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Chapter 1

Today was the day.

Kit Tanner looked up from the window of her sister, Rae’s, apartment, in search of the clock on the bedside table, but she already knew what it would say. Midnight. Meaning it was no longer Saturday night, but Sunday. The first of May.

The first year without Kelly Tanner, her mother.

A knock sounded against the door. Kit shifted in the wicker basket seat she’d been crouched inside since seven or so when she’d excused herself from Rae and her daughter, Anissa’s, Barbie movie marathon, claiming a headache. The sounds of the high-pitched theme song had transitioned to a lower-octave political drama’s dialogue when Anissa was tucked away in bed, but Kit had long since believed Rae had turned in. She was a nurse, working a shift tomorrow morning at dawn, and hence why Kit was even here: she was the built in babysitter. She’d much rather be in her small apartment, squashed between undergrad parties for a school she’d failed out of when their mother was first diagnosed with breast cancer. She’d rather have been in the middle of a cacophony, than this eerie silence that followed her sister’s knock.

“I hear you in the chair,” Rae said, her tone quiet yet stern. “That thing makes a hell of a noise.”

Kit unfolded her legs in the chair and heard the tell-tale groaning of wood. She realized she’d been played by her too-clever-by-half-sister. She knocked again, but this time it was only for a warning. “I’m coming in. So you better not be naked, or engaging in some one-handed comfort.”

Kit’s stomach turned. The idea of comfort was foreign. She merely placed her hands on her knees and braced herself for Rae’s lecture. Her hair was shorn close to her scalp, still growing in from her own treatments six months ago; the short hair allowed for her radiant blue eyes to take centre stage in her face. The worn lines around her mouth and eyes aged her thirty-two years beyond what was normal. She wore a light pink T-shirt and no bra, not that she needed one. In order to cut her own diagnosis of breast cancer off at the hilt, she’d gotten a double mastectomy right away. Then treatments, and—

“Hey now,” Rae said, folding her arms across her chest. “Don’t stare at my tits.”

“I was—”

Rae laughed as lightly as she could. “I knew you’d be up.”

“Oh?”

“Yep.” Rae glanced at the bedside clock. It was now 12:07. “I sort of want to call in sick to work.”

“Oh?”

“Yes. Because if you’re not going to say it, I am: I thought this would be easier than it is, but it’s not, and so all I want to do is wrap my kid up in her neon pink blanket, make her French toast and cinnamon buns and all the carbs in the world, and then dog pile in front of various Disney princesses for the afternoon.” When all Kit did was not, Rae huffed and sat on the bed. “With you, too.”

“Thanks. That sounds nice.”

“It sounds depressing,” Rae corrected. She ran a hand through her hair as if it was still long. “So I’m going to go to work anyway, but you have my full permission to make the most intoxicating food for my kid. And just leave some for me in the warming tray in the oven.”

“Warming tray?”

“It’s where you keep your cooking sheets. Heathen.”

Kit barely smiled, though Rae’s words were funny. She was being her big sister, calm, cool, and collected through the most hectic times, including their divorced dad moving across the country and marrying another woman, and then their mother’s cancer, and Rae’s own diagnosis. Kit knew that she literally had nothing to be too sad over. Sad, yes, as Rae would tell her, she had so many reasons to be sad. So many people did. But too sad? No, they did not need to be too sad about everything. Too sad would be calling in sick to work, just because it was the anniversary. But sad was crashing her sister’s morose window-gazing and offering up all the junk food in the pantry.

“You know,” Rae said deviously. “I think those cinnamon buns say on the side that they can be baked in fifteen minutes or less. Wanna try? And then sue for satisfaction?”

Kit smiled.

“Ah, good. There is life here.”

“I’m sorry,” Kit said. She looked out the window again, noticed several lights flicker in the apartment complex across the street, and then shrugged again. “I’m just a little bummed.”

“Okay, okay. I can work with a little bummed. In fact, cinnamon buns are the perfect solution. Come on.”

Twenty minutes later, they were both standing in the kitchen with the oven light on, their gazes fixated on the cinnamon buns as they puffed up in the centre. Kit’s stomach grumbled, clearly hungry from her lack of dinner. She’d eaten what Rae had served, but mostly picked at it. She hoped her appetite would stay by the time the remaining minute had passed. The microwave timer dinged, and Rae snapped up her oven mitts gleefully. She placed the buns on the counter and hissed as she tried to grab one right away.

“You gotta put the icing on first,” Kit said. “That should also help soothe your burn.”

“Ah, see? You should be a nurse.”

“No thank you.”

“Well, a chef then. Or maybe a professional nanny?” Rae lifted a brow in a coy manner before she opened the frosting that came with the cinnamon buns. “Then again, most children are little hell raisers now. Not as calm and perfect as Anissa.”

“I don’t know about that,” Kit said. “I saw her get very territorial over that Barbie movie.”

“Ah, a budding critic. See? Everyone has a place, a role, a calling.” Rae’s eyes locked on Kit’s. “So you should, too.”

Kit shifted from the kitchen counter to get plates for their treat. She didn’t want to answer her sister’s question because there was no point. She was halfway through her cinnamon bun, devouring it in a matter of frenzied, hungry bites when she brought up Kit’s job—or rather, lack of job—yet again.

“I know you had that online gig for a while, something with design,” Rae said, waving her hand in the air dismissively.

“It was for online classes. Classes I should have been taking.”

“Exactly. I know the last year has been fucking hard. The past five years. But you’re not dead. I’m not dead. Anissa isn’t either, though she may be diabetic by Wednesday, or all of us might be.” In spite of her words, Rae took another cinnamon bun onto her plate. After a moment of thought, Kit did, too. “But,” Rae went on, “you’re acting like you’re dead.”

Kit didn’t say anything. She’d taken the silent treatment through most of this. Rae took over their mother’s role as typical spokesperson for the family, handling all the email updates to the family across Ontario and in the US, along with handling the bills, the medical transport, and anything else. When she had her own cancer, Kit had taken over as the person in charge of the bills and other organization things, including taking care of Anissa, but she had never taken on the spokesperson role. She was not good at that. Her sister still updated people about her progress, even in the midst of treatments and hours after surgery, but she did so with a flare that Kit envied. She was downright funny about it. She refused, in no uncertain terms, to let cancer make her take everything too seriously.

“I mean,” Rae went on when Kit did not fill the silence. “You can’t even be a fun kind of dead. You could be a zombie, or a ghost, or some kind of other silent mime like character, but you’re just boring instead. And I’ve watched enough boring movies in hospital waiting rooms to tolerate this, Kit.”

“Harsh,” Kit said. “Calling your sister whose babysitting—for free—boring. Harsh.”

“Ah, there you are. I love that sarcasm. And I am paying you. In carbs and gold.”

“Experience and gold?”

“Same thing.” Rae shrugged, but her eyes lit up at her own DnD reference. “Have you watched those videos I sent you, then?”

Kit nodded but didn’t have the heart to tell her sister that the five-hour DnD session hosted by a voice actor called Matt Mercer were too long to truly watch all the way through. She found highlight reels instead, memorized some of the jokes for her sister’s benefit, and then nodded.

“You should play. We should all play! Anissa is even getting to that age where she’s starting to eye unicorns in the toy store. Maybe, just maybe, I can convince her dragons are cool instead.”

“And then reread the Harry Potter series?”

“Naturally, before moving onto Tolkien. And Ursula K. Le Guin…” As Rae licked her fingers, she waxed poetic about her favourite fantasy authors. She didn’t watch Game of Thrones, a fact that always surprised Kit until she remembered that during the treatment years, they’d let their mother’s HBO membership slip. So she was now either waiting until it was all well and truly done, until she got through the books first (as she preferred to do), or until the HBO logo no longer reminded them both of cancer. Which could be a while.

“What do you like?” Rae asked. Kit had just grabbed their empty plates to put them in the sink and was about to search the hall closet for appropriate Tupperware for the rest of the buns. “I mean, other than being sad alone in your room?”

“It’s not my room. It’s your room.”

“So grammar and semantics,” Rae said. “You like editing, clearly.”

Kit smiled wryly. Before their mother had been diagnosed, she’d been in school for English and Math. The most boring of all boring things, according to her sister, but both topics that made her feel as if she understood the world. We spoke it, or we counted it. She’d wanted to be an accountant. Now she couldn’t bear the thought of being in a desk all day, sorting through estates, especially worrying about the math that came after death, and that she’d handled for their mother’s estate flawlessly.

“You should join a book club,” Rae suggested, still on this topic though Kit was now lingering in the kitchen, wanting to actually go to bed. “Or maybe write a book. Get some gig work online, something, anything.”

“I can afford my place.”

“Of course, you can. Mom left us a truck full of money. But what the hell good is money if you don’t do something with it? That you love?”

“I will buy you more cinnamon buns. And McDonalds for dinner tomorrow.”

“You know the way to my heart. So I can’t fault you for constantly changing the topic right now. I just…I love you, okay, Kitty?”

Kit bristled under the pet name. Only their mother called her that. Rae seemed to sense the transgression, but instead of backing out with a joke, she cried. It was just a small tear running down her cheek with a minor gasp—more out of seeming surprise than anything substantial—but Kit was next to her in a matter of seconds. They were hugging, holding each other with no space between them like they had in the hospital waiting room when they truly understood, before even the doctors told them, that their mother was gone.

A year ago, Kit thought. It’s been a year. Yet it still felt like she was there.

When she pulled away from Rae, the tone of the room had shifted. She blotted her face with a paper towel and started several sentences in a rush before finally settling on her final. “I’m just tired. I wanted to be sure you were okay, and now you’re sugar-filled, so I’m going to bed. I love you, okay?”

“I love you, too. I will take good care of Anissa tomorrow.”

“Never worried about that. But take care of you, too.”

Kit stood in the kitchen, barely moving, until she heard Rae’s bedroom door closed. Then she sat back down at the kitchen table. Her sister kept a stack of paper there, most of which had the logos of the many hotels they’d stayed at during treatment. She grabbed one for the Holiday Inn and wrote “LIST” at the top. She stared at it. She wanted to make a list, like her sister always told her to do, of the things she’d wanted. The things she did. All before cancer, all before all of this. From the moment they found out she died, to the moment now in the kitchen, hugging in the same way, Kit was sure that every single night had been the same thing, over and over, little variation. Home, eat dinner, watch something stupid on TV, and then go to bed. Sometimes do work the next day, but mostly wander around, take items in and out of storage, pay pills and settle estates.

But her life had had more in it before everything went wrong. She crossed out the word List and wrote KIT BEFORE. She tapped the pen against the sheet of paper. She yawned. It was already well into the middle of the night, and she was still going to have an early morning with Anissa. She didn’t want to let go of this task, though. She was determined it was important. If she didn’t write it down now, she was never going to do it.

The lights in the apartment went out. Kit was plunged into darkness and cried out in surprise. The microwave beeped, along with the laptop in the living room area as it transitioned to battery power. Before Kit could cry out, the lights flicked back on—but it came with a sudden chorus of beeps, bells, and whistles as the fire alarm followed it.

Rae was out of her bedroom door in a matter of seconds. She wore the same light pink shirt, and pyjama pants. She darted to Anissa’s room first, leaving Kit in the kitchen still wondering what was going on.

“I know, I know,” Rae soothed from Anissa’s room. “It sucks, but we gotta go. It could be a real alarm, but I don’t think it is.”

She emerged with Anissa on her hip. She had her baby blanket over her shoulder, though Anissa was now six and really didn’t need it anymore. Rae was at the door of her apartment before she glanced back at Kit in the kitchen. “You coming?”

Kit ripped off the sheet of paper and tucked it into her jeans’ pockets. “Yep, on my way.”


Chapter 2

Hailee Quinn sighed as she hovered her mouse over the refresh button.

 “Come on,” she murmured. She waited until the social media page for the Blue and Pink Book Awards reloaded for the sixth time in the past hour. When nothing had changed, she let out another aggravated breath.

“I could have been writing,” she huffed. When her dog, Tootsie, under her desk seemed to snort at her comment, she laughed along with him. She peered down at him on the bed she’d bought for him when the local shelter said that her foster animal was going to come home with her. “I know, I know,” she said as she scratched his head with a wide smile on her face. “I could be doing lots of things, like curing cancer, but I’m not. Instead, I’m wasting my time wondering if these fools will ever get their act together.”

Tootsie nudged closer to her scratches but didn’t offer much else by way of relief. Hailee sighed. She knew she shouldn’t have been a judge for the Blue and Pink Book Awards, but when the email had come into her school account—and didn’t seem to be spam about teaching English as a second language or buying your own publication for your CV—she’d been secretly thrilled. The book awards were devoted to finding the best bisexual titles published in the last year. There were several categories to choose from, most of which appealed to Hailee. She wanted to read everything, and since she had just finished the first draft of her dissertation, she actually could have had reading time.

Still, she brought the email to her supervisor, Olive Forrester. She’d done her typical sceptical glare at the email, and of course, warned Hailee about the downsides of free labour, especially in academia. If you’re not paid for your talent now, it’s hard to negotiate for real money later on. Since Olive was an academic superstar, she could say something like this. But Hailee was still a grad student, in her late twenties, and still sometimes thought to be one of her students, rather than the prof teaching them English 101 or Business Writing, or something more advanced like Socio-Linguistics. She was working her way up in her field, but she still had a long way to go.

“I think I want to do this,” Hailee had told her supervisor in early March, when the email had come in. “They won’t announce the winners until the end of the summer, and until then it’s just reading and debating online. Not even in academia, either. I think the committee is made up of authors, editors, and teachers.”

“Hmm. Maybe it will be better than academic reviews, then. Getting anyone in academia to agree on the merits of a book, and then show up for a ceremony, is akin to herding cats.”

Hailee had walked away from that meeting with the exact wrong impression. Since this book judging thing wasn’t an academic committee, it would be easier and better. And she’d have time, and she’d get free books about bi men and women, and well, that pretty much sounded like heaven. While her best friend, Indie, told her that she should be dating those bi men and women now that she had time, rather than reading about them, she’d still insisted that she’d have time. With no dissertation hanging over her, what could go wrong?

“A lot, apparently,” Hailee said now with a sigh. She’d signed up for two categories of books to judge: sci-fi and romance, since those two were the farthest away from her dissertation topic. Right away, she’d noticed several categorization errors. One of the sci-fi books was technically a romance, too, and so had been put into both categories. So its chance of winning had doubled, and since the book was shoddily written, she couldn’t believe it had more statistical likelihood of winning. Also, one of the sci-fi books had no bisexual characters, but a trans woman who identified as a lesbian. She’d gotten into a heated debate with one of the other judges about this, and nearly quit right then. Instead, the organizer of the Blue and Pink awards messaged her privately and the book had been yanked.

We deeply appreciate your expertise on this panel, Debbie said. I simply don’t have time to read them all, and so I miss errors in erasure like this.

Hailee had been motivated, yet again, to do the good work. Debbie had even given her another category to judge, this time nonfiction, since there were so few people in that, along with so few books. When her friend’s book had shown up in that category, too, she’d mentioned her own conflict of interest. I know Rebecca Frye; she’s a friend and lives in the same town as me. Is this a problem? Hailee had also wanted to mention the oh-so present fact that she and Rebecca had been an item. For a hot minute, maybe even two weeks of casual, flirty texts with a make out session after a movie, but she held off. Two weeks in the lesbian world may have been a promise ring territory, but that had been over four years ago now. Just when Hailee had moved to Waterloo to start her research, and she had few friends in and outside of her English Department. Rebecca had been part of her project, and then, they’d shared more than just their common traits of a stutter brought on by trauma.

I see no conflict here, Debbie had written her back about Rebecca’s book being in her category. I know you’ll most likely vote for her, but that’s why we have the semi-finals before the final show. If her book lasts, then it does so on its own merit. But thank you for telling me, I deeply appreciate it.

Hailee had been assigned another category to judge then—biography—but soon felt like she truly was being taken advantage of. Still, she completed the reading, cast her vote for the semi-finals in all her four categories in May, and hoped for the best. Her work was done. Her reading, at least, was done—though Debbie had shared with her online the remaining galleys of all the other books. If she truly wanted, she could finish everything for the Blue and Pink awards before the ceremony on Labour Day.

“If there is a ceremony,” Hailee said aloud. She refreshed the page. Still nothing. Maybe this was a time zone thing? It was well past midnight in Canada, making it June 1st and the exact right time for the semi-finals to be announced, but maybe Debbie was in another time zone? Maybe it was a morning thing? Hailee went back over the emails between herself and Debbie, but instead of finding a time zone, she clicked on the Drop box for all the books. The bright colours of their covers and the blurbs and press kits associated with them sent chills down her spine. So many books. All for her. And in theory, all of them were about her—at least in terms of bisexuality.

For the next fifteen minutes, Hailee half-heartedly read the first few chapters of a lesbian erotica story that was promised to end with a threesome with a trans man. The cover made her think of others she’d read in that genre and how she’d imagined some version of Ruby Rose as all the characters, which only got her going that much faster. She had just unbuttoned the top of her jeans when her power flickered. The laptop beeped and then shifted to power-saver mode. Tootsie head under her desk popped up right away. He barked.

“I know, I know,” Hailee said. She placed her hand under the desk, allowing for Tootsie to lick her fingers in a furious fashion. “It’s just the power. It’ll come back on.”

Her laptop still remained in the hazy focus of the power-saving mode. The internet was out, too, and after a minute had passed like this, Hailee realized she was most likely wrong. The power had gone out, but it wasn’t a flicker of a brown out. It was a blackout in her building.

“Shit.” Hailee stood from her desk. She peered out her one-bedroom apartment’s window into the next building over. Her building mostly had single units, mostly filled with retirees and some couples. The next one had families, at least from what she could tell during her walks back and forth across the parking lot. The other building’s lights were on now, but a persistent beeping sound was coming from their building. Hailee wondered why, since the buildings shared a power source, her power remained off. “And why no alarm here?”

Just as the words left her mouth, the beeping started. Her alarm was right outside her office, and the shrill tone caused her to grab her ear. She ground her teeth to get the shrieking to stop. She kept a hand on her ear as Tootsie also began to bark.

“S-s-top.” Hailee bit her lip. Damn it. She was not going to stutter. No, not now. She steadied herself by reciting the phrase a speech pathologist gave her a child before she grabbed the leash for Tootsie. She was still dressed in her casual jeans and a T-shirt, so she only needed to slip on her sandals and grab a jacket before leaving with Tootsie. Maybe the two of them could turn this into a fun walk. And maybe, Hailee thought, I will figure out who the semi-finals are. She hoped her choices all made it—but again, with the conversations she’d had with many of the other judges, she was truly worried about everyone’s sense of good taste, along with their political leanings in terms of bi identity.

Hailee was still overthinking one of the numerous email conversations she’d had with another judge, a woman named Julie, about the nature of bi identity when she stepped outside. Most of her building’s occupants were pooling at the front, near the visitors parking. Everyone seemed to be dressed in PJs, rubbing sleep out of their face. Hailee was the only one that seemed fresh faced and practically bright eyed. She skipped passed a couple arguing about their electric bill and headed towards the back of the other building, where a hole in the fence had been cut and allowed for easy access to the stunning park pave ways around the buildings. In spite of living in a university town, Hailee had deliberately selected an area that did not have students. She needed those retires and young couples in order to get her work done. She had no time for parties—or at least, aimless parties where drinking was the only thing on the menu.

So when Hailee turned the corner to take one of the pathways that led through a supermarket and a coffee place, she was surprised to see a young woman stepping out of the adjacent building. She came out the back door with another woman holding a child over her waist. The two chatted amiably between them, but Hailee knew it wasn’t romantic. The women shared the same features in their slightly crooked noses and their dark, almost tanned skin. While the woman with the child had short hair, almost a pixie cut, the other woman had dark hair that flowed over her shoulders. The ends were soft, as if they’d not been cut in a while. When the woman with the child laughed, the woman beside her only smiled.

But it was a hell of a smile.

“Look!” the girl on the other woman’s hip said. She pointed directly at Hailee, causing her to pause in the area of the fence that had, technically, been defaced. “A doggie!”

Tootsie barked. Hailee let out a sigh. The mother seemed to say something into the girl’s ear—no doubt something about being polite—but Hailee was shocked when the woman set the girl down. She still held onto her hand quite tightly, but the three of them were now all moving towards her.

Hailee wasn’t sure what to do, so, she did nothing.

“Hello,” the mother said. “Are you stuck in hell with us?”

“Shh,” the little girl said. “That’s a bad word.”

“You’re right, I’m sorry Anissa. I meant H E double hockey sticks.” The mother smiled. “Your building also get the old heave ho?”

“Yes,” Hailee said, smiling wryly. “But it shouldn’t be too long.”

“Eh, with the super the way she is, I’m not so sure about that. I’m Rae, by the way.” She seemed to smile at the musicality of her statement. “Can my daughter pet your dog? I think it might be the only saving grace of this night.”

“Sure, of course.” Hailee crouched down with Tootsie, just to be sure that he was okay. His skin trembled a little, but a quick brush from Hailee’s hand made him calm down. “He’s a shelter dog,” Hailee explained, “but he’s good natured. It’s okay to pet him but give him your hand first.”

Anissa walked slowly and held out her hand. Tootsie licked her right away. She laughed and then patted his back where Hailee showed her. Tootsie rolled over almost right away, presenting his tummy for rubs. “Can I?” Anissa asked.

“Oh yeah. He’s a friendly boy today.”

“What’s his name?”

Hailee bit her lip. “Tootsie.”

“Like the movie with Dustin Hoffman?” Rae said. “I didn’t think anyone under forty had seen that.”

“Under thirty, thank you,” Hailee said. “But no, he was named Tootsie because he sort of looks like a Tootsie roll. You see?”

Hailee added her hand to pet Tootsie’s stomach, and then gestured to his rather oblong shape. “He’s got a bit of a pot belly.”

“Well loved, I’m sure.” Rae crouched down with her daughter and also pet the dog. “Thanks for this.”

“Not at all.” Hailee cast her glance towards the other woman. She had shoved her hands in her pockets and craned her neck to see the pools of people in front of their building. Hailee gave the lead to Rae so she could talk to the other woman. Her desire from before, after reading about the make out session between two women, flickered inside of her. This would be downright cute. Downright hot. She was about to open her mouth to say hi when a siren sounded. A fire truck was pulling up into the lot, along with a police cruiser.

“Is it actually serious?” Rae asked. “I figured someone pulled a lever they shouldn’t have.”

