arms to hide her shaking hands. 
 
      
 
    Lian’s eyes flicked to her arms, then back up to her face. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” 
 
      
 
    Conscious of the fact that her mother and sister had gotten out of the car and were standing nearby, Teresa took in a shaky breath and nodded. “Yes.” She peered searchingly at Lian, hoping the other woman could see how much she needed the extra reassurance. 
 
      
 
    “If you’re sure,” Lian said as she pushed off from the car and hit a button on her fob to lock the doors. 
 
      
 
    Teresa relaxed when she felt Lian’s hand land on its usual spot at the small of her back. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Vivian’s kitchen was immaculate as always, Lian noted as she took a seat adjacent to April. April was still dressed for sleep, her plaid pajama bottoms and large t-shirt wrinkled. Her hair was up in a messy bun, blonde wisps escaping to hang around her face. 
 
      
 
    Lian had just returned from delivering some tea to the living room. It had been Ana’s request, so Lian had chosen some relaxing blends—as well as some honey and lemon to help with their throats, should the need arise. 
 
      
 
    April gripped the handle of her coffee mug and nudged her chin toward Lian’s cup, indicating she’d refreshed them both. They’d both perched at the kitchen bar with the pretense of it being more comfortable, but their spot was a prime position to overhear occasional bits of conversation. 
 
      
 
    “Vivian sounds like she’s crying,” April observed quietly, her legs bouncing in place. 
 
      
 
    “Give them time,” Lian said for herself as much as April. Technically, they were supposed to be keeping an ear out for the still-slumbering Makayla. Mostly, they’d been trying to keep each other from barging in on the family chat. 
 
      
 
    April grunted and lifted her mug. She glowered at it. “Should have made decaf.” 
 
      
 
    Lian didn’t comment when she took a sip anyway. “They seemed fine when I took the tea in.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine?” April scowled at her. “They’d all been crying even before they got here.” 
 
      
 
    “You know not all tears are bad.” Lian slowly twisted her mug by its handle. “It’s been a long time. This is cathartic for them.” 
 
      
 
    April huffed and set her coffee down with a thump. They were silent for several beats. “Vivian’s sort of been trying to prepare them without really saying anything.” 
 
      
 
    Lian tilted her head. “How so?” 
 
      
 
    “You know, just,” April shrugged and made vague gestures. 
 
      
 
    “That doesn’t clarify anything,” Lian retorted. 
 
      
 
    Still seated, April shifted her weight. “Ana just finished helping with a big fundraiser for that shelter downtown. She asked Vivian about other places that might need help. Vivian got her in contact with a small shelter made specifically for transgender youth that’s been in desperate need of additional support.” She tapped her fingers on the counter. “Ana’s already gotten pretty close with a couple of the kids.” 
 
      
 
    Though Lian shouldn’t have been surprised, she felt a quiet sense of awe. Vivian was a good person, not just a good sister. “What does Miguel think of that?” She held her breath. 
 
      
 
    “Eh.” April lifted a hand and wobbled it in the air. “She had a bit of a rough start with him. He’s been supportive of Ana, and by extension, the kids. It’s a work in progress but he’s been genuinely trying.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s something.” Lian dropped her hands to her knees and balled them into fists. It wasn’t the complete acceptance she’d wished for Teresa, but it was a start. Ana wouldn’t let her down. “We haven’t talked about her parents much, but I see so much of Ana in her.” 
 
      
 
    April nodded. “I haven’t spent a lot of time with Teresa, but I can see that. They both kind of draw people in. They’ve got that energy.” 
 
      
 
    Lian smiled. “Exactly.” 
 
      
 
    “Vivian has that, a little. She fights it. Tries to keep people at a distance.” April grinned. “Didn’t work with me, of course.” 
 
      
 
    “You got lucky,” Lian corrected with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “I sure did.” April’s grin became wistful as she blindly stared somewhere past the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    Lian watched her for a moment. A few months ago, she would have found April’s preoccupation confusing. She beamed. 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” came Teresa’s low voice a moment before arms wrapped around her from behind. 
 
      
 
    Lian’s cheeks heated up but she didn’t complain. She dodged April’s interested stare as she lightly gripped the arms at her chest and stomach. “Hey,” she murmured back. “How are you feeling?” 
 
      
 
    “I need a hug,” Teresa admitted. 
 