“Even if that’s the case, they gotta show up,” Hailee said. The other woman met her gaze. “Hi. I’m Hailee, by the way.”

“Nice to meet you, Hailee,” Rae and her daughter seemed to chime in unison. “That’s Kit, by the way. She’s probably crashing from sugar.”

“I’m just trying to figure out what’s going on,” Kit said, still craning her neck to watch the show in front of the buildings. The lights were still flashing, but the siren had been turned off. A soft call of the fire alarm in both buildings was still going strong. As Kit ran a hand through her hair, Hailee noticed a mark just under her shirt collar. A tattoo? But of what? Hailee thought back to the sex scene, remembering that one of the characters had a snake tattoo going up her arm and over her shoulder blade. She’d never really found tattoos that sexy, but now she did.

“Sorry,” Kit said as she shifted towards her sister and away from the display. She gave Hailee a weak smile. “I’m probably just tired. I’m Kit, nice to meet you, and thanks for letting us pet your dog.”

“Not a problem. I figured I’d take him for a walk and hopefully this mess would be over when I got back. Maybe I could even get the results on something I’ve been waiting for, too.”

“Oh?” Rae said her voice playful. “Good results or bad results?”

“Depending on your perspective.” To Hailee’s surprise, she ended up telling Rae-and, by proxy, Kit and Anissa—about her role as a judge for a book awards. “It’s nothing too big, so don’t think Pulitzer, but something small. Either way, they were supposed to announce results tonight and I was constantly refreshing the computer so I could see. Really, I should have had my computer taken from me an hour ago.”

“You still have your phone, though,” Rae pointed out. “Go and look.”

Hailee smiled deviously. She grabbed her cell out of her back pocket. She loaded the Pink and Blue page but sighed. “Still no luck.”

“Well, now that you have your phone out, I think Kit would like to hear more about the books.” Rae stood from petting the dog and gestured for her daughter to follow. She handed the lead back to Hailee. “And I think we might go and get some coffee and juice from the cafe that’s always open. You two want anything?”

“Uh…” Kit’s eyes were wide, revealing a stunning blue, as she stared at her sister.

“Is that a peach juice or a mocha look?” Rae said. “You’ll have to be more specific.”

“Diet Coke,” Kit mumbled. When Rae’s gaze fell on Hailee, she said she’d like the same. “

Excellent choice, already so much in common,” Rae said. “Consider me already gone!”

Rae slipped through the hole in the fence, allowing Anissa to squirm in first. Kit let out a low sigh the moment they were out of earshot. “I’m sorry,” she said. “She does this a lot.”

“Midnight runs for coffee?”

“Well, yeah. She’s a nurse.” Kit met Hailee’s eyes quickly and then looked away. “She’s also bi, too, and so she knew exactly what that book award was about.”

“Really?” Hailee was downright shocked—but also delighted. As she’d explained the book award, she’d only called it the Blue and Pink. She’d expanded on some of the plots, but she held off on anything too salacious. Not because she was in the closet—no, she pretty much came out at thirteen when she realized she was in love with her speech pathologist—but she was also cautious. It was Canada, and a city in Canada, but Waterloo also had some strong conservative leanings. Even still, not everyone wanted to hear about the Bi Billionaire’s Love Child, or one of the other erotica titles she now had on her computer to read into the long night.

Kit nodded slowly. “I think you may be my sister’s new favourite person. A dog to distract Anissa, and bisexual books? Well, okay. Good luck getting rid of her.”

Hailee laughed. She thought she saw a ring on Rae’s finger, but perhaps that was a trick of the light. “Too bad,” Hailee said. “I kind of thought you were cute.”

Kit seemed to visibly stiffen at her side. Hailee sighed. She wondered if she’d said too much, already embolden by her erotica reading into something that was pure fantasy and nothing but. Just when she was about to apologize, Kit relaxed.

“Well,” Kit said slowly. “Maybe I should join the bi books committee next year. Get back to reading. Rae did tell me I needed a hobby.”

“And being bi curious is a hobby now?”

“No. No curiosity. I’m just…rusty.”

“Aren’t we all?” Hailee said. When Kit was quiet, she realized the beeping from before had now quieted. She turned to examine the front area, along with Kit, who had now stepped a few paces ahead of her. She followed behind with Tootsie, though he wanted to stop now at every last bush and pee. Just as she waited for him to finish his business, Kit stopped as well. She ran a hand over her neck again, revealing what Hailee knew for sure now was a tattoo. She tugged in Tootsie to keep him going alongside her, and casually brushed her fingers over Kit’s hair to see the tattoo again.

Kit froze. She turned to face her, the friendly expression now strained. “What are you—”

“Sorry.” Hailee blinked her embarrassment. “I saw your tattoo. I was just—”

“Don’t. You shouldn’t just touch someone.”

“I know. That was stupid. I figured we were flirting, but…” Hailee ran a hand through her hair at her sides. Her face felt as red as her locks. When she noticed Anissa and Rae coming back through the hole in the fence, she let out a breath. A distraction. A perfect distraction. Tootsie was barking again, Anissa was petting him, and then drinks were handed out.

“Any news?” Rae asked. She cast her gaze between Hailee and Kit, clearly noticing the tension. “Did something…”

“We’re going inside now,” Kit said, gesturing to the front of the building. “I think all is clear.”

“That’s great,” Hailee said. She glimpsed her phone and noticed it was nearly two-thirty. She was normally a night owl, but her sudden faux pas exhausted her. She also noted that the Twitter page for Blue and Pink Books now had a link. The nominees had been posted. “Just in time, too.”

“Your books await?” Rae asked. She had to walk two by two to keep up with Kit. Anissa was also walking quite fast, bolstered by her sugary drink and excitement with the dog.

“Something like that,” Hailee said. She paused as they reached the middle ground between their two buildings. Kit had gone ahead, pushing her way through the glass doors, and Anissa followed behind her. Rae lingered and gave Kit a wave as if to say she’d be up soon.

“I should go,” Hailee said. “It was nice meeting you. And—”

“No, no. What happened?” Rae’s eyes belied how tired she was, but also how determined. “Kit says something silly?”

“No—I did. Well. I touched her tattoo. It was dumb.” Hailee didn’t understand what sort of hold this woman had on her, but she elicited the truth with the smallest glance. Was she a cop? Or was this something that happened with motherhood?

Rae nodded slowly. “I can talk to her.”

“No, please don’t. It was dumb.”

“Not that dumb. She’s just…a little tired.”

“I think we all are.”

Rae nodded slowly. She gestured to the tall apartment building behind Hailee, which now had its power flicked back on. “You like living there?”

“Here? Oh, yeah. It’s nice. Not a lot of students, though I am one. Grad student,” Hailee added, then clarified some more. “But I’m almost done.”

Rae nodded, seemingly impressed. “Kit’s gotta move. I need her closer to be my babysitter, among other things. I’m going to tell her to move here, if it’s a good place.”

“It is. This,” Hailee said, gesturing around to the now empty courtyard. “Hardly happens. I like it here.”

“Good. Well, maybe we’ll be more than neighbours soon enough.”

“Maybe,” Hailee said. Tootsie tugged on her leash, reminding her yet again that he’d been promised a walk. “That’s a nice thought. For now—”

“Yes, walk your dog. Have a good night!”

Hailee waved and said much the same.

She was around the block in under twenty minutes, making it back up to her apartment building by three in the morning. Her bones ached with weariness, but she still glimpsed out across her apartment building to the next one over. Only a handful of people still had their lights on.

Which one is Kit and her sister?

Hailee closed her blinds before her mind could wander too far.

She was half-asleep when she realized she’d still not checked the Blue and Pink book award semi-finals. She sprung out of bed, only to realize that it, like most other things she thought important, it could wait until tomorrow.


Chapter 3

“Hey Rae,” Kit said, greeting her sister as she came in the door to her apartment. “Can I borrow your car?”

Rae slipped off her nurses’ shoes with a big sigh. “Not even gonna make me breakfast first?”

Kit gestured to the kitchen table, which still had French toast set up on it. It was fresh, not the stuff she’d made for Anissa at nearly one in the afternoon when they’d both crawled out of bed after the super late fire alarm. Though Rae had gone to her shift that day as planned, she’d been just as zonked when she got back. Several more days had passed since then, and it was only now that Kit—and Rae too—were finally feeling as if they had recouped all that sleep.

“Of course,” Rae reminded her now as she ohhed and ahhed over the new French toast, complete with in-season strawberries. “We don’t actually recoup that sleep.”

“But I am feeling better,” Kit said. “And I think you were right. So I’m going to run some errands, hence why I need your car.”

Rae slipped a strawberry into her mouth before raising a brow. “I love hearing I’m right, but I don’t think I told you that you needed to be more responsible by running errands. Going to the bank or grocery store sounds like the least sexy thing you should be doing.”

Kit blushed. She didn’t want to think about sexy things—yet of course, that was all she could think about. She half-heartedly touched the tattoo on the back of her neck, the one that her sister told her she should either cover up or get used to curious gazes.

“So,” Rae went on, easing into her seat and becoming serious. “Just what am I right about? And what exactly do you want the car for?”

Kit sighed. She pulled out the chair across from her sister and slid the hotel station list she’d made, and remade, several times this morning already. Rae glimpsed it quickly before she nodded in apprehension.

“So it’s a bucket list?”

“Not quite. It’s not that corny, I was just—”

“A bucket list is not corny. Maybe cliché, but the sentiment is good. You’re going to die, so, make sure you don’t waste time. I see no fault in that.”

Kit had nodded slowly. Their mother, for all the pain she went through with her cancer, had never once forgotten that her time was running out. At first, Kit thought that was normal. Doesn’t everyone realize their mortality when diagnosed with something serious? But Rae had set her correct. She didn’t work in oncology—mostly an ER nurse with occasional shifts in other departments—but she saw enough people who, even in the middle of their own death, refused to acknowledge it. It’s a very human thing, she assured Kit, but it still baffles me. Their mother, in spite of not having a bucket list, was never too blinded by pain or too drugged by her medication to forget what actually mattered: her kids, with her as much as possible, before she died.

“So if it’s not a bucket list,” Rae asked. “What are you going to call it?”

“I’m…not too sure. It’s just some things that were put on hold, you know?” Kit recalled the first item on the list as enrol in school again. She’d only half-finished her degree when her mother was diagnosed, and though the profs she’d had had been understanding, she’d still failed that year. Then never enrolled again.

“I know I can get a job without a degree,” Kit went on, listing her numerous gigs already. “But I hate that this is hanging over me. I have like, maybe six courses to complete? Maybe more.”

“Okay. So this one has multiple stages. Go to the registrar’s office, get your old transcripts…it’s a lot, but it’s good.” Rae leaned forward so she could grab her keys out of her back pocket. She plunked them down on the table. “There you go.”

“Really? That simple?”

“That simple when you tell me the truth. And when you’re finally doing something.”

Kit nodded. She’d been wracking her brain so much the past little while, just trying to remember things that made her happy, she wasn’t sure if she was remembering her real life anymore or the numerous amounts of bad TV movies she’d watched in the interim. As Rae finished her French toast, though, and followed up with many of the other items on Kits’ list, parts of herself that she’d forgotten, or doubted, came back stronger than ever.

“I love this one,” Rae said, laughing at the last item. “Cover up the tattoo.”

Kit blushed again. “What?”

“I didn’t mean cover it up like that. I mean either show it off with a nice no back dress, so you can invite those hand touches, or you should just wear turtlenecks all the time. Since you know, the artist put the damn thing too high on your back.”

Kit touched her neck—because really, that was where her tattoo had gone. Her first and only tattoo, made in a rush, and clearly not thought out. It was a lingering part of her past that demonstrated how reckless she’d once been, but now it only felt like folly.

“I’ve always liked it.”

“Yeah?”

“Yes,” Rae said with a slight frown. “That’s the sister I knew.”

“Maybe I won’t get a total cover up, then,” Kit said. “Maybe I’ll just…fix it.”

“Or get a low-backed dress. Embrace it. Lean in. Now,” Rae said, standing and taking her plate still covered in sticky syrup to the counter. “I’m full of carbs and my bed awaits. Is Anissa…?”

“With Abigail next door. I got her.”

“Good. I trust Abigail’s mother, though, so you should get started on this whole university thing now. And maybe,” Rae added, quirking a brow, “you should apply for that apartment next door, too.”

Kit huffed. She knew that her sister had partly gotten the application for the building across the street to make her own life easier; with a babysitter close by, there was no need to fuss and worry. But she also saw her clear other motives. If Rae wasn’t so tired, she’d probably snatch up Kit’s list and add yet another item at the end, just to make it a perfect rom-com: Fall in love.

Rae blew a kiss to her sister in a dramatic fashion before she closed her bedroom door. Kit heard her snoring in a matter of minutes. She added the dishes to the sink, lingering on the clean-up, and running out the clock in her mind for the school. Most buildings closed at four now, right? If she showed up at 4:05, then it wasn’t really her fault she couldn’t register. And if she didn’t add the last corny item to her cliché list, then when it didn’t happen, she didn’t fail, either.

But, Kit remembered, that would be acting like she was never going to die. Even if she—thankfully—had passed the screening test they’d done less than a year ago now, the one that had caught Rae’s early-stage cancer—she couldn’t live her life the way she was now. Rae may have been overzealous in her efforts, but she was…boring. She didn’t want to be boring anymore.

So Kit left the dishes and wrote a note for Abigail’s mother on her phone, before she snatched up her list again and headed out the door.

* * * *

Kit parked her sister’s car on the north side of campus with ten minutes to spare before four. She didn’t need to Google directions for the campus because barely anything had changed. The University of Waterloo was known for its science and math crowd, and the buildings on that side of the campus had been clearly built up and made that much more high-tech over the past few years since Kit had attended full-time. The registration office was on the other side of campus, where she’d parked now, and mostly attached to the Arts department. Since Kit had been a double major, she’d seen both the space-aged and futuristic buildings of the sciences alongside the run-down and severe, 1970s architecture of the Arts department. Even if the arts buildings depressed her with their chronic underfunding, the moment she stepped inside she felt as if she was at home again.

Memories from her first-year flings, her second-year boy and girlfriends, and then her third year of heartbreak dotted the surface. She almost turned around several times, but her sister’s words, and the crumbled list in her pocket made her keep walking forward. She just had to finish her degree. She didn’t need to worry about the cash, or even employability that much because her mother’s life insurance, plus her retirement nest egg, had been transferred to herself and her sister. And she’d been getting enough design work to sustain her. There was nothing holding her back—only herself, and the life she’d thought she’d wanted to live.

So much of Kit’s past had come up the past ten minutes, she thought she was seeing a ghost when she stepped into the registrar’s office. A woman sat behind the desk, tall with broad shoulders, and dressed in rather butch, but still professional clothing. The dark hair that fell across her forehead in wispy bangs reminded her so much of her first-year roommate, Yessina Lopez, that Kit stopped and stared before she met her eyes.

And then everything clicked for both of them.

“Kit?”

“Yessina?”

“Yes!” She rose from her desk and drew her long arms towards her torso in a triumphant gesture. She stepped out from behind the closed off registration area and ran into Kit’s open arms in a hug. She lifted her off the ground, startling Kit with her surprising strength.

“Jesus,” Kit said once Yessina had placed her back on the carpeted office floors. “Did you become a stunt person? Like for real? You’re so strong!”

“You’re also thinner,” Yessina said. She surveyed Kit’s oversized T-shirt and baggy jeans. She seemed to want to reach out and pinch her but held back. “You doing okay?”

“I am. Actually. Yes. I just…” Kit ran a hand through her hair. This was too much. She reached into her pocket, pushed passed her list, and withdrew her wallet. She still had her old student card tucked behind a gym membership she never used. She pulled it out, noticed how much fuller her face had been then, and sighed. Maybe things had been a lot harder than she first realized. Maybe Rae, in all her joking concern, had been deadly serious.

“Oh wow,” Yessina said, snatching the student card from her. Kit tried to grab it back, but Yessina’s six-foot height had nothing on Kit’s five six. To think, she used to feel like the tallest person in her family. She’d been sure that had been why the housing department put her and Yessina together. Just to humble her with height, and to live the life that her five-foot mother lived, always on step stools.

It just helped that Yessina was amazing in other ways, too. She’d been a business major, something she insisted that she’d need as a stunt double once she made it big in Hollywood. Everyone was a contractor there, so you had to take care of your own business. Kit realized, in no uncertain terms now, that she’d internalized Yessina’s many business lectures in order to take over her mother’s estate.

“Wow,” Yessina passed back the student card, and then waved Kit over to her desk. The office was closed now—Kit had barely made it before the four o’clock close time—but she as no longer concerned now that her old roomie was behind the desk. “It’s been a long time. You really want to come back here, of all places?”

“Yes,” Kit said, surprised at how much she meant it. “I never felt like I finished.”

“You had good reasons.”

“And those reasons have stopped making sense.”

When Yessina gestured to a chair, and then insisted that Kit pull it over to her desk so they could chat as if this was a cafe, she relented. Yessina even passed her a k-cup of coffee s she told her about her mother. Yessina knew some of the details; in their second year, they’d been in the same business accounting class, and she’d witnessed Kit’s astronomical grades slide. She didn’t fail that year, but mostly thanks to Yessina’s penchant for late night studying at the library, with a group of other people she’d cobbled together to form a haphazard social friend group.

“You still talk to them now?” Kit wondered aloud after she’d caught Yessina up on what happened after their last full study session together. “They were nice.”

“They still are nice. And you know, I’m just about to see them now.” Yessina leaned back and grabbed her phone. She pursed her lips when she noticed the time. “I may have missed our dinner, actually.”

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—”

“Don’t worry. I should really say they’re eating lunch now because they’re all damn night hawks. I’m the only one with a real job.” Yessina rolled her eyes, which made Kit laugh. Out of all the people from that study group, she would not have figured Yessina for the nine-to-fiver now. She wondered if, like her own change in plans, something tragic had happened.

“Do not worry,” Yessina said again, already one the same wavelength as kit. “Nothing bad happened. At least, not any more than usual. I just needed a job to hold down student debt. But I’m gonna be a stunt double. One day soon…”

“That’s great. I can’t wait until you’re set on fire.”

Yessina beamed. It had been a joke between them in their residence anytime she left the hot plate on. “I didn’t forget, just practicing for my fire walk.” Yessina sent a quick message on her phone before she gathered up their mugs of coffee. “You know,” she said as she returned. “You should come with me.”

“To lunch? I’m good. Pretty sure I’ve eaten my weight in French toast this week.”

“First of all, that sounds amazing. Second of all, you need it. But no, not to lunch. Our study group is now our improv group.”

“Really?”

“Yep. And we were holding auditions tonight for more people to join. We just have one requirement.”

Kit braced herself. She was not a funny person. Not in the improv way. She was about to say all of this, when Yessina cut her off. “You’re funny, don’t worry.”

“How are you doing that? You’re reading my mind like my sister.”

“Your face is very expression,” Yessina said, her tone sweet. “You give everything away. It’s perfect for improv, really.”

“Wouldn’t that make it bad? I’d give away the jokes.”

“The jokes are in the moment for improv. So you’d be perfect. As long as you can say yes, you’re a stellar improv actor.”

“I don’t know.”

“You pronounced yes in a strange way.” Yessina winked. “Come on. I will get you registered now, so don’t worry about that. But we will have just enough time to make it to the theatre on campus so my friends can judge you.”

“That sounds great,’ Kit said, deadpanned. It wasn’t long before she and Yessina were smiling wide.

“See? Beautiful, expressive face. You’re set.” Yessina went back to her computer, clicking in the information from Kit’s student card at lightning speed.

“Is that the only requirement, then?” Kit asked. “An expressive face?”

“We’re a queer improve group. So we all gotta be ladies and like ladies in some way. From what I can recall…”

“Yeah,” Kit said, nodding quietly. Yessina had listened to more than one heartbreak story about a straight girl that first year. “I fall under that.”

“Fantastic. So what sort of classes do you want to take?”

Kit baulked. It took her a moment to remember that, initially, she’d come here for her degree. She already felt like she was back in school, and that nothing bad had ever happened. It was a fresh start, truly, and so—she thought of the first classes she’d failed. “Enrol me in Business, Math, and Computer Science, if there are summer sessions. Maybe throw in an elective, too. If there is room, of course.”

“Well, it’ll be tight. The deadline is close,” Yessina said. After a blink, she smiled and winked. “But you’re in.”


Chapter 4

“So did you see the results?” Hailee asked as she twisted her face in mock-horror. “I can’t believe it, right?”

“Hmm.” Olive Forrester barely looked up from behind her computer. She’d arrived at Hailee’s supervisory meeting nearly fifteen minutes late. In that time span, Hailee had paced the hallways, checked her calendar three times to be sure she wasn’t wrong in penciling Olive in, and then emailed Olive once. After that was done, the remaining ten minutes were spent agonizing over the choices that the judges for the Pink and Blue Book Awards had made for their semi-finals.

“I mean, one of the books in the fiction category is just there for politics. A bi trans man with a persecution complex. Of course, I’m all for diversity, but this character was so poorly written and constructed with every last stereotype in mind.”

“Sometimes people like that. Especially in romance.”

“It was the fiction category.”

“Either way, it’s not a real person. Even if the awards ceremony seems bent on making these characters come to life. Is there going to be cosplay there?”

Olive finally glanced up from her computer screen, but Hailee knew that the excitement and possible smile on her dark complexion was mere professional curiosity. Olive was a linguist—one of the best in the country—and she preferred to study speech patterns in subcultures. Sometimes that meant the White Power Movement, and presenting a fantastic, if a little unsettling, paper about how racism worked online based on sentence structure, or like her famously published book analyzing the manifestos of gun nuts, if there was a small group that had a particular way of speaking to one another beyond slang, and especially if they published their own materials in some way, Olive was all over it.

And for a time, Hailee had been just as excited by Olive’s work, too. She’d come to this university, in spite of the Arts being chronically underfunded, solely for Olive. She was the best linguist in the country, and early on in Hailee’s life and her latent research as a psychology nerd in her undergrad, she’d realized her own stuttering in her youth and the stuttering she was seeing in so many of the pages of her psychology textbooks was not understood. It wasn’t just an error to be fixed, but it could be, like the deaf community in some way, a way of life and speech. When she finally stumbled on Olive’s work, Hailee saw her clear life trajectory. Get a Masters in English, just in case her undergrad psychology wasn’t enough, and take elective classes in Linguistics just to be sure. Then, for the PhD, head to Waterloo and work with Olive.

As it turned out, “work with Olive” had taken at least fifteen emails and numerous meetings for her to remember her name. She was the closest thing to an academic superstar there was in this school, and anytime there was a shooting in the US or Canada, Olive was on call for a research sound bite. Eventually, though, Olive had found Hailee’s research fascinating. When she connected her own stuttering to her sexuality and started to notice a trend among other women with stutters, she had her dissertation.

“No, as far as I know, there will be no cosplay,” Hailee said with a sigh. “Just an awards show in the middle of summer. I might get to dress up in a real dress, though.”

“That’s nice. I’m gonna have to head to the shops myself soon. I was hoping to find something for my book launch.” Olive flashed a winning smile, one that surely graced the back of latest book on violence and language. “You going to attend?”

“Um.” Hailee hadn’t planned on it but wasn’t sure if it was part of her supervisee duties. “When is it?”

“Thursday night, a couple weeks from now. I’ll you the exact date in a second.” Olive opened her laptop again, but Hailee reached out. She had Olive’s attention and did not want to give it up, not for a single second. This meeting had been too hard come by.

“Never mind. I’m booked on Thursdays. Improv, you know.”

“Ah, yes. I forgot. Well, if your schedule clears, let me know.”

“I will. So should we talk?”

“Isn’t that what we’re doing now?” Olive said, her eyes now glued to something else on her screen. With a sigh, Hailee produced the form that she was tasked with completing every year during the summer semester: her progress report.

“Did you not see the email going around?” Hailee asked as she put the sheet on Olive’s desk. “I’ve filled it all in already, but I was hoping you could sign it off. We can send it to the committee, and then we’re done for another year. Not that I want to be here in another year.”

“You might.”

“What? But I’m done my dissertation.”

“Yes, and exactly on schedule, which is what I will put in my comment section here.” Olive grabbed a pen from her desk and wrote quickly—and surely, illegible in that second. “But the wheels of the academy move slowly. After I read it, it goes to the committee, they read it and give you feedback, and then you make their changes.”

“Sure, that’s not a problem. I’m used to editing. My Masters, if you remember, actually needed to be defended, so I’ve done something like this before.”

“Hmm. But the PhD needs a display period, too, and we need to make sure all other people involved can make it to the defense on the day. I know, it’s hard. Like herding cats sometimes. So I just want you to brace yourself that it may in fact take another year.”

Hailee let out a low sigh when all she wanted to do was groan. A year, another year of her life. She’d hated the moment that she’d finished her dissertation because…she’d had nothing to do. She’d poured her time, life, and energy into this project for four years and then it was out of her hands, and into Olive’s, for months now. Her boredom and restlessness had been half the reason why she signed up for the Book Awards. Now, even its frustrations seemed far more manageable when compared to the long line of waiting she had in front of her.

“You’ve read it though, right?” Hailee asked as Olive still fussed with the paperwork. “I mean, it should be coming back to me soon?”

“I’ve been a bit busy with my own book. My apologies.”

Hailee gritted her teeth. “But soon, right? You’ll have it read, I can make the changes, and—”

“Honestly,” Olive said, lowering her tone in the manner she did before she threw some serious shade on the department director. “I think your writing is strong enough as it stands. I probably won’t ask you to make too many substantive changes. Just typos, you know.”

“I do have a lot of typos.”

“You write fast, read fast, and the small things get by you. It’s okay.” Olive waved a hand and insisted that she’d take care of them. “I can fix those if you’ll let me. Then we can just, whenever I’m done, pass it onto Professor Browne. Sound good?”

“Yes,” Hailee said. Her second reader was an older prof who had given her one of her best grades in her PhD work. Her specialty was sexuality in literature, and though this project was not technically about books, it was about stereotypes of gay and bi voices, and how that came out or was expressed in the act of stuttering. Either way, Hailee knew that Professor Browne would do her best to read over the manuscript in a reasonable period of time—no matter how much Olive warned her, now that with summer vacation, she might take longer than average, too.

“But it is getting done,” Olive said. “I know it can feel like you’re wallowing in purgatory, not sure what is next, but hey, at least you didn’t have to do two degree all over again.”

Olive was referring to the fact that she’d done her original grad work in her home country of Jamaica. Then when her master’s degree wasn’t accepted, she’d needed to start her grad work from scratch. Hailee knew that her minor inconvenience of needing to wait through another summer, without any work since she also didn’t teach this semester, was not something to worry about at all. It was, truly, something to celebrate.

“So you should keep in mind my book launch party,” Olive said again. “If you find the time.”

“I have improv, like I said. And from the way things are going there, we’re only going to get more people, rather than cancel sessions. But thank you. I will keep you in mind for the awards ceremony for the Blue and Pink awards, too.” When Olive scrunched up her face, Hailee clarified. “The awards show I’m volunteering on. It’s on the progress report, too. The semi-finalists were just announced.”

“Right, right, the bad romance you were mentioning.”

Hailee didn’t bother to correct Olive this time around. She watched as Olive surveyed the attached CV to the form, and nodded in an approving manner as she clearly noticed its growth. “Good. This isn’t an academic position, though, so I would move it around to service. You know? Don’t give people the impression it’s the Pulitzer.”

“Sure. Can I fix that later, though? And hand it in now?”

Olive merely extended her arm with the paperwork. “You bet. Good luck.”

“Thanks, same to you!” Hailee rose from her seat and shut the door to Olive’s office tight. She heard her fingers glide across her keyboard in no time, and then stop suddenly. When a low hum of music emerged, she knew that her supervisor was watching movies again in her office. Her latest project was now hate speech in film, but Hailee knew that was her supervisor’s way of finding a time to catch up on all the old Oscar films. Four years ago, when Hailee had first met Olive, she would have thought something like this was cool. Rebellious. The exact kind of professor she wanted to be.

Now, though, it sort of felt childish. You’re just mad that she didn’t acknowledge your bi book awards, so it feels like she didn’t acknowledge you. Hailee nodded away her insight, and thanked her own study of psychology that she could handle a shitty meeting like this so well. it was the same when she saw her parents, who were still so much a part of the small-town life she left behind, and who still believed she was with a boy named Jake from her high school. Some people could not process new information, especially about people they loved. Change was hard, so much harder once we reached the age of twenty-five and our brains were done developing.

Hailee’s phone buzzed just as she reached the English Department so she could drop off her forms. It was barely four, so she’d made it by the deadline. Yessina, a friend from her Improv group, had texted in the group chat about their auditions tonight. Hey girlies. Something neat happened. I’m gonna be late, but don’t worry, I shall bring a person for our event tonight.

I’m already here. Indie, another friend, texted back within seconds. So does that mean I can eat all your fries, now? I ordered the basic platter.

Sure, go for it, Indie, Yessina texted back. Hailee was a second behind her with her lightning speed response.

Indie, I’m going to fight you for those fries.

Put your money where your mouth is, Indie texted back. I’d like to see you try.

You won’t like me when I’m hungry, Hailee added a catchphrase nearly everyone in the group had used at some time, especially during these pre- or post-Improv nights when they’d gather and reflect. And eat, and eat, and eat. And my secret? I’m always hungry.


Chapter 5

Hailee stepped into Mel’s Diner fifteen minutes later. The quaint, 1950s retro-throwback restaurant had become the main hub where all her friends met for the past four years, long before they had even started their improv group on-campus. Hailee had been a newbie to the city and waltzed into the registration office to ask the people at the front desk to help her with her scheduled. When a tall and brash—and sort of cute—woman named Yessina had been there and helped her with the alacrity of someone who had grown up in the city, she’d asked her that. Yessina laughed, said she was from another town over, but had gone to the school and either worked in the food service building or at the register’s office for the past ten years. She loved it here, and it was through Yessina, that Hailee met the other members of their already established group.

Indie was already at Mel’s when Hailee arrived, which was no surprise. Indie’s schedule was flexible, since she was a quasi-YouTube star who made most of her cash through side-gigs doing informative online teaching videos for the university and local college. She was almost always around, doing something or videoing something else, and whenever she was close by, it was hard not to hear her. Either she was laughing loudly, or she was shouting something across the room, or her tone was just annoyed or strong enough that you paid attention. When she met Hailee’s eyes across the room, she lifted her hands in greeting—but also clearly in challenge.

“I have the fries,” she said as Hailee reached her booth. “And I have been waiting to meet my match.”

Hailee slid into the red vinyl booth. The waitress gave her water, and then tried to give her a menu, but Hailee brushed it off for now. A plate of fries sat in front of Indie with a covering on top. Hailee could only identify the fries through smell—and through Indie’s insistence that they wait for a countdown.

“Sort of like a duel?” Hailee asked. “Are we going to draw fries and fire?”

“I was thinking more like an eating contest. See who gets through the most first?”

“There is an eating contest, you know,” the waitress said and pointed behind her to the tacky sign that announced the Burger Buster challenge. “If you finish a twenty-nine ounce burger in under thirty minutes, you get it for free.”

“Sorry, but no cow for me.” Indie smiled. Her tone was polite, but it was firm. The waitress blushed a bit, realizing her faux pas, and then disappeared. Indie ran a hand through her hair once she was gone. “Was I too mean? I’ve been reading comments online lately that tell me my jokes are too mean.”

“Ugh. Never read the comments.”

“Says you, who went to grad school, which is basically like the living embodiment of the comment page on YouTube.”

“Shut up. Not it’s not.”

Indie lifted her hands in a gesture of compliance. Then she set her gaze on the obscured fries. She inhaled deeply. “Oh, I’m starved.”

“Us, too,” Josie and her girlfriend, Rebecca appeared by their sides. They stood at the edge of the table, clearly eying the plate of fries with watering mouths. Josie slid alongside Indie while Rebecca slid in next to Hailee. The four of them exchanged lightning-fast greetings, mostly across the table.

Rebecca and her girlfriend Josie had been the main people who wanted to do the Improv group. After a spontaneous trip to see Josie’s family in North Carolina one year, the two had come back as girlfriends, practically wives, and with a clear goal for their new year: laughter, instead of horror. They’d both worked on a podcast with their other friend, Dominique, about horror films for so long that the joy of blood was diminishing. At least for Josie for some time. Given their last improv display around Halloween, and how easily Josie and Dominique were able to keep up a steady scene involving zombies, perhaps their taste for horror was coming back. So many slasher movies sort of read like bad comedy sketches though, and so many SNL sketches too could be horror-like, that Hailee easily saw the fit between everyone’s favourite genre.

“You have any idea what’s going on with Yessina?” Josie asked as she lifted the lid off the fries. She reached out and nabbed one first. “Who do you think she’s bringing?”

“An ex, maybe?” Indie wondered aloud, also eating some of the fries. “Though I always figured her for more of the pine from afar.”

“She is. Not many of us have the number of exes you two, too.”

“Are you calling me a slut, Rebecca?” Indie said. “Because I prefer the term Vixen. It’s what my nail polish is called.” Indie beamed as she displayed her recently painted fingernails in a dark red shade. Lingering marks from henna were also over her wrist and fingers, form a wedding she’d gone to before.

“I wasn’t calling you a slut, or a vixen,” Rebecca said.

“Or a minx or a whore or a down and dirty bisexual,” Hailee added, her tone sharp and teasing at the same time.

“Hey,” Rebecca said. “I’m bi.”

“So am I! But I resist the stereotypes in everything I do. Even when people at the fucking bi book awards don’t listen to me. God. Their choices in the categories just suck. They suck.”

Rebecca flinched, but it was barely noticeable, so Hailee kept going with her thoughts on the latest picks. Olive may not have understood her outrage at some of the stereotypes that were trotted out in the latest works, but her group of queer and progress-oriented friends did. Even Indie shut up as Hailee went on and on about the choices, why she didn’t like them, and how all of this reflected badly on the community. “Just don’t have the awards show if you can’t do it right. I’m so worried that this final round will be even worse. At least some of the good ones stuck around for the semi-finals, but I dread when they will disappear.”

“Didn’t your book make it?” Indie asked when there was a moment in the conversation. She was talking to Rebecca, who was eating some fries slowly. She nodded, just as the waitress came by.

“Can I get anyone else some more?” she asked, and for a while, the conversation was lost in the deluge of orders. Dominique had also arrived at this time, and there were some more gymnastics to make sure they all fit in the booth. Rebecca got out of the booth, seeming to make room, but quickly disappeared into the bathroom.

“So what did I miss?” Dominique said as the waitress left with the orders, and she finally sat down. “You know, other than all the fries.”

“More are coming,” Hailee said. “And you didn’t miss much that wasn’t in the chat. We were wondering if the person Yessie’s bringing is an ex or not. And then I was bitching about books.”

“Ah, so really nothing.” Dom nodded and ate the late fry remaining. “Same ol’, same ol’.”

“Yeah. Unfortunately. I’ll be right back.” Josie slid out of the booth and disappeared into the bathroom after Rebecca. Dom turned over her shoulder to watch her go, an unsure expression on her face as she came back. Then again, Dom also had a lazy eye, so perhaps she had a normal expression. A sinking feeling bloomed in the pit of Hailee’s stomach, one that she tried to cast off as hunger.

“I think I see the slice of pie we ordered,” Hailee said. She let out a disappointed sigh as the waitress brought it to another table. She topped up their water and coffees, though, so the moment wasn’t lost. She had just pressed her straw to her lips when she realized that Indie was giving her a look across the table. Dom was next to her, and though it was still possible that her lazy eye was making her seem strange, she also seemed to be furrowing her brow.

“What?” Hailee asked. “What’s going on?”

“You know Rebecca’s book was in that awards nominee list, right?”

“Yeah. I had to tell the organizer since I ended up judging in her category.”

“And still,” Indie said, hitting her hand on the table in emphasis, “you say that some books don’t deserve to be there?”

“What?” Hailee said. “I was being honest.”

“You were being a dick,” Dom said. “Even I saw her hurt expression.”

“And it’s a miracle when you see anything on the left side, I know,” Hailee said, her tone jovial, but even the jokes—the jokes that Dom regularly made about herself at improv—weren’t landing. “What? I was honest. I see no problem with that.”

“You could at least tell her you weren’t speaking about her book,” Indie said. “I know there are a ton of shitty works that get rewarded. But make sure she knows she’s not among them. She’s sensitive.”

“Too sensitive. She should have grown a thicker skin. Especially after she was doxxed.” Hailee was referring to a minor incident that Indie had to help her with when Rebecca’s YouTube channel and book deal from her YouTube channel thrust her into the limelight a little too soon. Her address had been posted online, and though nothing bad had happened, it had spooked her pretty good. Indie emphasized this point now.

“I have thick skin, because I’ve deal with the trolls and assholes a lot longer. But even when the first comment hits, hell even when the 999th comment hits, it still sucks. You know it’s not true, but you need your friends—like you, Hailee—to affirm that what some anonymous talking head is saying online isn’t true.”

“Yeah,” Dom said. “You should tell her that her book is good.”

Hailee sighed. She dragged her finger along the pie plate that had now come, not eating. “What if I didn’t think her book was good?”

Indie gasped, and so did Dom. “No,” Indie said. “Really?”

“I liked it. She told the story of her parents’ deaths in the car crash quite well, considering her brain injury left so much at stake.”

“I know that story,” Hailee said. “And yeah, it’s a good story. I interviewed her for my dissertation since she had a bad speech impediment afterwards. It’s a good story. But the bi book awards aren’t about that. They are about bi representation. And her book sucked.”

“Because she didn’t mention Josie enough?” Indie asked, her brow still furrowed. “Or because Chris was the main love interest until he died in the crash, too?”

“No, that’s fine. You don’t have to have dated the equal boy-girl split to be bi. But you have to say the fucking word.” Hailee sighed. She didn’t like that her friends weren’t on her side. She didn’t like that Rebecca, someone who she genuinely loved, was mad at her words—because she had every right to say them. “Her book made the crucial bi error, guys. That’s why I can’t endorse it.”

“What’s the bi error?”

“She didn’t say the word. When she introduces this idea of Josie, she says their love transcends everything. Nice thought, and clearly true because look at their adorable faces, but…say it. Say the word. Bisexual.” Hailee dragged out the syllables. “I did a search and find in that book. Nothing. The closest she got was saying she didn’t like labels. And that’s just a cop out.”

“We are more than just labels,” Indie said. Dom nodded. “We are more than even our names on a cosmic level.”

“Of course,” Hailee agreed. “But you still need to call my name in a crowd and make me turn around. You say Hailee, not the lady who transcends everything. You use the right word.”

Indie and Dom didn’t say anything. Their silence acquiesces to her point should have felt like a victory, but she just felt like shit. “I wish Yessina was here. She’d make a fart joke or would stick straws up her nose to become a walrus.”

“Or actually do the fry eating contents with me,” Indie said with a sigh. They all took a moment to absorb Yessina’s loss before Indie looked behind her. Josie and Rebecca were still not out of the bathroom yet.

“Look,” Indie said. “Maybe you should just not mention the awards for now, okay? I don’t want another fight.”

“Another fight?” Hailee asked. When Dom was quiet, she realized she’d been out of the loop. Was this because of the awards show, or because of her constant dissertation writing? Either way, Hailee never had the chance to find out. Rebecca came out of the bathroom, followed by Josie, just as all their phones lit up again.

“Yessina has found another person to drag to this event,” Indie read aloud, her face smiling. “She’s pretty much recruiting everyone now, isn’t she?”

“We don’t have to say yes to them,” Hailee added. It was the exact wrong thing to say.

“That is the point of improv,” Rebecca snapped. “We say yes and to what is presented to us. There is no criticism. There is no—”

“You’re right,” Hailee said. Josie was beside her, followed by Rebecca in the booth. She leaned down to smile at Rebecca. Josie was holding her hand. “You’re totally right. The more the merrier.”

“Yes,” Rebecca said. She seemed to steady herself. She even smiled. “With more people though, we’re definitely going to need a bigger booth.”

“Hear, hear,” Indie said. She brought up her water glass to the centre of the table. Everyone else followed suit, including Dom who also held up her phone. “For Yessina,” she clarified. Everyone cheered again and clinked their water glasses or coffee mugs. They drank, and then, with the air somewhat cleared between them all, dug into their meal. Hailee ate as much as she could, knowing the rest of the night would be a challenge—one she wanted to meet, but one that she realized was going to require a lot more practice than she anticipated.


Chapter 6

Kit’s heart leapt into her throat as Yessina led her across campus for the auditions. She’d almost forgotten how much Yessina could talk. Her tongue was as wild as her limbs, each appendage seeming to have a mind of its own. As she chatted about her friends, her favourite movies, including some of the numerous horror titles two of her friend Dom and Josie—or was that Fry and Rebecca?—loved, Kit was almost relieved. The constant chatter kept her mind occupied. Even if she had no idea what most of what Yessina said truly meant, she still felt safe in her presence. When Yessina warmed Kit about a pothole coming up, or held a door open for her as they walked into the auditorium, that feeling of safety only bloomed.

“You ever consider becoming a bodyguard?” Kit asked. “You know, if the stunt-double-slash-comedian thing doesn’t work out.”

Yessina laughed and ran a hand through her short-cropped hair. “What makes you say that? And what makes you think those two—nay, three—things are mutually exclusive?”

“True,” Kit said. “I suppose you could also be a body-guard-slash-comedian-slash-stunt double, too.”

“That’s a lot of slashes.”

“Almost enough for a fanfic convention.”

“What?”

“Never mind.”

“Well, either way, I have a lot of career options.” Yessina beamed. “Like my kid sister’s bed and bath place she finally got up and running. I could quit the school and sleep in all day, eating her muffins.”

“Oh, that’s the dream, huh?” Kit had nearly forgotten about Yessina’s sister, Ione. She’d only seen her during the holidays when she’d driven to pick her up from dorm, but the memory of the stunning blonde was enough for Kit to start to feel at home again. She knew Yessina, and her life, even if it did seem very distant from her as she was about to meet a whole bunch of new people and audition for an improve group—something that she never, in her life, thought she’d want to do.

“And you?” Yessina asked. Their pace had slowed once they were in the auditorium. Their eyes were also still adjusting to the light. “You had a sister, yeah? Rachel or—”

“Rae. She prefers Rae.” Kit didn’t add anything else. Yessina knew about her mother, so she’d been relieved to not focus or dwell on that fact. But Rae’s pain was still too fresh, and too close by blood.

“That’s good,” Yessina said, taking the hint. She pointed to a door a couple feet in front of them. A sign was plastered on the front that stated the auditions time for Stronger Thongs. “And that’d be us.”

“Stronger thongs?” Kit repeated incredulously. “What does that even mean?”

“It’s us skating dangerously close to copyright infringement.” Yessina winked. When Kit gave her another strained expression, she elaborated. “You ever watch the show Stranger Things?”

“Eh. Not really. A lot of people talked about it…” Kit trailed off when she realized she wanted to say oncology nurses had talked about it during treatment. She shrugged. “But I never watched it.”

“Well, some of my friends are spooky. They like horror. Others are just…well, the nice word to say is liberated. But they’re kind of slutty.” Yessina held up her hands before Kit could say anything. “I am using their words, not my own. But they’re liberated and like to talk about sex. So what do you get when you have a queer group of women who are sort of spooky and sort of sexy and really goofy?”

“Stronger Thongs,” Kit said, laughing. She didn’t need to see the show to appreciate this pun and interesting use of words.

“Exactly. We are also a tight-knit group. You gotta be friends, you know, to make fun of someone in one sketch and then lift them up into the air the next.”

“I take it you’re usually the strong man, so to speak, who does that?”

“Not always. But don’t worry, I’ll make sure you grow big and strong.” Yessina had stopped at the door for some time, but now grasped the handle. “You ready?”

Kit swallowed hard. She still wasn’t sure if she was cut out for this, but as Yessina clapped a hand on her back, she wanted to try. Just for a little bit. Even if it sucked, it would be a nice story to tell Rae and Anissa. With that thought, she walked inside.

The din of the crowd filled her eardrums. There were more lights, hot and already making her face flush, set up above the stage area. The seats in front of the stage were filled with two groups of people. The first at the front were clearly Yessina’s friends, the main group of Stronger Thongs, since most of them waved as soon as she stepped inside. The second group beside them were the auditions. Most were women, of all shapes and sizes, but a man was also planted clearly in the middle of them. He seemed to rock back and forth on his heels until he spotted Yessina. Then he, too, rose and waved a hand.

“Jake,” Yessina said. She clapped her hand into his and pulled him in a tight hug. “So glad you could make it.”