      
 
    Before Teresa finished speaking, Lian was out of the chair and had turned around. Teresa sighed happily once they were wrapped up in one another. 
 
      
 
    “Better?” Lian whispered into her ear. 
 
      
 
    Teresa nodded and took in a slow breath. “Much.” She held Lian for several heartbeats before she added, “It was good. Just intense.” 
 
      
 
    Lian made some nonsensical noises and held her tighter. When she glanced to April’s seat, the chair was empty. She listened carefully and realized April had gone to the living room. She closed her eyes and remained in Teresa’s embrace. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you so much for staying, Lian.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” Lian leaned back so she could look Teresa in the eye. “Anytime. I mean it.” 
 
      
 
    She felt Teresa’s breath catch as they locked gazes. 
 
      
 
    “I know,” Teresa murmured as her eyelids fluttered down and she cupped Lian’s cheek. 
 
      
 
    Lian licked her lips, then met Teresa’s halfway. Her chest felt tight with emotion when the kiss finally ended. They continued to hold one another. 
 
      
 
    “Well,” Ana drawled from the kitchen entryway, “that answers that question.” 
 
      
 
    On instinct she and Teresa jumped apart, though their hands blindly found one another. 
 
      
 
    Lian’s cheeks felt like they were on fire, but when she looked at Ana, she was met with a grin. 
 
      
 
    Ana moved further into the room. She paused in front of Teresa and affectionately gripped her upper arm. She peered over at Lian. “It’s good. Maybe when you’re officially family you’ll stop calling me ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    “Mom!” Teresa exclaimed with wide eyes. “We haven’t been seeing each other long, please!” 
 
      
 
    With a click of her tongue, Ana shook her head. “I’m your mother. I know what I see.” 
 
      
 
    Lian squirmed in place. It was far too soon to think of such things, but the idea of being with Teresa like that made her happy. “I should be so lucky,” she confessed as she avoided looking in Teresa’s direction. 
 
      
 
    “You’re such a good girl,” Ana cooed with a hand pressed to her chest. She clapped her hands and moved past them. “I will make breakfast. It’s a beautiful morning, after all.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa squeezed her hand. Lian braced herself and braved a look her way. 
 
      
 
    “I should be so lucky,” Teresa whispered. With a quick peek around them, she leaned in and gave Lian a chaste kiss on the cheek. 
 
      
 
    Though Lian had been happy before and hadn’t felt the need to find someone to settle down with, she was excited at what the future might bring. Good or bad, they would share it for as long as Teresa wanted. 
 
      
 
    Teresa tangled their fingers together and released a joyful sigh. Lian had the feeling Teresa might want it for the foreseeable future, and maybe even beyond that. 
 
      
 
    “Lian! Grab the flour!” 
 
      
 
    Lian jolted at Ana’s command, peering around the kitchen for the jar in question. “Yes ma’am.” Teresa squeezed her hand and let it go. 
 
      
 
    “Ma’am!” Ana gasped theatrically. 
 
      
 
    “Always so dramatic, Mama,” Vivian said as she entered the kitchen. Her tone was colored with amusement, a small smile on her face. She paused near Teresa and bumped her shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Teresa straightened, and then both sisters rounded the counter into the central part of the kitchen. “What are we cooking, Mom?” 
 
      
 
    Ana clasped her hands in front of her chest, her eyes glistening with a sheen of tears. She blinked and took a breath. “Let’s see where the ingredients take us, hm?” 
 
      
 
    Makayla wandered in, still rubbing the sleep from her eyes. A smirking April strolled in behind her. 
 
      
 
    “Makayla, why don’t you join us? We’re going to make breakfast.” If it was possible, Ana brightened even more as she asked the question. 
 
      
 
    Teresa and Vivian shared a grin when Makayla jumped up and down. 
 
      
 
    “We’re all going to cook together?” Makayla paused. “Well, not Auntie April. Her cooking isn’t as good.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” April protested. 
 
      
 
    Holding the jar of flour, Lian tried not to laugh. She glanced at Teresa and caught her eye. When they smiled at one another, pure happiness welled up in her chest. 
 
      
 
    There was plenty of time to figure things out. Together.


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Teresa sighed as she looked up at the sky through the trees. The sun was fading, its light catching the multicolored autumn leaves in breathtaking silhouettes. Ochre, crimson, and sienna took on further complexities with the golden-orange rays highlighting their brittle edges. 
 