“Are you sure this is okay?” Jake asked. “Because I’m getting a lot of looks.”

“Not from my ladies,” Yessina said, casting her gaze towards there group of friends. “I told them you were coming by.”

“And everyone said it was okay?”

“I haven’t checked yet.” Yessina winked. “But they trust me. I’m the enforcer.”

Jake sighed, but his face was too soft and round to linger in despair too much longer. Yessina turned to Kit and intruded the two of them. “I know Kit from school, and I know Jake from my sister’s university. He only recently switched to here. You two are friends now.”

“What?” Kit said. But Jake was already extending his hand, shaking hers, and bringing her over to the waiting area for auditions. Yessina slipped into the staging area where her friends were, and in spite of her stomach flipping as if she’d been pushed off a ledge, Kit went with Jake.

“So you got roped into this, too, huh?”

“Seems like it,” Kit said. She surveyed the women who were waiting to audition. So many seemed so young, barely nineteen. It was only she and Jake who were in their mid-twenties, something of which they both confirmed through small talk. “You ever done something like this before?”

“Once or twice,” Jake said with a shrug. “I’ve wanted to be an actor before, but auditions still freak me out.”

“Well, I’ll follow your lead. Because this is a first for me.”

“Break a leg!” Jake smiled, his dark eyes radiating true warmth. “That’s good luck. You know, since when you break a leg, it’s really saying that someone hopes you’ll get a cast. Or be in the cast. Something like that. I may have messed up the joke.”

“No, you did fine. I like it.”

Jake smiled again. Their conversation, along with the other ones occurring in the audition pool, faded as Yessina took centre stage. She welcomed everyone with her arms spread out at her side.

“We are having auditions for Stronger Thongs, our queer improv group, so that we can compete in a couple rounds this summer. We also have a couple people on our current roster who need to go off and accomplish many wonderful things, so they might step out every now and again. But while they’re all here, let me introduce them. Don’t be shocked if you’ve seen this lady’s face before. Inderpreet Singh, also known as IndieBindie, was a famous Vine star back in the day, and now she is the star of the college’s latest safety video called The Ladder.”

A brown girl with luscious black hair rose from the front row and waves. She mock-climbed a latter, which elicited some jokes that Kit didn’t really understand. Yessina introduced the next woman, a blonde woman with wide hips named Dominique, who was clearly one of her friends who was into horror. When she waved, the button up plaid shirt she had on opened and revealed the blood-soaked image of Carrie across her chest. “Dom’s co-star with her podcast, Final Girls, is none other than Josie West. Yes, from that West family, but don’t ask her for the secret home fries recipe. She will take that to her grave.”

A small woman with bouncy, girl hair stood and waved and then sat right back down. Good, Kit thought, she’s nervous, too. The woman next to Josie was introduced as her girlfriend and “YouTube Starlet herself, Rebecca Frye, also known as Spud. She has just released her book, Home Fries, so go buy it.” Yessina flashed two thumbs up. “I give it five stars. And three orders of curly fries.”

“Oh, thank you!” Rebecca—Spud—said. “I know that’s a heavy endorsement.”

“Is that a fat joke?” Yessina laughed before the insult hit. A few more titters and jeers were exchanged.

Meanwhile, Kit was blown away by Rebecca’s effortless beauty. Her dark hair was cut with bangs across her narrow face, and her long limbs had a graceful ease to them. Yessina moved onto the last person, seemingly hiding in the back of the group, and introduced her as “Smarty Pants extraordinaire, Hailee Quinn. No, not Harley Quinn the mad scientist from DC comics, though I know my gal looks sexy as hell in a lab coat.”

Kit’s stomach dropped when she saw the same red hair, light skin, and freckled face from a week ago now. The same woman who, in spite of everything, had enchanted her on first meeting—only to blow it by reaching out and touching her tattoo. That was Hailee, this Hailee, who she was now looking at with a half-open mouth. Hailee bowed when Yessina introduced her and raised her hand to wave like the queen. She seemingly fumbled when she noticed Kit. Or maybe when she noticed Jake. Or both. Either way, the air of confidence that she’d been given by Yessina faded. She slumped back in her seat.

“Okay,” Yessina said, clapping and then rubbing her hands together. “Let the auditions begin.”


Chapter 7

Kit wanted to bolt. She considered it for at least fifteen minutes while the first two women in line for their audition were ushered to the stage. They were paired with Indie and Josie and given a game called Scenes from Group Chat, where the main goal was to act out random chat sentences out of context. The first girl, with dark skin and a tight ponytail, was really good at miming. She must have been a dancer with how flawlessly controlled her movements were. Kit figured she’d do well. She’d get the part.

So why bother staying?

When the scene was called by Yessina, the two participants shook her hand and took a seat. “Now I’d like for our next two to come to the stage, while I select Hailee and Rebecca to accompany them.”

A titter passed through the crowd. Kit saw this as the exact perfect opportunity to leave. She rose and made her way towards the door she’d entered. It would mean walking through the stage, but she didn’t care. She saw the knob, felt its weight in her hand from before, and used it as a clear motivation. When she’d risen, so had Jake, misreading it as their cue for the stage.

“You nervous?” Jake said.

Kit nodded but didn’t answer him. She was halfway across the stage when she noticed Yessina next to her. “No you don’t,” she said as she clasped Kit’s shoulder. “What’s up?”

“I can’t. This is too much.”

“You’re going to be great. Hailee and Dom are professionals.”

Kit paused. “I thought it was with Rebecca?”

Yessina shrugged. “Change of plans. We gotta role with it. You ready?”

“I know Hailee. I’ve met her before. I just—”

“You’ve also met me before. No worries about conflict of interest. Unless…” Yessina nodded suddenly, as if she understood it all. “Ex?”

“No,” Kit said a little too strongly. Yessina only smiled.

“You wish her to be an ex. I see.”

“No,” Kit said again, her tone plaintive. What was she really worried about? That Hailee would try and touch her tattoo again? That she’d mention bi books again, and make Kit feel as if her own latent desire was on display? This entire place was queer, even Jake, so what the hell was she worried about? In fact, this might be the only place she could actually say what she wanted, and maybe even do what she wanted, with zero consequences.

“Ah,” Yessina said, clapping her hands together again. “I see the flicker. I got you.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Kit sighed. “I’ll stay.”

“Great.” Yessina gave her one last encouraging squeezed before she darted back to her role as the MC of this event. She stood with her hand in the air to quiet the crowd. “Thank you for your patience as we switched up the roster. Inspiration struck. So I will use this and play my favourite game for my favourite cunning linguist.” Yessina shot a look to Hailee. “You guys are playing Drinking Game. We need a place you would visit, possibly while intoxicated. Anyone?”

“Doctor’s office,” the dancer from before yelled.

“No,” someone else said. “Emergency room.”

“Vet emergency room,” someone else added, which was the final thing that made Yessina’s expression come alive.

“Perfect. Love it. Now, go guys. You’re playing Drinking Game, which means that you can’t use the letter I in your speech, and once you do, you must act progressively drunker as the punishment. Dom and Hailee, you’re the vets. Jake and Kit, you’re the ones bringing in pets that need treatment. Go.”

Kit was still processing the instructions as the first few lines of the scene began. Hailee pretended to slip on a coat while Dom pretended to perch behind a secretary desk. Jake pretended to carry a large case and opened a door in a rush.

“What seems to be the problem here?” Dom said, effortlessly not using the letter I.

“My dog,” Jake said. “He needs something—”

Yessina buzzed him. “Drank. You have now taken one shot. Go.”

Jake slumped over a little, pretending to be tipsy. “My dog got…rolled over by a car.”

“How much blood has he lost?” Hailee said. She got down on her knees as she pretended to open up the carrier and take out the animal. “Oh, he is—

Yessina buzzed her. “Drank.”

Hailee staggered a little, and then bit her lip. “What a cute doggo. Me want to pet all the hours.”

Kit made a face, but soon realized that Hailee’s staggered speech was in order to avoid the letter i. The rules of the game made more sense, and in fact, the mistakes were encouraged. She could see this firsthand as Jake continued to flub his lines and was soon acting drunker and drunker, making his explanation of his dog that was hit by a car become a zany quest of him drag racing with a werewolf, so the moonshine that he consumed ended up making him faster.

“Sir—” Dom said, then cursed. She had made her first mistake, and now began to act drunk. “Are you sure that werewolves are real?”

“Ask the expert,” Jake said, and then pointed to Kit. “She helped me.”

“With silv—Damn it. I fuck.” Dom laughed as she spoiled the rules again and again. Her character was now super drunk, and she slumped over onto the floor.

“Oh no,” Jake said. “My dog so bad hurt. Who help?”

“Up to you now,” Hailee said and pointed to Kit. “What name? Hero need name.”

“K—Kather—” Kit realized her name continued too many is.

“Catheter, good to know,” Hailee said. “You must now perform surgery.”

Kit roughly walked into the mock vet operating room and started to set up a surgical tool. She went with the flow of the conversation, only sometimes screwing up and using is, but mostly doing well. She wasn’t saying much, but when she chanced a glance at the audience, they seemed captivated.

“There, now show me what happened exactly?” Hailee said. “Was dog run like—”

“Drank,” Yessina buzzed. “You are all falling down drunk now.”

“Not me,” Kit said. She bit her lip, realizing she was breaking character. Yessina shot her a look, but then quickly passed them all a prop.

“A chair for the second round. You get a place to fall down drunk, dear doctor. But act quickly now, You’re losing the patient.”

Kit grabbed the chair and placed it in front of Hailee. She fell onto it like a maiden fainting in a Victorian novel. Kit broke character to laugh, which only made Hailee nudge her side.

“Fast-fast.”

“I’m—” Shit. Kit was buzzed, and then slumped over to act drunk. “Work fast as can.”

“The dog back here,” Hailee said as she gestured to behind her on the chair. “Dog here.”

Kit wasn’t sure what compelled her, other than the fact that she was supposed to pretend to be drunker than before, but instead of walking around Hailee to operate on the dog, she straddled her on the chair. Hailee let out a gasp—along with some people in the audience. Kit’s face went red. She placed her hands above Hailee and pretended to work on a dog. But she was sure she was transparent, utterly beat face, and trembling.

“Oh, doctor strange love,” Hailee said as she placed her hands on Kit’s waist. “Heal thyself.”

Kit shuddered. So did Hailee from what she could feel. She pretended to go on with the scene, their bodied interlinked, and just when she thought she couldn’t handle anymore, Yessina gave the signal to stop.

“Excellent work, everyone. The dog has been saved.” Yessina clapped, and so did the rest of the people in the crowd. Kit got off of Hailee right away and ran her hands through her hair. Jake and Dom shook hands, their smiles wide. Kit was about to leave, this time for real, when Hailee rose from her chair and held out her hand.

“I’m impressed with your dedication,” Hailee said, and then let out a long, luxuriating breath. “I love saying I again.”

“Yeah,” Kit said with a nod. “Strange how common its.”

“Stronger Thongs,” Dom said, whispering as she stepped by them. “It works on so many levels.”

Kit chuckled lightly. Jake was by her side, giving her another round of encouragement. Yessina cleared her throat as politely as she could and ushered the next group on stage. Kit found herself following Jake back to her spot. She was going to stay. Just for the sake of the last group. That was it. Only that.

The next group played a game called Rhymes (where everything, not surprisingly, must rhyme with what was said before); the game was with Rebecca and Yessina this time around. It was a bit odd watching as Yessina was both MC and participant, but it worked. By the time the skit was done, Kit’s side hurt from laughing.

“And scene.” Yessina bowed on stage, and then ushered the remaining people back to their seat. “We are going to deliberate now, but we probably won’t have an answer today. Sleeping on—or with—our decisions is always the best. We have your names and numbers, so expect to hear from us soon.”

Kit let out a breath as everyone rose their hands in applause again. Jake turned to her, his smile wide and friendly. “So, do you want to—”

“No,” Kit said. “I mean thank you, but I should really head home. My sister needs a babysitter and.”

Kit stopped speaking when she noticed Hailee by her side. Jake’s gaze bounced from Kit to Hailee, and then he sighed, too. “Hi Hailee.”

“I thought that was you,” Hailee said. She folded her arms across her chest. “How’s it going, Jacob?”

“Jake now,” he said, then shrugged. Kit realized that she was there for an ex, or at least some kind of past friendship from a high school and small town that Kit had never heard of. She could leave, and jet back without disturbing anyone. Kit rose from her spot in lightning speed and headed directly out the stage doors. She’d had fun, sure, and she was going to tell Rae all about this so hopefully she’d stop hassling her about being too boring for maybe two days—but this was not for her. Not even before she realized who Hailee was.

Kit spotted the bathroom across from the auditorium and went inside. After she stepped out, she shouldn’t have been surprised to feel a dozen texts from Yessina. Or to see Hailee standing just outside the auditorium door, looking for someone. Her gaze fell on her right away. She smiled and headed over.

“Hey Kit,” she said. “Not sticking around?”

“I have to watch my sister’s kid.”

“Anissa, right?”

“Yeah. So I will see you—”

“I just wanted to tell you that I thought you did really well. That operation move,” Hailee said, her smile betraying her desire. “That was good.”

Kit wished her face didn’t flame. She wished that her core, which had been pressed so close to Hailee moments earlier, wasn’t on fire. “Thanks.”

“You’ll probably get selected. Jake, too, but I’m gonna have to excuse myself from the vote on both of you. Like Yessina is as well. Conflict of interest and all.”

Kit nodded. “It’s okay, anyway. I don’t think this is for me.”

“No?”

“Nope. Anyway, see you around.” Kit turned and darted towards the door before Hailee could say anything else. Even as she struggled to lift the heavy front doors—no wonder Yessina had held it for her—she didn’t look back. She just kept darting across the campus, towards her sister’s car, her past firmly behind her.


Chapter 8

“So have you looked at that apartment rental application I got for you yet?” Rae asked as she grabbed a dish from Kit’s sink. “Or am I going to have to forge your signature like I did to make you go on your grade eight grad trip?”

Kit groaned at the memory. She had not wanted to go on the overnight adventure trip that the grade eights in her elementary school had planned. It was for a camp just outside of Niagara falls, and she thought it sounded like the most boring thing ever. What sort of Canadian hadn’t seen the falls before? Especially if you lived in Ontario, it was a rite of passage, a common wedding and vacation spot. So Kit had not wanted to go. She hid the form, but of course, Rae found it. Rae filled it out, and then got their mother to sign, and soon enough, Kit was on a bus.

“You basically kidnapped me, you know,” Kit said, eyeing her sister with deviousness as she passed her another dish to dry. “I can’t believe you didn’t get arrested.”

“Hmm. I know. But you had fun.”

“Under duress. It was Stockholm syndrome.”

“Yeah, sure. And Yessina is now going to become the big baddie in your brain, when really, I think she just saved your goddamn life.”

Kit didn’t answer. She stared at the soapy water in the sink. Over a very simple dinner of eggs and bacon, since no one in the apartment had truly wanted to cook, Kit had told her sister and Anissa the PG version of her day. Go to register for school, and then suddenly involved in a drinking game improv night. It was sort of a fun story, but of course, Rae had focused on all the wrong details. With Anissa getting ready for bed, and without a chance of hearing about the straddling over the chair, Kit had also spilled those details, too.

“I think you should do it honestly,” Rae said, continuing with her mission as if receiving no resistance from Kit. “It would be so good for you.”

“I’m not funny.”

“Funny looking,” Rae said, then shook her head. She ran a hand through Kit’s dark hair and sighed. “I take that back. You’re stunning, actually.”

Again, Kit said nothing. She washed more dishes and passed them to Rae, all the while she went through all the comedians that she didn’t think were funny. “And they still have jobs. This is a volunteer thing, so you should do it.”

“I might not make it in,” Kit said. “They have to vote and Yessina can’t since she knows me.”

“So?”

“So,” Kit said. “I’m not that good. Even in school, I was a solid B student.”

“B’s good! We overestimate the Bs. B is fantastic in the FDA drug system, too. No one gets an A. Nothing gets an A. No one wants perfect, you know? We always want the Bs.”

Kit had heard her sister rant about the FDA drug system. Even if they were in Canada, the US’s policy influenced a lot of Canada’s laws, and between her patients and their combined treatments for cancer, her sister had a lot of opinions on drugs and their grading system.

“But you, you are a more dynamic human,” Rae said, moving on from her rant. “And it honestly sounds like you enjoyed yourself. Who cares if you’re the best at something anymore? I mean that with this improv, whether or not you get selected, and with your courses. I love that you’re going to finish your degree, but don’t beat yourself up, either. A B is a great grade.”

Kit wanted to argue that Bs didn’t get scholarships—but then she remembered, once again, that there were no scholarships anymore. She’d lost those when their mother was diagnosed. And now, they didn’t need them. She was only going part-time, and since she registered so late, there were only a handful of glasses to pick from. Yessina had gotten her all set up to select, but she still had to do that now.

“Do you mind if I step back from the dishes, actually?” Kit asked. “I should really get my classes in line so I know whether or not I have a class tomorrow.”

“Ew, Friday class. Don’t take it. Whatever it is, drop it already.”

Kit laughed. Rae took over her spot at the dishes and brought out the drying wrack to take over for her role. Kit brought her laptop from her bag and fired it up on the kitchen table. She combed over some of the notes she’d taken, reminding herself what classes she was eligible for, and what she wanted to learn about. Did she still want to be an accountant? Maybe she could take something more business oriented. Or comedy, since she was finding that even if she may not be too funny, she had a lot of opinions on funny things. There was a comedy class too—but it was Greek comedy, and she didn’t have the prerequisite for it.

“Any luck?” Rae asked after she’d slotted away the last dish. “Are you a doctor or dentist or archaeologist now?”

“I think I might be a feminist.”

“Everyone should be.” Rae snuck over to Kit’s shoulder and looked at her proposed timetable. The only classes that weren’t filled up for her elective were two Women’s Studies Courses and another one she’d already taken in math.

“Slim pickings,” Rae said. “But you were good at math. And you are good at women.”

“Shush.”

“What? It’s probably an interesting class. Like I said, everyone should be a feminist.” Rae was quiet as she seemed to read the course write up for the Women’s Studies class. “Wow. Could you make it sound any less fun?”

“I know,” Kit said. She’d read the write-up for the Intro Course, thought it seemed okay, but anything else the department offered seemed as if someone who hated fun wrote them.

“This class in feminist research methods combines the results of…I am asleep,” Rae said. “You have put me to sleep.”

“The course has a good review online, though,” Kit said, pulling up another window to verify her claim. “And everyone says the professor is nice. Amelia Browne or something like that.”

“Go for it, then. Sounds like you can handle it. And it’s not Friday morning, so you’re set.”

“It is Friday night.”

“Oh Jesus.”

“I know, I know. But unless you need me here for Anissa…?” Kit bit her lip. She hadn’t quite realized how much she wanted this until the possibility it might be taken away happened. Rae made a show of considering this, but of course, she nodded. “I can make it work. As long as you’re happy with your dryer than melba toast Friday nights.”

“I am,” Kit said, and truly meant it. Any Friday where she was not watching her mother or sister go through cancer treatment sounded pretty great. While Rae went to put Anissa to bed, Kit finished up her registration. She downloaded the PDF of her new part time glass schedule and put it on her phone.

She beamed. She radiated happiness. It finally felt as if something was going right. When she glanced down at the schedule, she even noticed that—in spite of having her math class on Thursday afternoons—she’d still have a chance to go to improv.

If she wanted. If she was selected. Either way, it might be nice to stop by again. She was in the middle of that thought when her sister plopped down at the kitchen table. “I think she’s ready to go to college, too.”

“Anissa?”

“Yes. She asked way too many questions about the book I’m reading to her,” Rae said, shaking her head. “Damn girl’s too smart for me already. I thought I had until at least the hormones kicked in.”

Kit patted her sister’s hand sympathetically. “You got this. I’ve never seen a more capable person.”

“Good. But I still need your help every so often.”

“Of course. I’m going to be an expert in Feminist Research methods, Women’s Studies 101, and Math for Business by September.” Kit smiled. “So basically I’ll be able to do lady’s taxes.”

“Hot. And you’ll be able to babysit, right? So you should get that apartment.” When Kit’s expression fell, Rae pouted even more. “Come on. Please? Just look at the building. It can’t be that bad. It’s basically this building but smaller.”

“I don’t think it is that bad. I just…”

“Oh, what? The cute girl who you straddled and who touched you tattoo?” Rae gave her a strained look. “Just get it.”

“What?”

“You know what I mean, I’m not explaining the birds and the bees. Make Professor Browne tell you the art of scissoring.”

Kit swallowed hard. She was used to talking to her sister about love and dating—the three-year age difference became so much smaller when Kit finally reached eighteen—but this was different, somehow. Was it because Rae saw her, too? And in some way, deep down, she worried about competing with Rae? What if Hailee really wanted her sister, and not her?

“I’m out of the ring,” Rae said, already anticipating the issue. “There’s a cute doctor I like.”

“Really?”

Rae nodded and feigned fanning herself with the notepad on the counter. As she expanded on her own latest crush, Kit listened like a good sister slash friend. She also found her own resistance to speaking about Hailee fall away. When Rae nodded, said that she was determined to see Dr. Samsa again, Kit allowed that maybe—just maybe—she thought Hailee was cute.

“Okay. Great. So what’s the problem?”

Kit’s stomach quaked. “What if…it goes wrong?”

“So? Things go wrong. We always get over them. And it’s worth it to have the experience.”

“Even with Brad?”

Rae shrugged. Mere mention of her ex caused her face to fall, and Kit already felt bad. “I shouldn’t bring up bad blood.”

“You’re bringing up reality. That’s fine. But yes, I think I learned from that experience. Get it when you can, because you never know what will happen.”

Kit nodded. The advice was average, normal—but coming from Rae it felt profound. Rae took advantage of her moment of contemplation to show her the apartment rental form again, along with the building’s website. Kit liked the place. She really did. But if something went wrong, could she really stand to live so close to someone she might love i the future? Could she stand being part of an improv group, too? She didn’t think so. The broken heart would ache too much.

“I mean,” Kit expanded as she explained to Rae why she still didn’t want to live in the building, “Brad sucks but at least he’s not next door.”

“I still see him to bring Anissa to him,” Rae reminded her. “You find ways to do the things you simply must do.”

“That’s…different. That’s an actual responsibility.”

“And your life is your own. You need to live it before it slips away.”