      
 
    Breath escaped her lips in little tufts of white air as she huddled deeper into her thick sweater. In the distance, she heard a car door slam shut, followed by footsteps. 
 
      
 
    “Were you waiting for me?” Lian asked when she eventually rounded the corner. 
 
      
 
    Teresa smiled, gaze still tilted upward. It had been a long day of cooking, which would be followed by a long evening of eating and socializing. Lian’s imminent arrival had left her restless, resulting in her mom dismissing her from the kitchen with a twinkle in her eye. The time alone had allowed Teresa to collect herself; she’d been caught daydreaming numerous times, and that was entirely Lian’s fault. “I would think that’s obvious.” 
 
      
 
    Lian paused at the front walk, her hands in the pockets of her black pea coat. “Are you warm enough?” 
 
      
 
    “The sun helps.” Teresa shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “The sun is setting,” Lian pointed out. 
 
      
 
    When she began unbuttoning her coat, Teresa stopped to look directly at her. She bit back a grin. 
 
      
 
    “Humor me,” Lian said as she moved forward, opened her coat, and brought the sides of it around Teresa. 
 
      
 
    Teresa laughed and snuggled in, wrapping her arms around Lian’s middle. She closed her eyes as she inhaled Lian’s warm scent. She felt like a giddy schoolgirl. “The house is right there. We could just go in.” 
 
      
 
    “In a minute.” Lian kissed the side of her face. “I hated leaving you this morning.” 
 
      
 
    The cold that had been seeping through Teresa’s jeans and sweater dissipated as her body instantly warmed. When she’d woken up with her skin against Lian’s, the night before had felt like a dream. She buried her face against Lian’s neck. “In case I didn’t mention it… last night was incredible.” 
 
      
 
    “For me, too. Thank you for being so patient.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa clicked her tongue. “Lian, if we’d never had sex, I’d be okay. I love you.” 
 
      
 
    Lian sucked in a breath. “That’s the first time you’ve said that.” 
 
      
 
    With a sigh, Teresa leaned back so she could look Lian in the eye. “It’s intimidating to say it first, but I figured I wasn’t fooling either of us by not saying it.” 
 
      
 
    “For the record,” Lian said with a crooked smile. “I love you, too. I just didn’t want to scare you off.” 
 
      
 
    “Exsqueeze me.” Teresa raised her eyebrows. “I was ready for you to move in like, three weeks after we started dating, remember?” 
 
      
 
    Lian laughed, her dark eyes shining. “That’s right.” She quieted and studied Teresa’s face. “I guess sometimes I’m still bad about speaking up. I just don’t want to lose this.” 
 
      
 
    “The only way we’d lose this is if we chose to throw it away. I know I’m bad sometimes, too. The important thing is that we try and keep trying.” Unable to resist any longer, Teresa leaned in for a kiss. 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” Zoe called out from the porch. “Stop making out and get inside. Dinner is starting soon.” 
 
      
 
    “What, you couldn’t give them one more minute?” Next to Zoe, Carla was standing with her arms crossed. She rolled her eyes. “You’re so tactless.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa chuckled under her breath. Her cousins were just as lively as she remembered. “We’ll be right in!” 
 
      
 
    “Got it!” Carla grabbed Zoe by the hood of her sweatshirt and began dragging her back toward the door. 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” Zoe yelped, “I can walk on my own!” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think Vivian inviting them to our weekly lunches was a mistake?” Lian dryly asked. They watched the twins shove each other as they tried to enter the door at the same time. 
 
      
 
    Teresa laughed and shook her head. “Not at all. Plus, Zoe’s happy to be included. She’s still upset we didn’t tell her before the rest of the family found out.” 
 
      
 
    Lian squinted. “Right. Something about rainbow sheep flocking together. I’m not good with mixed metaphors.” She stepped back and took Teresa’s hand in hers, loosely hooking their fingers together. 
 
      
 
    “Aw, pookiebear, you’re good at everything.” 
 
      
 
    There was a beat of silence. Lian sent her an aghast look. “I love you, but never call me that again.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know what you mean.” Teresa grinned and turned toward the house. They began walking slowly up the path. 
 