Kit swallowed. Rae didn’t mean ‘slips away’ as in die, but that was all she could hear. She didn’t want to die—who did—but she also didn’t want to be wrong. Kit was so twisted up inside with possibilities and failures that she also failed to see what was right in front of her. A nice woman with red hair, and surprisingly little freckles, an old friend from her past who was gregarious and kind, and a building close to her sister, who was the best person in the world.

“Maybe,” Kit said. She closed the laptop lid. “I’ll think about it.”

“Excellent,” Rae said, already knowing that she, as ever, had been victorious.


Chapter 9

“Oh, fuck.”

Hailee’s headphone was pulled out of her ear as she lifted the door to the university mail room. The jerking motion it caused was enough for her to break her long silence, along with the long silence of the hallway. No one was ever around campus on Friday nights, especially in the summer, so it had been the perfect place to…read alone in her office for the past three hours. And was it really reading if she was listening to it? That question had gone through her head this morning when someone from one of the bigger publishers of erotica had reached out to her with review copies of their latest productions.

We’ve seen your work on the Blue and Pink Awards, and Deborah recommended we reach out to you. Would you like being a reviewer? I’ve attached a catalogue.

Hailee had clicked the catalogue right away, not even bothering to make sure that this wasn’t a spam link. She wanted to read more erotica, hell yes, sign her up. It was only an hour later when the person got back to her that she realized these were all audiobook titles. Her degree in English Literature raised its pedantic head, and she wondered if this truly counted as reading. If it was erotica, too, wasn’t it just like she was listening to pornography? Surely this wasn’t supposed to be part of her research work. She was in the middle of drafting and email to Olive to ask if this would also count under her “service” work in the academy when she accidentally hit play on her computer. The audio file opened.

She was enchanted right away. The woman’s voice who narrated Wet ‘n’ Slippery was low and sultry. She laughed when her characters laughed. She could hear her smile when they smiled, too. And the sex scenes…it was not like listening to pornography at all. It was crisp and sharp, and sexy as hell.

Hailee never bothered to finish the email to Olive. She kicked back at her desk and listened until she realized she was not dressed. Then, for want of something to do or where to go, she ended up at the school. She wrote the one review for the title she’d finished in a flash of desire and productivity, posted it online after a skim-read, and continued on with the next. It was only as she stepped into the department mail room and the headphones were rudely jerked out of her phone that she felt any sort of disruption from her erotica fuelled haze.

“Fuck. I mean shoot. Shit. Hmm.”

Hailee chuckled lightly as she ran a hand through her hair. She’d heard so many expletives in the past six hours that they were now back to part of her vocabulary. She’d eradicated most of them when she became a teacher, even though she’d practiced them a bunch when she was in speech therapy as a teenager. Fuck was a hard word for her to say, after all, both in anger and desire. Mastering it—among the other hard consonants—ended up being a way to gauge her own recovery, so her therapist had allowed exercises with it present, though she preferred Buck or Chuck more often than now.

Hailee brushed aside the memory as she bent down to retrieve her headphones from the floor. She’d ended up squeezing her phone too tight in the process of being tangled and had incidentally restarted it. She sighed, a mix of heady frustration and low-burning annoyance. She’d been thinking about breasts and butts and fucking and licking so much that she barely had a moment to recognize where she was.

And the mail room was so un-sexy. She hadn’t been here since last semester when she taught but had walked down the hallway now by rote memory. Since she was here, and it would still be a while before [Olive] came back online, she checked her mailbox.

Two thick brown envelopes caught her off-guard. One was, surprise-surprise, another review book request. Since this envelope seemed to be in everyone else’s mailbox as well, she knew it wasn’t person and didn’t feel remotely bad about leaving the copy of Everyday English in the Workplace on the freebie table just outside the mailboxes, for anyone to take. The second brown envelope was marked with the teaching centre’s stamp and contained her teaching evaluations for last semester. Hailee perked right up, eager to receive this package since she’d been given a more challenging class, often reserved for upper year PhDs to stretch their pedagogical muscles and see if they could sink or swim in another teaching discipline outside of, or peripherally related to, English. Since Olive’s main forte was linguistics, that was exactly what she’d been given.

She opened the package eagerly. The first page was a mathematical summary of the results, broken down by distinct categories to which the students graded her performance. Deadlines workload, and other things related to the course content was also there, and she was not surprised in the least to see those results as skewing lower. Olive had warned her that linguistics was hard, like English and math mashed together, and sometimes students struggled. They blamed the prof, too, when this happened—so she wasn’t that surprised to see most of her own rankings in the middle range. When she’d taught fantasy fiction one year, she had a delightful time and had scored amazing ratings, with only the occasional comment of how hard the workload was. She’d written that off, too, since of course the workload was hard in fantasy. Most of the best books were at least four hundred pages long.

Though disappointed in her paltry averages across the board, Hailee tried not to let it bum her out. It was the class. It was hard. It was also taught in winter, and from what she could recall, those classes always scored the lowest too because people were depressed at the snow. The lack of light. Whatever else was going on, too. So instead of dwelling on her prototypical C grade for her teaching, she leapt to the remaining pages. This was where she got to see each and every form filled out by the students in her class, anonymously of course, and where they had the chance to contextualize their rankings with comments. She smiled wide, remembering her first teaching evaluation that called her the “best prof ever.” She couldn’t exactly quote that like some authors quoted book reviews on their blurb, but she could put it in a teaching portfolio and hope for the best.

Hailee read over the first page. Then she skipped to the second. She was on the fifth one before she read anything that didn’t make her stomach turn, and it wasn’t even a good comment. While the previous students had either reiterated how much they hated the readings, or left most of their comment blanks, this student had only filled out the form when it came to them, and the words were barely praise at all.

Prof is smart and knows her stuff, but I just don’t understand a word she says.

Hailee’s stomach dropped when the next student said the same thing, only with slightly more animosity. That feeling seemed to grow and grow, until she was suddenly reading a comment about how unfair she was in her grading, and how she may as well cancel all the classes since she was going to fail them from the start.

She tries to teach us, but she goes too fast, and I never understood a thing.

I needed a tutor to get through this class.

Hailee is disorganized and has no idea what she’s doing.

Prof Quinn is smart, but she’s also kind of mean. I felt so dumb in her class.

Hailee realized the papers were shaking. She set them down on the side table in the mail room that served to hold interoffice envelopes and other office supplies. Some of the paperclips cascaded out of their holder from her shaking. She tried to pick them back up and slot them away, but it was too hard.

“Fuck,” she said as she dropped the clips. “F-f-f-fuck.”

Hailee shut her eyes. This was not worth getting this upset over. This was one class, a hard class, and that was why the students were calling her mean. That was it! She repeated this over and over again in her mind, trying to channel what Olive would say about all of this, but it still hurt. She placed all the paperclips back in their proper place and then glanced down at her reviews again.

I can throw them out, she thought. Pretend they never happened. She grabbed them in her hand and hovered over the recycling. The department only encouraged grad students to keep these in order to pad a portfolio with good reviews. bad ones did not help. And including that one student who said she was smart was superfluous. If she had a teaching position at a university, that was already implied. Adding anything else to her degree would only make it seem as if she was a heel. Even if I’ve been thought dumb my whole life because I couldn’t say words, Hailee thought, doesn’t mean I need to keep proving hicks from my hometown wrong.

With a steady sigh, Hailee nodded. She dumped the reviews in the recycling bin and walked out of the office mail room. She was careful, this time, to make sure her headphones didn’t get caught on the door.

* * * *

Hailee was halfway through the first chapter of her new audiobook when she noticed someone dart out of one of the large lecture rooms on the first floor of the Arts building. Her English Department office was on the second floor, so she’d not gone too far from her comfort zone. Hailee was about to dismiss the person as a summer school student, or maybe even one of the gung-ho students who studied in any empty room across campus, when she recognized the dark hair and tanned skin.

“Kit?” Hailee called out. She paused the sex scene on her phone. “Is that you, Kit?”

Kit had been heading towards the same exit as Hailee, but three feet in front of her. She froze once she heard her name. She turned slowly, and then relaxed for a brief second when she saw it was Hailee. “Oh, hi,” she said, stiffening again. “How are you?”

“I’m good, thank you,” Hailee said, delighting in the easy small talk. That sort of thing always made her smile because it was one of the most practiced things from speech therapy, something she always did well on. “What about you? What are you doing on campus so late? I’m used to it being a dead zone on Friday night.”

Kit winced at the words. Under the low lights of the exit, it was hard to tell if she was squinting at the setting sun or not. “I was in class.”

“Oh. Is it still…?”

“Yeah, but its group work time. I don’t do group well.”

“Who does?” Hailee laughed lightly. “I thrive alone most of the time. At least academically. So are you heading back home? To your sister’s? We could—”

“I don’t want to do improv,” Kit said. “I got the email in class, too, and I just don’t think it’s something I’m into. I also have a math class that afternoon, and it’ll be—”

“No need to explain. I’m more than okay with you sitting in the sidelines. Because you should totally come to our shows. Even if you’re not on the stage, you can still participate. That’s the beauty of it.”

Kit nodded slowly. “Maybe.”

“Okay. I like maybes.” Hailee sighed. Her heart still felt heavy from the reviews, and in spite of how much she wanted to dive back into Wet ‘n’ Slippery, she realized she was also deeply in need to human contact. The narrator’s voice was nice, but nothing when compared to the real thing. “So,” Hailee said, gesturing towards the exit that they were still stalled in front of. “Do you want to share a bus back? Or maybe get coffee?”

“I didn’t think anything was open on campus. I’m starving, actually,” Kit confessed. “That class went right through dinner, and I thought I could buy something.”

“Rookie summer school mistake. Everything here closes at four. I made the same error when I taught here my first year. But I’ll tell you my secret.”

Kit looked at Hailee in the silence that followed. Hailee beamed as she gestured to the strip mall across campus, somewhat blocked now by the newly constructed engineering building, but one that had literally glowed for her like an oracle one day in summer. “There’s a diner about ten minutes away on foot. Endless coffee and great cake. Or burger and fries if you’re really hungry. What do you say?”

Kit seemed torn. She looked towards the direction Hailee had gestured to, maybe even seeing the neon signs in her mind’s eye that Hailee had also seen, but she didn’t move. “I don’t know. My sister needs me back at home anyway, and she probably has leftovers.”

“Leftovers are for lunch. Dinner, though, that’s a new experience. Come on, it could be fun.”

“I should really get back. My sister—”

“She’s a very capable lady,” Hailee said. “And if she needs you, she can call you.”

“She thinks I’m in class.”

“Even more of a reason, then, to have some food with me. Yeah?” Hailee sighed when Kit still refused to answer, but also refused to walk away. Hailee didn’t want to pester her, she really didn’t, but this was…frustrating to say the least. And after texting Rebecca all day as well, and not receiving any kind of response, not even in group chat, she couldn’t stand much more of the silent treatment. “Look,” Hailee said, using her teacher voice that she used to level with her students. “You don’t have to eat a meal with me, or drink coffee with me, or do improv or anything else you don’t want to do. I don’t want to force anyone into anything, because that’s just not fun.”

“But?”

“But,” Hailee emphasized. “Don’t act like you’re not interested. I’m here. You’re here. Let’s go get food. If you want to say no, say no. But don’t maybe me to death, okay?”

Kit looked down and away. Hailee braced herself for her to walk away and never speak to her again, like one of her friends had done during her undergrad. And elementary school. And high school, too. Hailee was caught in a minor vortex of her friends abandoning her for a second before Kit finally nodded.

“Okay, sure. Just for a snack or something, though. If that’s good?”

“Yes,” Hailee said, smiling. “I know just the thing.”


Chapter 10

Less than a half an hour later, Kit and Hailee were both in a back booth at Mel’s Diner, nursing two milkshakes and sharing a large order of fries. Hailee delighted in the whipped cream on top of her strawberry shake right away, dipping the fries into it with gusto, while Kit let the cream on her chocolate shake melt down to the gooey centre.

“So what do you think?” Hailee asked. She gestured to the retro posters on the wall for the 50 Foot Woman and the juke box that glowed neon in the corner. A cut-out of Elvis was at the front, acting as a mock hostess, and there were a group of first years posing with him now. “It’s a little tacky, but it’s the place where most of us from the improv group go to decompress.”

“Decompress?” Kit asked, snatching a fry. “It seems a bit loud for that.”

“Yeah, well, shockingly, most of those guys are extroverts. They recharge around people. I’m an introvert, though, and tend to prefer my apartment by myself. Actually,” Hailee corrected rather quickly. “I prefer to hang out with Tootsie.”

“He was a sweet dog,” Kit said as she snatched up another fry. She was clearly much hungrier than she gave herself credit for, and it wasn’t long before Hailee was ordering another plate. Their conversation floated on the safe topics like school and work, their basic interests, and of course, comedy. When Hailee spoke of her undying love of the Leslie Neilson comedy films, especially his role as Frank Drebin in The Naked Gun, Kit looked at her as if she had ten heads.

“Don’t tell me you’ve never heard of him before?” Hailee said, a hand over her chest aghast. “Leslie Neilson is a Canadian comedy classic.”

“He’s Canadian?”

“You are breaking my heart. How old are you?” Hailee asked, and when Kit merely laughed, she held up her hands in mock acquiescence. “I know, I know. Rude to ask a lady how old she is. But this is for important Canadian history. Are you even aware of the existence of the Kids in the Hall? Or have you been deprived of yet another Canadian classic?”

“I think I remember Scott something or other,” Kit said, naming one of the members. “But not from Kids in the Hall.”

“From what, then?”

Kit shrugged, mumbled something about a short-lived TV show called Hannibal, and Hailee nodded along easily. “Right. That’s Scott Thompson. He was in that horror show, and Josie loved it. Just loved the shit out of it. Especially when they made one of the leads a bi lady. It wasn’t’ too bad actually.”

“So you like horror, too?” Kit asked. “I supposed I should have figured with the diner posters.”

“Not a huge horror fan, actually. That’s just some of us. I think they can be too goofy, so I’ll watch the spooky goofy horror. Like Ghostbusters.” Hailee sighed. “You do know of that, yes?”

“Yes, I do. I’ve seen all of them, actually,” Kit said. “Including the new one. And before you say anything about that, I did like it.”

“Good.” Hailee pretended to mop her brow as if they’d had a heated debate. “That’s a relief.”

“Someone actually mentioned the new Ghostbusters in my class tonight,” Kit said after a moment.

“Weren’t you in a Feminist Research methods class? I hardly think the paranormal counts.”

“Prof Browne said it did.”

“Oh, her! I love her. Part of my dissertation committee. But anyway,” Hailee said, brushing aside her academics. “How did Ghostbusters come up?”

When Kit spoke again, her voice was soft. Her hunger was now sated, and she was getting ready to open up—at least, Hailee hoped. “We were doing introductions and she wanted everyone to say why they were in this class. You know, the personal story. This one girl mentioned that she’d seen Ghostbusters and realized that women could be professors. Not just actors, or Ghostbusters, but professors, because that occupation is never shown. Prof Browne backed her up, too. Almost all lady professors are crazy in some regard.”

“That’s true, actually. Even in the movie Candyman. Huh.” Hailee nodded, not quite putting this together before. “What was your story?”

“Hmm?”

“Why did you take that class?”

Kit smiled, but it was difficult. “It was the only one open.”

“Bullshit.”

“Bullshit?”

“Yes,” Hailee said. “Not very teacher-ly of me, but even if I’m not teaching this semester, I can still call out bullshit from a mile away. That’s not the reason you’re in that class. So tell me the real one.”

Kit stared at Hailee. It lasted for longer than a typical blink, and in that moment, Hailee felt completely bare. She was the one being stripped, not Kit, and it felt just like so many of her students saying she was smart, but she was also mean. It felt like Rebecca not answering her texts, in spite of being super tight. Damn. Hadn’t she forced Rebecca to watch all the Leslie Neilson movies, too? And then she had gone back around and made her watch Candyman. Just when Hailee thought her own thoughts were too much, Kit finally answered.

“I didn’t tell them anything true,” she said. “I said something like I left school years ago after failing out, and wanted to come back, and since this class seemed like it didn’t shy away from failure, it would be good for me. Something like that. Professor Browne loved it, actually. Said that failure was a matter of perspective, and so often, women are the ones who seem to fail in history, but that’s only because our grading schema is wrong.”

“Yes,” Hailee said. “Oh, damn. I love her.”

“Yeah. So that’s what I said.”

“But it’s not the truth. So what is?”

“It’s…my mom. That’s why I left, too. We were looking at case studies in groups, and we got an article criticizing the breast cancer movement. You know, the whole pink thing? Save the boobies?”

Hailee nodded. “Always thought it was a little childish, but if it’s for a good cause, how bad can it be?”

“A lot, apparently.” Kit summarized some of the article while talked about misplaced funding, sexist advertising, and other features which made it sound like a pretty typical feminist 101 reading. Hailee really didn’t care about the information. She cared about Kit, about how her hands shook, and then how her voice trembled a tiny bit as she went on. “I couldn’t handle it, honestly. I didn’t want to have an academic opinion on the article because my mom died of breast cancer.”

“Oh. I’m so sorry. I—”

“It’s okay. I mean, it sucks, and I also just realized when I was in class that Mother’s Day was this weekend, so it was like I was hit with a sucker punch on top of a low blow from the article, and I just had to leave.” Kit shrugged. She picked at her fries. “Probably was a little hungry, too. Everything is always so much worse when you’re hungry.”

“I hear that. I get hanger a lot of the time. Just too damn hard to be nice and hungry at the same time.”

“My sister would say the same thing.” Kit sighed. “She had breast cancer, too.”

“Now? Earlier?” Hailee asked, then realized the details weren’t important. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

“She’s okay. She survived. Our mother didn’t, and that sucks. But I was doing okay, you know? I wasn’t getting too upset about things the past little while. I was leaving my room again. I was thinking about moving again. Then…this.”

“Hey,” Hailee said. She wanted to put a hand over Kit’s but was worried that it’d be too much contact. She settled it on the booth’s table and tried to steady her voice. “I think you’re still doing good. I don’t know the details, but I don’t think I need to.”

“Why not?”

“Because right now, you seem good. You’re eating. Talking. Even laughed at a couple of my bad jokes.” When Hailee said this, Kit smiled—just barely—but it was enough. “So I think you’re okay. It might not feel that way, but it is true.”

“Thank you, Doctor Phil,” Kit said, and then tilted her head. “Though maybe I shouldn’t say that either, because I’m pretty sure another article that one of the groups got today was about the Oprah effect, and how bad everything there was.”

“Oprah is bad?”

Kit shrugged her shoulders high. “I have no idea. I just think that class might be there to suck the life out of things.”

“No,” Hailee said. She rehashed some of what she knew about Professor Browne, and some of her own research, just to give Kit some context. “Even if it’s a first- or second-year course, they only have to be that critical because they’re getting people to think for the first time like, ever. But you’ve already done the thinking. You’re older than most students, yeah?”

“I’m twenty-six, by the way. Since that’s the second time you’ve asked.”

Hailee bit her lip, blushing slightly. “Thanks. I know. I sort of needed to check myself before I asked a student out again, you know?”

Kit nodded slowly, but she didn’t meet Hailee’s gaze. She’d been bold. She knew she’d been bold, and she wanted to thank the erotica’s author for the ease at which she could ask Kit out. She didn’t stutter, not once. And she didn’t doubt herself, either, even as Kit remained quiet.

The waitress came over and they both ordered coffee. Since they hadn’t touched the fries in a while, Hailee asked for it to go.

“Do you want to share a bus?” Hailee asked. “Or we can still hang around together here? I can also go back to listening to the lesbian erotica I’ve been listening to all day and give you a private bubble on our way back to our very separate apartments.”

“Lesbian erotica?”

In a flash, Hailee was showing Kit the book’s cover on her phone and explaining how she’d ended up with it. Kit’s expression changed from flat to dynamic, especially as Hailee waxed philosophic if this truly counted as reading. “I think it does now, but hey, I’ll get into a debate about it, sure.”

“I…I can’t believe you’re an introvert.”

“What?” Hailee let out a low cackle. “Why not?”

Kit seemed to gesture to her phone, to the diner, to…everything before she finally said, “You’re way too funny to be an introvert.”

“That is a misconception. I do my best jokes after I’ve been alone all damn day. I recharge that way. You just happen to have me now in the middle of a long silent span. Trust me, the moment I’m indoors, I will cocoon and watch my movies. Recharge with Leslie Neilson—or Kids in the Hall if I’m having a better day—for fun.”

“Okay,” Kit said.

“Okay what?”

“I’d like to share a bus with you,” Kit said. “I should really see my sister before I head back to my own place. She will probably want to know all about the feminist class, since she also encouraged me to take it.”

“Ah, sisters doing it for yourselves. Love it.” Hailee paid for the two of them when the waitress came back with their fries. She batted Kit’s hand away when she tried to pay her back, and then held the door for her as they left. On the bus, Kit became animated again. She spoke of her sister, her niece Anissa, and how she was still wondering if she should move from her small, squat apartment downtown.

“Where downtown?” Hailee asked. “I really did think you lived there, then your sister asked about my place.”

“She did?” Kit ran a hand through her hair, embarrassed. “She hates my place. It’s cramped and in the middle of two frat houses.”

“Two?”

“Yes.” Kit described that in spite of Canada being super progressive in some ways, there were frat houses which had parties late into the night and kept up signs that said “Weekends are for the boys” in their windows. “I get cat-called a lot, too.”

“You need to move, yes,” Hailee said. “And that’s not even because I now want you as my sexy neighbour.”

Kit was quiet, but she did blush. “Sorry,” Hailee said quickly. “The erotica has me completely bold.”

“I don’t mind. I just…don’t have as much practice as you.”

“Are you calling me a slut?”

Kit burst out laughing. Then she calmed as she pulled the lever for their stop. “No, not in the least.”

“It’s okay if you are. I mean, Indie calls me it all the time.”

“Does she?”

“I call her one, too. It’s a thing.” Hailee shrugged. Kit’s gaze on her body felt intentional now. And as much confidence as the erotica book had given her, Hailee was also well aware that her social battery was about to run out. She needed to get home, take the dog for a walk, and relax in all the ways she needed to relax—but Kit’s gaze was so tempting. “You should come inside,” Hailee added.

“Hmm?”

“My apartment, I mean. I should give you a tour. So you can see whether or not it works for your needs, you know?”

“Ah. I see.”

“Just a tour,” Hailee insisted. “I’ve gotta get myself to bed, after all.”

Kit rose from the seat as the bus got caught at a light. Their stop was next, so Hailee followed Kit from their spot down towards the door while the bus was stationary. She didn’t answer her question until they had stepped out and began heading towards their apartment buildings, side by side.

“Sure,” Kit said. “A tour would be lovely.”


Chapter 11

The tour was halted for a moment as Tootsie darted over to Hailee and requested immediate attention. “I know, I know, boy,” Hailee said as she cuddled him in her arms. She grabbed a treat from the white jar she kept on her front hall closet and held it up for Tootsie until he was quiet. She rewarded him one more time with a treat, just to keep him acting in the best way possible to complete the promised tour.

“So, welcome,” Hailee said as she rose again to her feet. She kicked off her flats but told Kit she didn’t need to worry about her shoes.

“No, no, it’s an important part of the process.” Kit smiled as she slipped off her own flats. Her socks only went up to her ankles, and in the space between her jeans and socks, Hailee swore she saw a tattoo. Another tattoo, she reminded herself. Her throat was dry in that moment, and she tried to bring back her focus.

“So it’s not too clean,” Hailee apologized. “But you get the idea. Hallway, closet, storage area with washer and dryer, which by the way, is totally worth it. I hate Laundromats.”

“Same.”

“That’s another plus for the building, then.” While Hailee walked into her kitchen, she winced at the dishes, but tried to talk fast so she could focus more on the pluses of the buildings, like the balcony, the nice carpets, and the spacious master bedroom.

“How’s the oven work?”

“Well,” Hailee said, sighing. “I just haven’t’ cleaned it in a long damn time. Please don’t judge me.”

“No heat, no judgement.” Kit held up her hands. “But heat though, that’s good? It works?”

“There’s A/C on right now,” Hailee said, unsure what Kit meant. “But yeah, in the winter, the heat for the building is good. You gotta pay for it yourself, so depending on how warm you like it, and what floor you’re on—”

“No, sorry. I meant the oven. The heat is good? Even?”

“I think so.”

“My oven right now is shit,” Kit said. “It’s the main reason why I’ve been eating so much at my sister’s place. Unless it’s toast or microwavable soup, everything I cook sort of sucks there.”

“Oh. Well, yeah. I’m no chef, but I’ve made lots of stuff in the oven. It works great.”

“Baking, too?”

“Yes, actually. I made Yessina an upside-down pineapple cake for her birthday. Hard as hell to do,” Hailee said, flashing back to the memories of just how to make the pineapple upside-down. “But all errors in that were from me. Not the oven.”

“Okay, then. I think I’m good.”

“Okay?” Hailee paused in the middle of her tour. She gestured to her bedroom. “You don’t want to keep going?”

“And see the bedroom where you read erotica late into the night?”

“Excuse you,” Hailee said, playing along with Kit’s coy demeanour. “I watch Leslie Neilson movies late at night. Read erotica during the day. Big difference.”

“Ah.”

“Yes. Geek in the sheets. Or at least, I like to laugh a lot more in my bed than is probably healthy.” Hailee bit her lip once she realized what she had said. Oh, she needed to be alone. To go to bed. Which was too bad, too, because the way Kit was looking at her now—a mix of desire and delight—made her knees weak. It made her feel like the protagonist from the first erotica book she’d finished, when she was pleasuring her lover and felt her own orgasm course through her without touch.

“I usually listen to music in bed,” Kit confessed. “But sometimes I listen to comedy music.”

“Like stand-up tapes?” Hailee asked, then quickly added, “Or Weird Al?”

Kit chuckled. “Not Weird Al, but sort of like that. You ever hear of Lonely Island?”

“Andy Samberg’s joke band?” When Kit nodded, Hailee let out a low breath. “Yes, I love them. Ridiculous and amazing.”

“Yeah…My sister and I used to watch the YouTube clip for their work when we were waiting for my mom in the hospital. Or when we were tired at night, lying on the couch, and we’d often fall asleep. That’s been where I’ve been sleeping a lot, actually.”

Hailee nodded. “You really should move, then.”

“I will. I think I will.”

Hailee nodded. She could sense that their meeting was over, and while part of her wanted it to spiral on all night, she led Kit to the door. “I probably won’t be able to move in until the end of the month,” Kit added as she got her shoes on. “And my sister needs me to bake something for a fundraiser for Anissa’s school.”

“That’s fun.”

“Yes. But…I know it’s presumptuous, but maybe we could bake together? You sound like you know what you’re doing. I think Yessina loved that cake, if I’m remembering her stories correctly. She does tell a lot of them.”

“That she does. But I’m not that talented. I can barely boil water most days.”

Kit arched a brow. “Now who’s pretending like they’re not interested?”

Hailee swallowed hard. Oh, Kit had her. Kit had her so bad. Hailee could only laugh.

“Is that a yes to baking?” Kit teased. “Because you can’t keep teasing me with maybe.”

“I might have come on a little strong then,” Hailee said. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay.” Kit took out her phone for a moment and asked for Hailee’s number. For baking, she emphasized. Hailee gave it over, and they were back to their original cat and mouse game of being coy and being too forward as they said goodbye. Just as Hailee opened the door, and Kit slid out of it, Hailee decided to be bold. She put a hand on her shoulder and brought their mouths together in a kiss.

Kit, to her shock, did not kiss back right away. Even as Hailee lingered, Kit still seemed like stone underneath. Hailee pulled away, just as Tootsie started to bark.

“Fuck,” she said. “I mean shoot. Tootsie, please.”

“It’s okay,” Kit said. She gestured down the hallway. “I know my way out. Take care of Tootsie, though, and I’ll text you about baking soon.”

“Okay.” Hailee gave a crooked smile. She held Tootsie by his collar and waited until the sound of Kit’s footsteps in the hall could now be heard. She shut her door tight, which only caused Tootsie to bark again as his chance at freedom was diminished before his eyes.

“Just shush,” she said to her dog. “I need a f-f-f-fucking minutes.”

Hailee sighed. She ran a hand through her hair. She tried to repeated fuck aloud without screwing it up several times but got nowhere. She finally caved, attached Tootsie’s leash to him quickly, and took him out for a walk. The entire time, she was silent.


Chapter 12

“What do you know about Hailee Quinn?”

Yessina quirked a brow to Kit’s question as she lifted a mauve coloured dumbbell to her chin. She switched to the other hand and did a rep before she answered Kit’s question. “I know she’s single. Is that what you’re asking?”

“No,” Kit said far too quickly. She tried to play up her tone as part of the elliptical machine that she was still struggling with. When Yessina had texted her asking if she wanted to go to the gym together, Kit had initially thought it was the worst idea in the world. Of course, Rae reminded her that she had that gym membership. It didn’t matter that she’d bought that before Rae had gotten sick, it was still just as good now as it ever was. Kit checked online, realized she only had a month left of the membership, and soon became determined to not let it go to waste.

She wasn’t so sure if she was cut out for this, though. Her arms already smarted, and her thighs ached. She got off the elliptical machine, grabbed a towel, and wiped the sweat off her face.

“You are not done,” Yessina said. “You barely broke a sweat.”

“I’m not in as good a shape as you.”

“Bullshit,” Yessina said. “You are stunning.”

“But not strong.” Kit furrowed her brows. Yessina’s tone of ‘bullshit’ reminded her so much of Hailee. She could have told Yessina that she was single. It had been so obvious from her invitation to the diner, then her kiss as Kit was leaving. Why didn’t I kiss her back? Kit wondered now as she tried to find another piece of equipment in the cramped off-campus gym that wouldn’t hurt her too much come the morning. She settled onto a rowing machine just as Yessina switched to her legs. The press she was using next was next to Kit, so they continued their conversation without as much huffing and puffing.

“You can get strong when you work out the muscles,” Yessina continued, “rather than just running in circles on cardio machines.”

Kit gestured to the rowing machine’s levers and pulleys. “Is this cardio or strength? I really don’t know the difference. I just hurt all over.”

“Why do you have a gym membership, then? I would have thought—”

“I got it after my mother died. I didn’t want to die. This seemed like a way in which to stay alive longer, or something.”

“I’m sorry,” Yessina said. “I didn’t mean—”

“No, it’s fine. You asked a question, and then I just…spit sadness.” Kit let go of the rowing machine to rub her hands over her face. “I just need to calm down. Like things again. Do things again.”

“Exactly. I’m still unsure as to why you didn’t join improv, but I get it.”

“You get it?” Kit asked. “Get what?”

Yessina shot her a look, one that said it was obvious. When they were both quiet, Yessina sighed and expanded in an overzealous and dramatic voice. “You straddled Hailee during the audition, and now you’re asking me about her. Hmm, I wonder what’s happening…”

“Nothing is happening.” Even as Kit said the words, she knew that was wrong. Hailee had sent her an apology text the very next day about the kiss, and while Kit had expertly ignored it by asking her more questions about baking, she was still upset at her own actions. Just like this gym membership. Why did she buy it if she wanted to stay healthy, but then not go at all? Why did she flirt with Hailee on the bus, then at her place, and then not kiss her back?

“God,” Kit said a moment later.

“You’ll be okay,” Yessina said. “Work pass the burn.”

“No, not that. I just…I think I like Hailee, but I keep fucking it up.” When Yessina gave her a motion with her hand that said, go on, she recapped all that had happened. Run-in on campus, sad talk about her mother, which—as Yessina pointed out, could be exactly the right thing to say for exactly the wrong person. “You get sharks that way, man. Blood in the water.”

“I know.” Kit sighed. She told Yessina about a bad guy she’d dated just after the diagnosis. “He was just so bent on protecting me, and saving me, I nearly lost my mind.”

“Poor little princess,” Yessina teased, but then grew serious. “I think I know the type you mean. Saviour complex? And when you don’t go along with all the answers they find for you, they lose their mid?”

“Yes!”

Yessina nodded. “It’s tough. Which is why you gotta be careful with the stories you tell about yourself.”

Kit squinted. “What do you mean?”

Yessina sighed, but then gestured to another machine. She was moving onto it now—one for her arms that she lifted in front of her—but it was also clear that the equipment itself was part of her story. “I have been told my whole life that I was a fat kid. Too tall. Too much, basically,” she said. Kit nodded along, understanding how Yessina’s nearly six-foot frame made her seem as if she was overweight. “But I’m not fat or too much. I’m strong.”

“Of course, you are.”

“Not of course,” Yessina said. “Being strong takes work. I come here three times a week to make sure I’m strong. And I don’t tell people when I meet them that I’ve been spit on or called fatso my whole life, and that’s why I desperately go to the gym. I tell them I’m going to be a stunt double—”

“Or a bodyguard—”

“Right, or that. Either way, I’m defining my future, not my past.”

“Whoa,” Kit said. She went to lift one of the free weights but set it down for a lower one. “That’s deep.”

“I feel as if you are being facetious.”

“Yeah.” Kit sighed. “I’m deflecting with humour.”

“Ah, then Hailee is perfect for you.”

“What?” Kit set down the other free weight she’d just handled, even though it suits her fine. “What do you mean? I wasn’t talking about a soul connection—”

“Neither was I. Just that you two are similar in different ways. So it works. I can see it.”

“Can you?”

Yessina quirked a brow. “It’s kind of sweet, actually.”

Kit sat down on the bench. Sweet? She would have described Hailee has red hot—not just because of her hair—but because of the tone of her voice. Her brashness, her speed of talking, and even her ability to suddenly intellectualize the smallest thing like an improv group of the work of Leslie Neilson. But she was sort of sweet, wasn’t she? Kit took out her phone, all thoughts of lifting weights behind her, and glimpsed the latest message Hailee had sent. It was all focused on baking, but her casual and sweet tone was there, too. I found some really interesting recipes online. Your sister said there couldn’t be peanuts, right? Since this is for a school thingie? So maybe we should do something vegan, that way all the kiddies with all kinds of restrictions can eat the baked goods. Yeah?

“Uh-oh,” Yessina said. “I know that smile. I’m in too deep smile.”

“No.” Kit flipped over her phone. She picked up a weight, but it was half-hearted. “Maybe.”

“It’s okay to like her, you know that, right? It’s not like I have dibs, or anyone has dibs. I mean, Rebecca’s with Josie now and they’re practically—”

“Rebecca?” Kit struggled to remember the woman with dark hair, bangs, and a svelte figure. “The girl from improv?”

“Yeah, the two had a thing years ago now. Same with her and Jake, and he’s part of the group. Really funny guy, too.”

“What?” Kit asked. She recalled Jake’s jovial expression from when the two of them were waiting for their audition. Since it was a queer improv group, she’d figured he was gay. But of course, bisexuality existed. And both Jake and Hailee were bi.

“Yeah, the two used to go to the same high school. The last improv session, the two of them had an amazing skit based around their small town. Really good, really funny.”

Kit nodded, but her stomach had also turned. Hailee had made a lot of jokes about being a slut. But how much of that was actually true? Kit didn’t want to fall into the bad idea that all bi people were greedy, because she was bi too and knew that not to be true. It had been the one thing that hurt the most from that bad relationship she’d mentioned earlier. When she rejected Darren’s advances, he’d accused her of wanting too much at once. Too much. Always wanted too much.

Kit looked down at the text messages again. She clearly saw the kindness in Hailee’s words, and how she, too, wanted too much. She literally wanted to make the best baked good possible for as many people as possible. Was that too much? Or was that exactly what Kit needed right now?

“Don’t listen to me too much, though,” Yessina added. She had finished her upper body work out and grabbed a towel. The moment she stood from the machine, a bigger man sat down. Yessina gestured to continue their conversation by the water. “I don’t know Hailee’s romantic history, so I can’t really speculate on Rebecca or Jake, except that the two of them seem happy in their own relationships.”

“Does she…” Kit didn’t finish her question. She wanted to ask if she did date around a lot. But that was unfair. She couldn’t treat Yessina as a secret spy. That wasn’t what she was worried about. “Does she treat her exes fairly?”

“I…guess?” Yessina tilted her head. “Why? Are you already imagining the end of the relationship before it’s beginning?”

Kit shrugged. “I sort of have to.”

“Why?”

“Because i might move into her building. It’s close to Rae and Anissa, so it makes sense. But if…”

“If it goes bad,” Yessina finished, “you don’t want to uproot your life again. Yeah?”

Kit nodded.

Yessina sat down on a bench close by, and Kit followed her. “You can’t control things like that.”

“No, but you can research. Follow instructions—” Kit froze. She didn’t need to finish that statement because she knew the truth deep down. Sometimes, you can do everything right. Eat right. Exercise. Get screenings. Follow everything the doctors say, and someone still dies. “I just think…I just want…”

“You should, in the most cliché way possible,” Yessina said, being dramatic and oh-so serious at the same time, like the master MC she was, “follow your heart.”

Kit chuckled. “If only it was so easy.”

“You could wear a different bra, maybe, and then your boobs wouldn’t be smushed over your heart, therefore making it harder to hear.”

“What?” Kit looked down at her sports bra underneath her work out shirt. “What’s wrong with this? It’s work out gear.”

“You lived in sports bras when we were in dorm. I think you still live in them now.”

“What? My boobs are odd. My ribcage is big, but my cup size—”

Yessina gave her a look that made her stop her protests. This was not about chest size, or rational, or following instructions. She was telling her to follow her heart once again, and that even went for the type of clothing she wanted to wear.

“You can’t be comfortable is all I’m saying,” Yessina said. “And not the good kind of discomfort that will come from this work out session. That builds you up, not tears you down. Just be careful about those two things.”

Kit nodded. A group of men had come into the gym, and their once sacred space seemed to be taken over by frat boys. Kit shuddered. She’d already submitted her rental application. Even if something did go wrong with Hailee, she was now more willing than ever to sit through the discomfort of moving and possible heartbreak—because she could leave her shitbox apartment behind.

“Anyway,” Yessina said, getting up and extending a hand to Kit. “Shall we now replenish what we have worked off? I hear Mel’s Diner has a good special on pie today.”

“That’s a lovely thought,” Kit said. “But rain check for now. I have to bake some vegan goodies for a charity car wash tomorrow.”

“Ah. I see.”

“You see what?” Kit teased.

Yessina slung a white towel around her neck and led Kit to the change area with a hand on her back. “Nothing at all,” she teased. “But the recipe for banana bread that Hailee emailed me this morning for, utterly desperate for, actually, now makes a lot more sense. No one ever wants banana bread that much.”

Kit wanted to argue that it truly depended on the amount of chocolate chips in said banana bread, but she was quiet. She would have more than enough time to explain later.


Chapter 13

Yessina’s words about tearing down vs. building up were still going through Kit’s mind hours later when she arrived at Hailee’s apartment. She’d gone to her crappy apartment to shower and change after the gym, along with pick up a handful of other ingredients that Hailee said she needed. Now she stood in front of her apartment door, a bag of brown sugar in her hand, along with muffin cups. She heard low music come from the other side, and a dog bark as she knocked.

“Shhh, Tootsie,” Hailee said before she opened the door. Her red hair was tied back over her shoulders, with a handful of stray hairs along the side of her face. She wore no make-up, like she had the night at the diner, but the light in her apartment made her glow as if she never needed any of it. Her grey T-shirt was splattered with something, either cocoa or cinnamon, Kit wasn’t sure. “Hi,” Hailee greeted in a soft voice. “How are you doing?”

“Good. A little sore, actually,” Kit said as she stepped inside. Her calves winced as she slid off her shoes. “I may have overdid it with Yessina at the gym.”

“Oh no. Are you sure you don’t need a wheelchair?”

“You’ve also gone to the gym with her?”

“I think she prefers fresh meat every time she goes,” Hailee said. She settled Tootsie’s barks with a treat from the front area, and then ushered Kit into her place. She thanked her profusely for the ingredients she didn’t have, and then informed her about her own decision to go to the gym with Yessina. “I feel like I’m going to tell a war story,” she confessed after a moment. “It was the fourth of July weekend. Heat wave notice was out in full force, and since I desperately needed exercise in order to think clearly when I wrote my dissertation, I was desperate enough to go to Yessina’s gym. Air conditioned, she promised me. She did not warn me about the elliptical.”

“Yeah!” Kit said, after she’d giggled during Hailee’s description. She rubbed her arms as she nodded along. “I think that’s what got me today.”

“She give you the whole spiel about strength and endurance? The difference between cardio and strength training?”

“You know, I think she did. She dressed it a up a bit more, but yeah. Basically.” Kit laughed, not quite realizing how predictable her friend was. “Well, at least she has another back-up career. A fitness instructor.”

“More like Tony Robbins. Sometimes that girl will make me think I can walk on hot coals.”

“Like with making vegan food for all? We can serve all the hungry children?”

Hailee blushed as she set down the brown sugar and muffins cups on her kitchen island. Her counter was decked out with measuring cups and bowls, along with a printed out copy of a recipe that Yessina had clearly given her before heading to the gym. “Damn, Yessie. Loose lips sink ships.”

“It’s fine! I thought it was a sweet idea.”

“Really?” Hailee asked, wincing slightly. “We really don’t have to make it vegan. Or banana bread. I have been told by Indie that banana bread is what you give people you don’t like during a crisis. So maybe…”

“With enough chocolate chips,” Kit said, gesturing to the extra bag she’d also picked up, and stored away in her satchel for just this moment of reveal, “kids will eat anything. And this is all about the kids.”

“Totally,” Hailee said. She took the extra chocolate chips with a devious grin. “Just for the kids.”

The two shared a light laugh before Hailee went into business mode. She used what Kit was slowly thinking of as her professional—or maybe teacher voice—as she set up the bowls. She was in the middle of going through the recipe before she suddenly remembered the bananas. “The entire reason we’re doing this,” Hailee said with a slight shake of her head. “I bought bananas a couple months ago but went away to a conference, and then by the time I got back, they were blacker than anything. I saved them, though, and I’m just so happy I can use them.”

Kit nodded along, telling her that Rae often did the same thing. She stopped talking, though, when Hailee pulled out bananas from her freezer that were blacker than black, and still on their stems.

“Uh-oh,” Hailee said. “I know that look. It’s the kind my students give me when they see their grades and realize they are going to fail.”

“No, not that bad. I just…you froze them with the peel?”

“Is that wrong?”

“It’s…difficult to say the least.” Kit gestured for Hailee to hand over the bananas. She examined them though they were frigid and frozen solid. “At least I know now the fridge and freezer here works well.”

“State of the art,” Hailee insisted. Then she grinned. “That mean you’re moving in?”

“Yep. Approved application. I should be in at the end of the month. You want to do some short shorts and help me move? Or make more banana bread for it? Only, you know, without freezing the peels.”

Hailee placed her palm in the middle of her forehead. “I’m not good at this.”

“You’re fine. Learning curve, or something like that.” Kit set her gaze around the kitchen, wondered vaguely if they could microwave the peels off the banana without sending the entire thing into mush too soon—then settled on the sink. She added the bananas to the basin and ran the water warm. “We just have to defrost enough to peel, then we can microwave the bananas themselves to get the mash for the bread.”

“Right. Of course. Okay. You do that, and I will do the dry ingredients. That can’t be too hard, right?”

Kit shook her head, but she also laughed lowly. She would have thought that freezing bananas would be easy, but here she was slowly peeling off frozen skin. She sighed, and though it made this task that much more difficult, she was sort of charmed by the mistake. An area where Hailee is not so smart, she thought suddenly, and then batted the thought away. “You never answered me, you know,” Kit said.

“Hmm?” Hailee looked up from her measuring cups.

“About the move in date. Do you want to help with food, or walk around in short shorts?” Kit bit her lip and let out an exalted cry as she removed one peel from the banana. “Ah, success.”

“Great!” Hailee peered into the sink and clapped Kit on the back, emphasizing her good work. She also peered at a calendar on her fridge and sighed. “I have a conference that weekend.”

“Really?” Kit asked. “How many do you go to?”

“A lot. It’s part of my job, you know. Gotta get the research out there.” Hailee frowned for a moment, and then returned to her measuring station.

“I take it we’re not thinking of the same kind of conferences,” Kit said. “I was imagining Comic-Con and things that you smile for. Not things that you frown at your research for.”

“Oh, right. Sorry. Not that kind of con, though I wish! That would be a lot more lively than the ones that my supervisor insists that I go to for my academic CV.”

“What do you…do at them, then?”