      
 
    “I, um,” Lian ducked her head down, “I really was sorry I had to leave for work this morning. I felt like I could have stayed in bed with you all day.” 
 
      
 
    Her face feeling hot, Teresa had to turn her head away. “Well, I guess it’s a good thing you had to go, because I would have never heard the end of it if I didn’t show up to help with the Thanksgiving preparations.” She swallowed. “Um, just don’t feel like we have to do that all the time, or anything, okay? Whatever you’re comfortable with.” 
 
      
 
    Lian squeezed her hand. “I love being that close to you, feeling you—uh. I was… definitely more than comfortable. I’ll let you know if I’m ever not, but I wouldn’t mind being that close with you again as soon as possible.” 
 
      
 
    “Goodness, Lian,” Teresa muttered as they began progressing up the stairs. She glanced at Lian from under her lashes. “You have both the best and worst timing. Dinner is going to be long.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” Lian said with an unrepentant grin, “but anticipation isn’t a bad thing.” Their eyes met. “I think last night proved that.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa wrenched her gaze away, the heat in her abdomen and the tingles rippling her skin making her want to drag Lian to the first private place she could think of. She cleared her throat. “We should talk about anything else right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Right.” Lian reached for the doorknob. “So how are the kids from the shelter doing?” 
 
      
 
    “Amy was a little overwhelmed earlier—our family is huge, as you’re aware—but they seem to be enjoying themselves. My family has really come through, you know?” Even though she fought hard against it, Teresa’s eyes were stinging with tears. In all her years, she’d never thought her family could ever be so accepting. There had been a bump or two, but only that. 
 
      
 
    Sometimes, she wondered if running away hadn’t been a terrible mistake. But, as her mother had woefully pointed out, her absence had made them all contemplate what was really important. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve all got a lot to be grateful for this year,” Lian said in a soft voice as she opened the door. “And all the decisions we’ve made in the past have brought us here, so we should be thankful for those too.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa shook her head as she entered the house. She waited for Lian to join her. “Sometimes, it’s scary how well you know me.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Lian frowned. She looked so serious that Teresa felt a pang of regret for the offhand comment. 
 
      
 
    “No.” Teresa kissed her cheek. “It’s good. I just need to remember that you’re not actually a mind reader. I don’t want to take you for granted.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh. Okay.” Lian took her hand again, and all felt right in the world. “Why don’t we go pick a spot out before all that’s left is the kid’s table.” 
 
      
 
    “Vivian is saving our seats.” Teresa lengthened her stride to take the lead, already knowing where they were headed. 
 
      
 
    Two long tables were set up in the dining room and near capacity, with a third, smaller table in the kitchen set up for the children. 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” April brightly greeted as they approached the far end of the nearest table. 
 
      
 
    Vivian smiled at them both. “Glad you could make it, Lian.” 
 
      
 
    Zoe, who was seated to Vivian’s left, wiggled her eyebrows. “Yeah, I thought you’d be gone longer.” Her smug expression morphed into a wince, then a scowl. She glared across the table at Carla. “Why did you even sit here?” 
 
      
 
    Carla waved a dismissive hand. “Lian and I are friends. You remember what friends are, right?’ 
 
      
 
    Lian and Teresa chuckled and took their seats opposite April and Vivian, respectively. They made idle chatter as they waited for Ana and Miguel to join at the head of the table. 
 
      
 
    “Where is Mom?” Teresa peered around the room. 
 
      
 
    “She’s been in and out of the kitchen all day,” Vivian absently explained as she also began to look. 
 
      
 
    April straightened. “Oh, she’s over near the door with someone.” 
 
      
 
    In near unison, their small group twisted to see who it was. A young woman with short, dark curly hair was smiling as she conversed with Ana. She was wearing snug jeans, fashionable tan boots, a grey scoop-necked sweater, and a white scarf that was being removed as the two chatted. Teresa thought she was pretty, her wide smile revealing bright white teeth that contrasted beautifully with her brown skin. 
 
      
 
    The sound of a chair screeching back cut through the low, constant noise of the dining room. 
 
      
 
    Teresa blinked in surprise. Zoe’s seat was empty. She barely caught a glimpse of Zoe’s back as she retreated into the kitchen. “Everything okay?” 
 
      
 
    April seemed confused, but Vivian and Carla shared a concerned look. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go,” Carla said as she pushed her chair back. 
 
      
 
    Teresa waited until she was gone. “What was that about?” 
 
      
 
    Vivian took a deep breath and forced a smile on her face. “That’s Selene.” She paused. “Remember that story about Zoe accidentally coming out? Chuy’s ex? That’s the girl. Woman.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh.” Teresa frowned and looked back to the woman. Selene. “I think I recognize her from the shelter, actually.” 
 
      
 
    “Really? I’ve never seen her there.” Vivian pursed her lips. “I’ve only gone a few times, though.” 
 
      
 
    Lian gently cleared her throat. “I believe she’s a counselor or something. She’s not there all the time.” 
 
      
 
    “That explains that.” Vivian clasped her hands together and pursed her lips. “Mom probably figured it would be a good time to bury the hatchet.” 
 
      
 
    “Will Zoe be okay?” Teresa asked. Though Selene had seemed like a nice woman the single time they’d exchanged greetings, that didn’t mean anything. Nothing usually fazed Zoe. “I can’t believe Mom would blindside Zoe like that.” 
 
      
 
    Vivian sighed. “Mom doesn’t know how… intense things really were between Selene and Zoe. Plus, if Selene really is working at the shelter, Mom gave everyone a blanket invite to dinner. She wouldn’t withhold that from one person.” She shook her head, then smiled. “It’s been years. Zoe is an adult. She’ll be fine.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa nodded, though she still felt troubled. She calmed when Lian’s hand found her knee under the table. 
 
      
 
    Lian leaned towards her. “Don’t worry,” she said in a low voice. “These things have a way of working themselves out.” 
 
      
 
    The previous year, Teresa had volunteered to work on Thanksgiving. Holly had been evading her calls, she’d been too stubborn to fly out to California to see Sıdıka, and she still hadn’t initiated contact with any of her family. 
 
      
 
    The following spring she’d met Lian. 
 
      
 
    Then, she couldn’t imagine being where she was now. 
 
      
 
    She inhaled slowly and curled her hand over the one Lian had rested on her knee. Mindful that they were in public, she brushed a tender kiss to Lian’s cheek. “You’re right.” 
 
      
 
    Lian gave her a crooked smile. “It happens from time to time.” 
 
      
 
    “It sure does, pookiebear.” Teresa grinned when Lian rolled her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “You’re lucky I love you,” Lian grumbled. 
 
      
 
    “I know.” Teresa grinned. “I promise not to call you that again.” 
 
      
 
    Lian scrutinized her face. “I guess it’s fine. As long as you don’t call me that during, you know.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa’s eyes widened. “Oh my god, never. I was joking. You’re way too hot for that.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you think I’m hot,” Lian said with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    “I mean, I basically wanted to tear your clothes off with my teeth the first time I saw you in a vest.” Teresa felt warm just thinking about how Lian had looked that night in Baltimore. 
 
      
 
    Lian arched her eyebrows. “So that’s what it was. Remind me to both send Carla flowers and schedule another appointment with her.” 
 
      
 
    Teresa snorted out a laugh, then kissed Lian’s cheek again. “I won’t complain, but you don’t need to dress up for me.” 
 
      
 
    “I like doing things for you.” Lian’s gaze became intent, and Teresa had flashes to the night before. 
 
      
 
    She cleared her throat and forced herself to sit back, away from Lian’s very tempting mouth. “I’m trying to be good, Lian.” 
 
      
 
    To her delight, Lian blushed and sent a furtive glance around them. “Right.” 
 
      
 
    They faced the table, but kept their hands linked under it. 
 
      
 
    A loud chime made everyone go quiet. Ana, standing in the middle of the room holding a glass and a butter knife, smiled at everyone. “Thank you all for coming tonight.” 
 
      
 
    Vivian met Teresa’s eyes and grinned as the speech continued. Teresa grinned back, feeling happier than she could have predicted from her previous Thanksgiving. 
 
      
 
    It had been an incredible year. She was truly grateful to be where she was, with who she was. She could only hope the following year would be just as kind.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Like what you read? Raquel would love to hear from you! 
 
      
 
    Feel free to leave a review on Goodreads or Amazon. Alternatively, Raquel may be contacted at raquel_de_leon@outlook.com 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed Knowing Her, you might be interested in Zoe’s standalone story to be released late next year, Missing Her. 
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