Hailee sighed. She seemed to not answer for a long time. Kit could not tell if that was because she was busy with the measurements, or if she was breaking down her research for a lay crowd. “I mostly stand up and read chapters from my dissertation. Make them into bite sized pieces of information, share it with other scholars in the same field, and then network. There’s a lot of drinking, too, but I tend to pass on that stuff now.”

“Bad experience?”

“So many exes.”

Kit stiffened. She tried to pretend her latent jealousy was just the frigid bananas and the difficulty of peeling them. “This conference seems different though,” Kit said. “If you don’t mind me saying?”

“It’s…just Rebecca.”

“Oh?”

“She’s part of my research. It’s on stuttering, by the way. And since Rebecca’s written a book about her struggle with this, I’m going to share it with you since she had no reasonable right to privacy.” Hailee’s voice was stiff, but she carried on. “So I have a chapter on stuttering due to accidents, and I wanted to expand on her story for the conference presentation. I needed to ask her some things that weren’t in my initial questions, and that I couldn’t find answers to in her book. But she’s not answering my texts.”

“Oh. That’s shitty. Is everything…?”

“I have no idea,” Hailee said. “She could be ignoring me because she’s pissed, or because she and Josie are in bed together, or because she just doesn’t want to be part of the research anymore. I have no idea. And it’s annoying.”

“Can you ask her in person? Like at the improv?” Kit wondered. “I always found it so much easier to deal with Rae in person when we were having hard times.”

“I tried, but she wasn’t at the last improv session. At this point, I really don’t care about the research. My dissertation is done, and I applied for this conference a long time ago because Olive—my supervisor—told me to. I will do the reading, it will be boring but okay, but…I just wish Rebecca would at least say hi to me. Watch a movie with me. Make a Frank Drebin joke with me.”

“The Leslie Neilson character?”

“Yeah, I watched those with her first. It’s…just nice.”

Kit fought off another wave of jealousy. She gestured to the now peeled bananas. “Hey, something’s going right at least. Do you have a microwave safe bowl for this?”

Hailee pointed to the cupboard above the sink. Kit grabbed a bowl and added the bananas to the centre. There were six in total, which meant that they’d have enough for more than two dozen banana muffins. Hailee had been measuring out the dry ingredients for that number, and she quickly moved on to begin some of the wet ones as Kit surveyed the bananas and continued to mash them between microwave cycles as they defrosted entirely.

“I think I’m good here,” Kit said a few minutes later. “Where should I add this?”

Hailee gestured to her bowl that had the wet ingredients. She mixed them all together, then added it to the dry bowl. Kit turned on the oven and started to add the muffin cups to the muffin tray that Hailee had set up on the far counter. Just as the oven dinged that it was preheated, Hailee appeared by Kit’s side with the ready batter.

“We just need the chocolate chips,” Hailee said.

Kit grabbed one of the bags and opened it without another thought. She scattered some of them into the batter, but Hailee let out a gasp. “You’re not measuring?”

“I’m measuring with my heart,” Kit said, then smiled. “Not good?”

“No,” Hailee said, sliding the bowl back. “I think I love it.”

They shared a moment over the mixing bowl before Kit found her stomach sinking. She nabbed a chocolate chip herself and ate it as she added what she believed to be a reasonable about of chips. Then Hailee added a handful of her own, making it perfect.

“Do you know what’s great about making it vegan?” Hailee asked as they began to scoop the batter into the cups.

“Hmm?”

“You can eat it raw without worrying about salmonella.” Hailee globed a small amount of batter onto a spoon and put it into her mouth. Kit did the same, and when Hailee went back for more, she held it out for Kit instead.

Kit met her gaze, a question clearly present. She nodded and ate the glob off the spoon. Hailee’s eyes flicked up and down Kit’s body. Another moment passed between them—and then they both finished up their tasks. Hailee added the first batch to her oven, set a timer for twenty minutes, and then sighed.

“So we have another batch, and another twenty minutes after that,” she said slowly. “Which means you have some time to show me your favourite Lonely Island songs.”

Kit let out a low laugh. “Is that really want you want to do for twenty minutes?”

Hailee shook her head. Kit smiled. She waited, her stomach seemingly nailed to the floor, as Hailee took another step closer. She put her hands on Kit’s waist, and then brought their mouths together again.

This time around, Kit was more determined than ever before to not let her down. She pressed her mouth tight against Hailee’s. Hailee moaned at the sudden contact and allowed their bodies to slip closer together. Kit licked into her mouth, tentatively, and then deepened the kiss when Hailee gave her permission. They continued a back and forth, give and release with their kiss until Hailee seemed to run out of breath. She slid her hand over her counter and gripped it hard as she pulled slightly away from Kit.

“You okay?” Kit asked. “Not too fast?”

“No, I’m just…remembering all the erotica I’ve been reading in vivid detail.”

“Oh? Anything good?”

“Yes. All of it. But I always thought there was poetic license, you know. Especially since everyone seems to be molten and aching and seeing red.”

“But?”

“But I think it’s true. That as leaving me so molten and aching and…” Hailee blushed, rather than saw red. She laughed and put a hand over her mouth. Kit kissed it away, and then kissed her again. She allowed her own body to respond and herself to feel it in such quixotic and erotic terms. She was shocked when she was adding her leg between Hailee’s, grinding up against her, and then pressing kisses to her neck. Hailee shuddered under her touch. Kit didn’t remember being so bold.

“I…” Kit pulled her leg back and was surprised to find Hailee pulling her closer. She linked her arms around Kit’s lower back and pressed their hips together.

“Keep going,” Hailee said, glimpsing the clock. “We still have ten minutes.”

Kit placed another kiss over her mouth, allowing for the time to bleed away from them both. They kissed and kissed, but they didn’t remove clothing. Hailee’s fingers only touched the small of Kit’s back softly, but that seemed more of an accident than deliberate. Their make out session was so prototypically high school that when the timer finally went off Kit was sure it was some kind of recess bell.

“I should get that,” Hailee said, slightly out of breath. Kit let her go, but still plastered to the kitchen island. Her desire rooted her in place, and she had to admit, it felt really good. Like her aching muscles. This is good, she told herself. This is a building up, not a breaking down.

“What do you think?” Hailee asked as she placed the ready muffins on the cooling rack she had. “Not too bad, huh?”

Kit surveyed the golden-brown muffins dotted with many chocolate chips. The aroma of the air was banana and cinnamon, sweet and comforting. “I think the taste test will be the true marker, but for now, yes, they look great.”

“We still have to wait for them to cool,” Hailee said. “Then we can taste as much as we want.

Kit’s stomach flipped with the thought of so much tasting. She bit her lip as she watched Hailee put in the final batch of muffins, along with the two bonus bigger ones that didn’t quite make a full batch. Those bonus ones were most likely going to be theirs.

Kit didn’t remove her eyes from Hailee as she started to run water in her sink. She cast a few furtive glances her way, and then soon gestured for the towel. “You going to help me out?”

Kit was aching—truly aching—but she decided that this was probably for the best. Anything that they could do today, they could also do tomorrow at the car wash or immediately afterwards. As if reading her mind, Hailee asked a few questions about tomorrow’s event. Kit explained it the best she could since it was mostly Rae and Anissa’s pet project. “It’s for the school to raise money, usually for a charity tied to a main lesson of the year. You know, count the money for math and do something humanitarian for Civics. Something like that.”

“Sounds way more engaging and interesting than anything I did in school,” Hailee said. “Though I was in the boonies.”

“Where exactly?” Kit asked. “I heard that you and Jake went to the same school?”

Hailee smiled—but Kit was relieved to see it wasn’t the same one she’d had with her. At least, she didn’t think so. “Petawawa, which means that I’ve been haunted by that town ever since I could speak. You imagine saying that with a stutter?”

“Oh, wow.” Kit’s eyes went wide. “But you just said it, so that’s something.”

“Years of practice. But beyond that, everything there was cold and dark and awful. Jake was truly the only person I’d ever met there who was happy, you know? And he carried it with him to now, even if things have been hard for him.”

“Hard?”

“Yeah. He’s open about it, but if you want to know, you should ask him.”

“I might. If I go to the next show.”

“You might?”

“Maybe. I…there’s a lot to do.” Kit sighed, realizing that though her classes had just started, the homework never seemed to stop. There was so much reading for her women’s studies courses, and so many math assignments to complete each week. She lamented about a few of these attributes right now, and Hailee made noises in sympathy.

“If you have a chance, my supervisor is having a book launch party. I mean, these events are mostly a shortened conference which means dry and boring—but there will be free alcohol. So if you want a break from your reading…?”

Kit followed up with a few more questions, only to realize that the party conflicted with her classes. “And if moving day conflicts with your conference,” Kit went on, “I guess the only time we will see one another for a while is tomorrow at the car wash.”

“I guess.” Hailee bit her lip as she passed Kit the last dish. Before she said anything, the timer went off. She rushed over to add them to the counter cooling rack. Kit focused on the shape of her profile, wishing she could embrace it again and make it last that much longer. Their make out session was fun, still on the tips of her fingers and lips, but she was not ready to keep going.

And tomorrow, she realized, she would be surrounded with Anissa and her playmates, and her sister. Not enough time to do anything remotely sexy with Hailee.

“What do you think?” Hailee asked, referring to the banana muffins. “I think they came out well.”

“I do, too,” Kit said. “But I’m dreading the fact that I won’t get to make out with you tomorrow at the bake sale and car wash.”

Hailee quirked a brow, her expression bright. “We could hide out in a car.”

“I don’t have one.”

“Yeah, neither do I.” Hailee sighed. “We have some time now as these cool.”

“Yes, we do. But I think that’s all we might have. At least for a while. Until I move in.”

“And then you’ll be a knock away, anytime I need more brown sugar. Or—” Kit hushed Hailee with another kiss on her mouth. This time around, Hailee reacted right way, and pinned Kit against the counter with her hips and knee between her legs. Kit groaned, especially as her thighs quaked from her workout, but she let it happen. She wanted all of it to happen. As Hailee brushed her breast, she realized it was an accident as she cupped Kit’s neck and brought their mouths deeper together, but it still made Kit shudder.

And she realized Yessina was right. She needed better underwear. Maybe even a thong. A stronger thong, she thought, and then was caught in the sudden euphoria of how funny that statement was. She was laughing without meaning to, and soon broke away from the kiss.

“Oh no,” Hailee said, her voice only half serious. “It’s never good when sexy times suddenly become funny. What’s going on?”

“Nothing, nothing. I just…I wanted to get a better bra, and then I thought, why not a stronger thong? And I lost my mind for a second there.” Kit ran a hand over her face, expecting to be chastised or made fun of, just a little bit, but Hailee was soon laughing, too. She grasped the counter and guffawed as if it truly was funny.

“Oh, that’s great.” Hailee straightened herself and ran a finger along one of her eyes to blot out a tear. “Thank you for that. I needed that.”

“Not at all. Happy to help.”

Hailee shot Kit another coy look before she went back over to the muffins. She packaged away the two dozen that were to be part of the bake sale but kept the two larger ones aside for the two of them. “Do you want this now or to go?”

“I think you should freeze. That way, the first time I stay the night, I will know exactly what I will have for breakfast.”

Hailee’s eyes went wide, and she bit her lip. Then she turned to a coy tease. “Presumptuous that you will stay the night here.”

“We could at my place. Break in the new bed.”

“Oh, wow.” Hailee held out a hand for Kit, who took it readily. “I have either read too much erotica or not enough. But either way, my heart is practically beating out of my chest right now and I don’t think this is real.”

“It’s real.” Kit grasped Hailee’s hand and placed it in the centre of her own chest. She knew her bra was not the greased, even if it was the best one she had, and it probably muffled her heart beats. But she kept Hailee’s hand there regardless. She also brought their mouths together and lingered just a little before pulling away.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, Hailee.”

“Yes,” Hailee said, swallowing visibly. “See you tomorrow.”


Chapter 14

Hailee shifted in bed. The remnants of a dream that was half cribbed fantasy from her latest lesbian romance erotica title and half lingering memory of the make-out session with Kit danced across her eyes. Her waking was ahead of her alarm clock by fifteen minutes. Though it was close, Hailee decided she had enough time.

She had just stuck her hand between her thighs, cradling the wetness she found there, when her phone buzzed with a text. She startled in the bed. Kit’s name flashed on the screen. Though frustrated by her aborted attempt at pleasure, the messages from Kit that lit up her screen were a fair enough substitution. She lay on her stomach as she read over the first couple of messages, most of which declared GOOD MORNING in all caps, and included several photos of Rae, Anissa, and herself getting ready in the morning.

I know you’re probably still sleeping, but Rae insisted that we go on a run before the car wash. I’m trying to be more healthy, so I went along. I have included several photos for your benefit.

Hailee grinned manically as she opened the attachments. She found it utterly endearing that, unlike the group chat between all of her friends, Kit always spoke in full sentences over text. Either full sentences or emojis that told a story. There was no in between. Hailee surveyed the photos of a scantily clad Kit in running gear. Nylon shorts covered her muscular legs and ankle socks displayed enough flesh now to fully recognize the tattoo Hailee had glimpsed from before. She zoomed in on the photo, saw a dolphin, and then nodded. She flicked through the other photos, only glimpsing Anissa in the following image, since the main focus was Kit’s back. Her other tattoo was visible just over the lining of her tank top. Hailee remembered the thrill of trying to see it the first time they met—then her disappointment as she reached out for it without permission. Kit’s hair was up, and her tank top displayed it promptly, and she was sending the photo to Hailee. Surely this was okay now, right? Hailee had done her best to avoid the topic.

But now, with quixotic excitement, she dove in. The tattoo was of a cactus. There was one flower on one end of it, but most of it was a green prickly, standard cartoon looking cactus. Huh. Hailee had no idea what was so necessary to hide about this, but she figured that like with most tattoos that people cover up—either in clothing or with other tattoos—they had a story.

Hailee flipped to the last image attached to the message. This was clearly taken by Kit now, since it showed Rae who had been mostly invisible through this. She ran in a matching pink suit with her daughter, smiles plastered on their faces. It was only as Hailee looked closer that she realized Rae’s chest was…small. Just like Anissa’s, there were no breasts there at all. She thought it was odd, since Rae didn’t seem to be that thin to have non-existent breasts—then the realization dawned on Hailee.

Breast cancer. Their mother had died from it, and Rae had been treated for it, and she must have needed a mastectomy. Kit had never mentioned that in their conversation, but why would you? She’d just been upset about the Women’s Studies article that threw major criticisms on the Save the Boobies campaigns and all the pink washing of the condition. When Hailee zoomed in closer on the photo, she realized that the matching pink outfits had a breast cancer logo on the arms. The light obscured it, and so had the motion of running caught on film, but now it was clear as day. No wonder Kit had been upset. That article must have felt like a kick in the teeth.

Hailee’s phone buzzed while it was in her hand. She quickly minimized the photos, still feeling a little as if she’d glimpsed something she shouldn’t have, and read Kit’s follow up messages.

It is freezing today she wrote. I thought it would just be in the morning, but I checked the weather and it’s going to be so cold all day. So no tank top for me.

That is a crying shame, Hailee wrote back, now more awake and ready to participate. I thought you looked really cute in the running gear. I was hoping that was a preview.

It was going to be. So tell me, what do you think of the tattoos?

Hailee bit her lip. I think I need the full story.

About how I just couldn’t wait to get my first tattoo, and so I lied to the tattoo place, and they didn’t ID me, and so I got my first prick from the needle in the form of a cactus?

Hailee hit her lip again, this time so much tighter. Oh, wow. I think you need to tell me more in person.

I do, that’s true. But bundle up, okay? I’m already frozen solid.

I’ll warm you up.

You better.

Their messages faded into a long chain of emojis. Hailee rose from the bed, her legs still liquid from all the thoughts cascading in her mind. She still had another hour before she had to bring the muffins to the school parking lot where the bake sale would be held. Since it was within walking distance of the apartment complex, and she didn’t need to worry too much about finding a cute outfit now with the weather the way it was, she figured her shower would do more than just warm her up. It would give her all the promises her morning touches had once held.

And the entire time, she thought about that cactus on Kit, and what it would look like doing the exact same motions as now.

* * * *

Hailee shivered as she stepped out of her apartment. She’d worn basic jeans and a T-shirt, along with a button-up plaid shirt that she’d merely donned for the sake of an outfit. Now she clutched it tighter around her arms and rolled down the sleeves to reach her wrist. She did this one-handed, too, since she was carrying the muffins in a tote bag. Kit had texted her that they were already at the school, setting up since it was part of Anissa’s elementary school project.

June would be starting next week, and while the first half of May had been hotter than normal, the one day that the local elementary school wanted to do a car wash was, of course, unseasonably cold. Hailee walked in quick strides to keep warm and hoped that the chilly weather didn’t keep people away. Even though there was a chill in the air, the sun was high in the blue sky. Everything else was stunning and picturesque. She just shuddered every time she stood at a stop light or slowed her pace for any length of time.

Hailee beamed when she saw the first banner for the car wash. It was orange and written in child-like script. Balloons in orange and black, the school’s colours she soon found out, hung at the side. Bigger kids—maybe in the seventh or eighth grades—were the ones who had their car wash station set up. Other older kids stood by with a paying station, and handed out cards to the cars who passed by explaining the school project and that all the money would go to a charity of the kids’ choosing. The line-up for the cars was long and extensive. And though some of the kids who were washing the cars, complete with parent volunteers, shivered the entire way, everyone had a smile on their face.

“Hailee,” Kit called out. “Over here!”

Kit was on the other side of the school parking lot, close to the sidewalk area that Hailee was coming up on. She wore jeans, a long-sleeved university shirt, and a hat over her dark hair. She was almost unrecognizable, if not for the bouncing Anissa at her side.

“Are those the muffins?” she asked, rubbing her hands together. Though she was only six, her glasses framed on her face, and the school shirt she wore, made her look much older. “I have wanted to try them so badly. There is so much chocolate!”

“Hey,” Rae said. She appeared by Hailee’s side from a table where a lot of other parent volunteers were. She had two Styrofoam cups filled with what smelled like coffee. She handed one of them to Kit and then set her serious gaze on her daughter. “You have to sell these, not eat these.”

“What if I sell it to myself?”

“Good. At least we’re understanding the nature of supply and demand.” Rae dug through her jeans pocket and came out with two quarters. She gave them to Anissa and insisted that she go through the entire transaction. Though Anissa huffed, she agreed that this was only fair. She reached out for Hailee’s plaid shirt tail and tugged it gently.

“Come,” she said. “Please. My friends’ brownies are here, and we can outshine them.”

Hailee went along with Anissa. It was hard not to follow her, truly, her voice was so commanding. When Hailee heard snickers behind her, she looked to see Rae and Kit toasting one another with coffee, smirks on their face.

“She’s a born salesperson,” Rae said.

“Just make sure she doesn’t fleece you,” Kit added.

Hailee could only laugh. As she set up the baked goods next to the promised brownies and cupcakes, she couldn’t help but flash back to her own elementary school years. Her small town would have never done something like this. And if they had, she wouldn’t have been asked to participate. Hard to be a salesperson when you skip over every last hard consent or difficult word.

“There,” Anissa said as she dropped the money in her cash box. She took out a muffin and bit into it with marked exaltation on her face. “I love it!”

“Good. I’m so glad. Your aunt is really the one who spearheaded the chocolate.”

“Spear?”

“I mean she’s the one who measured it,” Hailee added. “With her heart.”

“I’m going to call them heart muffins then.” Anissa had set aside her half-finished muffin in order to complete the sign for the treats. Hailee smiled as she donned a sign that had a red heart with a chocolate chip next to it and the words Heart Muffins, 50¢ next to that.

“Oh, wow,” Rae said as she and Kit approached and regarded the sign. “I suppose that does sort of make sense. They are vegan, so heart healthy. Good going.”

Anissa held up her hand for a high five. She explained to her mother that the chocolate chips were good for the heart, too. Hailee felt her cheeks redden as her coy flirting with Kit was exposed to the others. When she felt a hand on the small of her back, though, belonging to Kit, all her embarrassment faded.

“Come on,” Kit said. “Let’s get you some coffee.”

“Oh, thank you.” Hailee shuddered as she folded up the tote bag she’d been carrying the treats in. “I’m freezing.”

Kit and Hailee caught up over a Styrofoam cup of coffee. There wasn’t too much to recap between the two of them, other than more gooey eyes and subtle touches on shoulders or elbows as they got out of the way of rambunctious children or other bleary eyed parent volunteers who were desperate for some java. When Hailee realized she was telling Kit about her paper for the conference, she laughed and set her coffee aside. “I think I’ve had too much. When I start talking academics, I know I’ve basically mainlined coffee. My mind moves too fast.”

“It’s interesting, though,” Kit said. “I didn’t know you had been a stutterer, too.”

Hailee froze. Even when she chatted aimlessly about her research, she almost never added her personal story. That wasn’t the point of academic research. She was supposed to be a critical observer, not someone involved in the story.

But of course, that was kind of impossible. Professor Browne had told her as much when they first started to discuss being on the dissertation committee together. Hailee, in theory, should have had a disclosure statement in one of her first chapters. She didn’t want to write it, though, and so hadn’t, and since Olive hadn’t said anything else about it…

“Sorry,” Kit said suddenly. “Did I say something wrong? You sort of looked like a dear caught in the headlights, there.”

“No, no. I’m fine. I just…don’t mention that I did stutter.”

“Why not? It would seem like an important thing to tell the people you interview.”

“I did. Or I used to tell them. I just…don’t want it to be about me, I guess?” When Kit’s face seemed impassive, as if she didn’t buy that excuse, Hailee sighed. “I know. That’s kind of dumb. If I’m writing about it, of course it’s about me.”

“Not necessarily. I mean, it could be about someone you loved. Maybe your sister stuttered, or something.”

“I’m an only child,” Hailee said, “but I know what you mean.”

They were both quiet for a moment, casting their gazes to the crowd. Hailee was sure that Kit was staring at Anissa and Rae, like she was. She was staring at Rae’s lack of breasts, what that meant, and how it wasn’t too visible now—since Rae’s shirt was baggy—but how it was so hard not to see it now that she knew it was there. Like her stutter was hard to unheard, even though she hadn’t spoken like that in so many years.

“I also think I don’t always want to remember it,” Hailee added. “The years when I stuttered were some of the worse. Just therapist after therapist who tried things that didn’t work. Teacher after teacher who thought I was dumb. Not to mention the kids at school.”

“They’re the damn worst.”

“Yeah.” Hailee gestured to the large crowd at the car wash. “These guys don’t seem too bad.”

“They’re not, but Anissa has had some hard times in the past. Just a part of growing up, I would have said, but phones make everything so much worse.”

Hailee could tell there was a story here. A nasty one, too, considering that Anissa had glasses and was sort of chubby, Hailee could imagine the insults. Kids weren’t creative, not really, in that regard. But she didn’t want to ask, because for now, things were going well.

“Speaking of phones,” Hailee said, trying to lighten the mood. “I still want to hear all about your tattoo stories. And for the dolphin, too. Is it a dolphin on your ankle?”

“Oh, wow. You saw that one, too?”

“Yes.” Hailee bit her lip. “Was it secret?”

“No. Tattoos can’t really be. They’re bold and in your face, as Rae keeps reminding me every time someone reaches out to touch them.”

Hailee’s cheeks reddened. “That wasn’t just me?”

“Unfortunately, no. Tattoos can attract some weirdoes.”

“Total weirdoes.”

“Yeah.” Kit smirked. Just as their stare went on a beat too long, Kit shifted to her jeans. She lifted up her pants to expose the dolphin. It was jumping out of a little patch of water, a smile on its face.

“Oh, that’s so cute. Like a little Disney dolphin. Did they have that?”

“Sort of. Maybe in one of those bad Little Mermaid movies?”

“Is that what it’s for?”

Kit shrugged. “I liked swimming as a kid. I was called Dolphin by my mother sometimes.”

Hailee nodded. It was a memorial tattoo, then. She didn’t want to linger too much on sad things again, so she gestured to Kit’s back. “And the cactus?”

“I told you,” Kit said with a wide smile. “I was so desperate to get a tattoo that I needed my first prick as soon as possible.”

“Wow.” Hailee blushed, but hoped Kit thought it was the chill in the air. She had no idea how much hotter it would be to hear these words in person. “I really thought you were kidding.”

“Nope. Never with something as serious as first times.”

“Underage first times, too. Didn’t they ID you?”

“The big guy who did it took my word for it. I did tell the second guy, though.”

“There were two guys? For your first time?”

“Yep. One to do the outline, the other to do the shading. The second guy seemed nervous, so that was why I told him.”

“What did he do?”

“He had to finish,” Kit said, still smiling, “but he told me to keep it a secret. And that’s my first time.”

Hailee was wet again. She couldn’t help it. “Are you sure we’re still talking about tattoos?”

Kit let out a low laugh. “Yes, don’t worry. I swear that is exactly how it happened. Except that my best friend from high school as also there. And our first time happened later that night.”

“You are going to make me say something very inappropriate,” Hailee said, shifting closer to Kit so she could whisper in her ear. “And that’s not cool in front of an elementary school.”

“I know, I know. I guess we’ll just have to wait it out.”

Hailee groaned—actually groaned out loud—as Kit stepped aside and grabbed their empty Styrofoam cups. She walked away so she could throw them out in one of the many garbage cans, before she then came back to her. Hailee was sure her frustration was written all over her face. From the way Kit continued to smile, and raised her dark brows, that was intentional.

“You are a menace,” Hailee said. “We’re not going to see one another for so long.”

“A week,” Kit confirmed. “I have to finish my first women’s studies assignment, then I gotta get my moving gear together.”

“I’m still sorry I couldn’t come.”

Kit held up a hand. “I’m punishing Yessina. She can lecture me all she wants about strength and endurance, but now she’s gotta put her money where her mouth is. Or muscles where my boxes are.”

“But after my conference,” Hailee said. She walked her fingers up Kit’s arm, being as playful yet deadly serious as she could be. “I’m free.”

“Me, too. We’ll find something to do. Maybe go to a better car wash, one where our body temperatures don’t fall if we get wet.”

“Yes, or we could get tattoos. I’ve never gotten one.”

Kit bit her lip. She eyed some of Hailee’s exposed skin and nodded. “I could be there for your first prick, yes.”

Hailee shoved her playfully. Kit shoved her back but grabbed her hand in a kind way. She brought it to her mouth and kissed it quickly. “I can also send more photos, if you’d like. Since we won’t be able to see one another.”

“I…Oh.” Hailee had no idea what to say back. She liked that idea, but it also made her nervous. “Don’t phones get hacked all the time now?”

“Hmm. Good point. I guess we just have to wait.”

“Wait,” Hailee said, tugging on Kit’s hand again. “We can still text. Or talk. Yeah. I like hearing your voice. It reminds me of the book I’m listening to now…”

Hailee was in the middle of explaining the plot in the most coy way she could when she noticed Rae was approaching both of them. She wanted to drop Kit’s hand, but instead, she merely dropped the erotica’s depiction of the sex slave underworld. “It’s a bit regressive, anyway.”

“All good erotica is,” Rae said. “At least, in my opinion. It’s about fantasy, not reality. So yeah, sex slave it up.”

“How did you…?”

“Rae here likes to read lips,” Kit said, her smile coy. “I probably should have warned you.”

“Oh no.” Hailee closed her eyes tight, but Rae merely clapped her on the back.

“Don’t worry. I’ve already read that one, too.”

With another cackle, Rae picked up a cup of coffee. Thankfully, she changed the topic quickly enough back to the fundraiser, the amount of people, and the general success of the day. “Anissa and I are going to clean up, but I did want to give you back your Tupperware, since i am a mom above all else. Here. Thank you again for the help.”

“Not at all. It was wonderful.” Hailee tucked her Tupperware back into her tote bag, though now it meant that she could not stand nearly as close to Kit as she liked.

“If you two want, you can cut out,” Rae added. “The day’s pretty much done here.”

“It’s okay,” Kit said, catching Hailee off guard. She shot her a devious smile. “I think I’ll stick around, help with clean-up. But I’ll call you later, Hailee.”

“I…Sure. Okay.” Hailee sighed. She knew from Kit’s smile that her rejected was done in good faith, but it still hurt a little bit. Hailee waved to Anissa, then gave Rae and Kit hugs goodbye. As she lingered over Kit’s shoulder, she whispered into Hailee’s ear, “Absence, dear, it does make the heart grow stronger.”

“I thought that was thongs?” Hailee said, not realizing how loud she’d been.

Rae, of course, only laughed. She went over to her daughter’s table where the Heart Muffins had sold out the fastest. Hailee sighed, feeling the tinge of embarrassment of her remark, but it was soon replaced by a quick kiss from Kit.

“Now go,” she said, “before I lose my own resolve. I’ll call you soon.”

“Not soon enough.”

Kit sighed, but eventually pushed Hailee away. She walked back to her apartment, heart bursting in her chest. Once in her apartment, she tried to find Rae’s place from her own window. She couldn’t locate it, but knew that soon enough, Kit would only be a few floors away. And when even that distance seemed like too much, there was always the phone to close the gap.


Chapter 15

“Today, I’d like to talk to you all about the nature of traumatic brain injuries and its link with stuttering.”

Hailee sighed. She stopped the recording software on her phone and then deleted the file. She’d been doing this for the past hour in her hotel room in downtown Toronto, where the conference was being held. Though she’d already written this chapter in her dissertation, and submitted an abstract based on it for the conference, the words weren’t working. It wasn’t nerves, she was sure, since she’d done this a dozen times before. She often never had notes, only stepped up on the stage with a few bullet points she needed to hit and spoke from the knowledge she’d already gathered and written down elsewhere.

But today, this paper, and her upcoming talk in a few hours, was still bothering her. She’d woken up at dawn after arriving after six on a Friday night. She went to the social. Drank her two free drink tickets right away so she’d have the liquid courage to mingle and buddy up to professors in other schools so that maybe, one day when her dissertation was finally defended, she could teach again. When one professor seemed interested in her talk, she’d asked for her defense date—and of course, Hailee had had to tell her that it was still in edits.

The professor’s expression belied all her disappointment. Hailee had tried to tell her that it was practically done, that her supervisor Olive Forrester was just busy with her book, but instead of Olive’s name carrying weight, it seemed to be deflected. Oh, Olive? Good luck. Oh, Dr. Forrester? I didn’t think she was still supervising students. Hailee’s skin had felt too tight that entire night, so when she’d found more drink tickets on the floor of the bathroom, she’d cashed them in and then went to bed for an early night.

Hailee sighed. She opened her laptop to find the latest version of this chapter on Rebecca’s case study. She also emailed Olive, once again, to ask for updates on her dissertation progress. It would really be helpful to have a ballpark of when I’m defending, for the job market. She felt awful for phrasing it that way—job market always made her sound like a piece of meat—but she sent it and shuddered. She read over her chapter on Rebecca, and tried to record her speech again, but it didn’t work.

Hailee shut off her recording software just as a series of messages from the group chat came in. She peered inside, noticed that none of the messages were from Rebecca. She hadn’t participated in a long time, either.

Has anyone seen Spud around? Hailee asked. I need to talk to her.

Yessina continued on with a conversation she’d been having about a show she’d found online, ad how she wanted to try out the stunt. Indie and Dom were also participating in this conversation, and neither one responded to her question about Rebecca.

Ladies, please, Hailee wrote again. I just need some help for a minute. Anyone know where I can find Spud? You know, Rebecca? I’m at this conference right now, and I just need to check something with her before I present. Hit me up when you can.

Hailee exited the group chat, hoping that one of her friends would private message her. When her phone buzzed, her excitement bloomed—but it turned out to be Kit. A different type of excitement replaced it. She’d been sending Kit salacious texts in between angry rants about her dissertation. She’d skimmed all her rambling, wincing slightly, before she read Kit’s latest message.

Boxes all packed and ready to go. I have my keys from the super, and just so you know, I will be on the exact same side of the building as you, but three floors down. That sort of sounds like a band from the 1990s, doesn’t it? Three Floors Down? I could croon outside your window like Lloyd Dobler. Or Frank Drebin if you prefer.

Woman after my…well, you know. Hailee smiled for what felt like the first time since she arrived at the conference. Her fingers flew over the keys as added, You are learning the wisdom of the 1980s movies well, grasshopper.

You can blame—or thank?—Rae for that. She insisted we have a marathon before I moved. So now I have all of John Hughes’ songs stuck in my head.

Amazing. Good luck today! Hailee wrote. She wanted to keep talking all day, but her presentation time loomed in front of her. Kit seemed somewhat taken aback by the short conversation, but eventually conceded.

I should get ready. Yessina will be by soon. But I’ll call you tonight, after your paper?

Yes, that’s perfect.

Hailee set down her phone to give herself a chance to breathe. She felt the low burning hatred for conferences flare inside of her. Sure, the hotels were fun. The first thing she did every morning was explore the free breakfast, the pool room, and the work out area. Since this was in downtown Toronto, she had earmarked a couple good places to shop later on, too. Sometimes the socials the night before were also fun. But the talking, the presenting…she wasn’t into it. Not as much as she wanted to be. Or maybe this tiff with Rebecca, or whatever it was now, was making her research feel more like a millstone.

Hailee’s phone rang. She half-expected to hear Kit’s voice on the other end, but it was Indie. “Hey, you rang?”

“You called me,” Hailee said. “What’s up, Indie?”

“Yeah, but you’ve been harassing us all about Rebecca. So I have been elected to have The Conversation, since Yessina is helping Kit move and Dom is…well, Dom is too close to Josie to do anything else other than play possum.”

Hailee swallowed hard. “Oh, God. What’s going on?”

Indie sighed. “I love you, you know that, right?”

“Sure.”

“You usually say I love you back,” Indie corrected. Her tone was light, but there was also a harsh edge to her voice. “You need to…damn, I don’t know how to say this. Use your words better?”

“What?”

“I know, forgive me, I am not a conflict negotiator. Though I have helped organize a lot of Indian weddings. Anyway,” Indie said, and Hailee could clearly see her flicking her hand in the air as if she was batting away a bug. “Rebecca is mad at you, yes, because yo—”

“I didn’t do anything.”

“You interrupted me! You did that to her!”

“What? No, I…” Hailee bit her lip. She could hear Indie’s annoyed sigh on the other line. She cooled her focus. She breathed deeply. “I’m sorry, Indie. Please continue.”

“Thank you. See? You know how to speak in a nice manner.”

“I’m at a conference. All of this is glad-handing in order to get a job in the future.”

“Hmm.”

“What?”

“When you put it that way, it sounds cold. But you need to talk more like that to us.”

“What?” Hailee pressed her lips together again. She was talking over Indie. She could hear it clearly now. She breathed in and out again. “Please continue, Indie.”

“See? It’s nice. We all talk like this to one another, too, you know. We wait our turns. We have basic elementary school knowledge.”

“Elementary school sucked for me. I didn’t talk then.”

“I know, sweetie. Elementary school—and high school, thank you very much—all sucked for us. Why do you think we all make jokes now? Life was hard. So we found ways of making it funny.”

“Okay. We were all the underdogs. Good for us. Why am I suddenly the only underdog now, then?”

“Sweetie, you’re not the underdog,” Indie said slowly, “you’re the bully.”

“What?”

“Shhh.” Indie hushed her with an expertise that Hailee didn’t know she possessed. When the silence lingered between them, Indie spoke again. “I do not mean to say that you are deliberately doing this. But you talk over us. You say whatever you want and don’t think about the consequences. You get fixated on an idea, and then you won’t let it go.”

“Like what?” Hailee demanded, then added snidely, “or am I not allowed to speak right now?”

Indie sighed. “Please. Don’t shoot the messenger.”

“You’re not just the messenger. You’re telling me I do this to you, too, right?”

Indie seemed to shrug on the other line. “I’m used to a bunch of my cousins talking over me. I can assert myself.”

“Yes, exactly. I’m just assertive. After being shit-talked for not being able to talk for so long, I just want to speak. Why is that bad?”

“It’s not. I’m the same way in a lot of cases. That’s why we get along. But,” Indie added almost the moment Hailee thought she was on her side again, “I also grew up with a bunch of ladies who told me how exactly to speak when I did speak. I know how to couch things. I know how to…I don’t want to say be polite because it’s more than that.”

“What is it, then? I didn’t think I was a bully. I wasn’t trying to do anything. I was just—”

“You told Rebecca that her book didn’t deserve to be on the Blue and Pink Awards,” Indie said slowly. “You then called her and called her, telling her you wanted to know more about her story for your dissertation.

“Conference presentation—”

“Whatever,” Indie said, keeping them on track. “It sort of seems like you’re just using her story to further her career. You’re not actually treating her as a person.”

“That’s not true. I love her. I…” Hailee sighed. “I talk about her all the time to Kit. How much fun she is, what cool things she’s done.”

“That’s great, sweetie. Kit seems great, too. But Rebecca doesn’t hear that. She just hears flak and flak and gossip. She thinks you hate her right now.”

“What? I don’t!”

“I know. We’ve been telling her that. But she’s a little gun-shy after all the stuff with her channel.” Indie reminded Hailee about the doxxing attempt on Rebecca’s channel, how much of her own flak she received for coming out as bi when everyone who had followed her for a long time thought she was straight, because the ex she spoke about from her car crash had been a man. “It’s just hard for her right now.”

“It’s hard for all of us. We’re all dealing with bad YouTube comments in some form or another,” Hailee said, and then expanded on the garbage comments she’d received on some of her research. She also included the strained responses from her lack of dissertation defence date last night, and how something as simple as Olive not responding to her emails was going to screw her networking chances this weekend.

“Hmmm,” Indie said. “I think I see the issue.”

“What?”

“Academia. It is the perpetual YouTube comment. There’s no feeling there.”

“There shouldn’t be,” Hailee insisted. “I am a critical observer.”

“Not of your friends. Not of your own life. You have to live that, sweetie. Otherwise you’re just a bully, constantly interrupting us.”

Hailee sighed. She hated this conversation—yet it felt like the most honest one she’d had in weeks. She needed to hear everything because at least now she understood what Rebecca was doing, why she was hiding. She still thought she was wrong, but at least now she knew. it was like when her speech therapist realized the problem letters for her. They had found the issues, huzzah. Now they could strategize to fix them.

“What do I do?” Hailee said. “She won’t talk to me.”

“She might now. But let that be in her court, okay? Stop calling her, stop harassing her, and let her come to you.”

“What about improv? What about—”

“Why do you think we got new people?” Indie said. “We needed them to absorb our own conflicts.”

Though Indie went onto explain that Dom now sometimes felt left out from the Josie and Rebecca party, Hailee still felt like the auditions were now all about her. She’d fucked up. she’d become a bully, no better than an insult comic. She blinked as she flashed back to all the bullies in her youth. The names they’d called her, how her speech had been mocked. God, she didn’t want to become like any of them. She thought back to the people she’d met at the conference the day before, and wondered if they, too, were bullies now.

She shook her head. No, it was possible to be a nice person in academia. She remembered Professor Browne in stark clarity. She recalled some of her first-year profs, and her profs from her masters. It was possible to be a good person. She just had to practice more, like she had to practice her hard consonants more.

“Is there anything else I can do?” Hailee asked Indie after a while. “Maybe an apology tour?”

Indie chuckled. “Nothing that extreme yet. Just…slow down a bit, you know? maybe get laid. That usually makes me feel better.”

Hailee let out a low laugh, which she wanted to turn into a moan. “Trust me, I’m working on that one.”

“Good. Good. If you need some help though, call me. Stay out of the group chat for a while.”

“Are you all shit-talking me?” Hailee meant for her comment to come off as a joke, but it sounded flat and harsh. She sighed. “Sorry, that’s really narcissistic, isn’t it?”

“A little. But I get it. No, we’re not talking about you. We’re talking about nonsense things, but they’re fun nonsense things. We just want to do that for a while.”

“I can talk nonsense,” Hailee said, but realized that was not the point, tier. She had to just…stop talking for a little while. Indie seemed to confirm as much when she made an excuse to get off the phone. They said their goodbyes, Hailee’s an octave softer than before, and then hung up.

Hailee ran a hand through her hair. She stood from her desk and wandered into the hotel bathroom. Her conference outfit was hung over the door. Right now, she wore her basic jeans and a T-shirt. Soft clothing, the kind that made her look like she had in school when she was both tomboy and stuttering freak. She took off her outfit and switched into her professional clothing. She looked at the A-line skirt and the shimmery fabric in the mirror. It was pretty and made her feel like some of the prettiest girls in high school. Did that make her a bully? Or did it make her a professional now? She remembered the lines from her student review. Being a bully and being a professional weren’t mutually exclusive, apparently.

She shook her head and tried to shake away her nerves. She spoke the first line of her presentation. Her voice warbled and warped.

She sighed again as she set her hands on the counter. “That is not what I want to say at all.”

She walked back into the hotel room and sat down at the desk. She opened up the recording app on her phone and turned on the transcription service. She was going to write a new paper write now, as she spoke it aloud, and who cared if it didn’t match her abstract anymore? It would still be about stuttering, trauma, and sexuality—it would just be her story.

“Hello, all,” she began to speak. “I want to talk to you about how inter-family trauma, like that of domestic abuse, can cause stuttering in early age children. My research deals primarily with the correlation between childhood stuttering and queer sexuality, especially among women. I found this correlation because I stuttered from the ages for four to fourteen, and it only ceased when my father, a domestic abuser, was put in jail. My research also finds a correlation between…”

Hailee kept speaking, all the words flowing out of her truly coming from the inside. There was no need to pause, to look anything up, because she’d already done that. She’d spent years of her life doing that. Now it was time to talk about herself. She watched in the corner of her eye as the words she spoke aloud turned to a transcribed paper. She smiled. Everything was falling into place, a bit like magic she could finally control.


Chapter 16

Hailee flopped down on her bed that night, utterly exhausted. The presentation had gone well. Even as her face turned red, and she was worried she’d looked like a radish, the crowd had been receptive. She got through the twenty minutes and then listened intently to the other papers.

The Q and A session, though, that had only reminded her of what Indie said over and over. You are a bully. You interrupt people. Every time someone stepped up to the mic to ask a question, that was what it felt like—only it was others interrupting her, others being a bully. She did her best to remain calm and cool, but the setting provoked her. The only way she could prevail in all of this was to interrupt or bully back. Hailee wanted to be seen as smart. She wanted to talk, and talk, and talk. She just wanted to defy her early roots, in so many ways possible.

But it still felt like shit. Had she always felt like this after a conference? She wasn’t entirely sure but had a feeling that her penchant for drink tickets related in some way. So she’d skipped the social mixer afterwards and went right to her room. She was on her bed, staring at the ceiling for five minutes, when her cell rang.

Kit’s number ran across the screen. She let out a low breath and answered it right away. “Hey.”

“Hello,” Kit said, her voice bright. “I was so hoping I’d catch you. I know it’s early, but I have far fewer things that I thought I did. My place is practically empty. Can you hear the echo when I talk?”

Hailee chuckled as Kit walked into a room and called out echo several times. “See?” she said. “Do you hear how empty this place is?”

“We can find you some furniture at a thrift store.”

“Hasn’t everyone died in that, though?”

“That’s the clothing,” Hailee corrected playfully. “Or we can just be semi-adults and go to Ikea. We’d need to rent another van, though.”

“Hmm. Good thing to keep in mind. For now, this is home.” Kit seemed to flop on a couch—or her bed—on the other line. “How’s your conference going?”

“Oh, don’t remind me. Tell me more about your place. The walls. The kitchen. The bed…”

“Ah, well, it’s exactly like your place. Except I’m here. And I’m alone.”

“Tell me more,” Hailee said. She could hear the sultry tone in her own voice. She hoped Kit could hear it, too. When the silence lingered too long, Hailee sighed. “I really need to help you break in that bed.”

“This bed has seen some times,” Kit said. “But yes, I’d like you to christen this place. The first night is always so hard for me.”

“I should have let you watch Tootsie,” Hailee said. “I put him in a kennel for the weekend. But dogs always make a place feel that much more like home.”

“Hmm. Would you mind if I got him early tomorrow, then?”

“Not at all. In fact, I insist on it.” Hailee gave Kit the information, and soon, she heard her settle back in on the bed. She gave her some more details about the move, like how the van rental place had screwed up the time, so they were only able to get it at four in the afternoon, which meant they were moving until nearly eight at night. “Yessina is a ninja, though. She was the quietest mover I have ever seen. She’s convinced it’s another job opportunity now.”

“Probably is. I should look for another job.”

“That bad today, huh?”

Hailee sighed. She hated to dwell on negative elements, but she told Kit as much as she could. The call with Indie. Rebecca’s cold shoulder. “And apparently, I’m a bully.” She sighed. When Kit didn’t respond, Hailee felt her chest tighten. “This is usually the place where you reassure me in some way.”

“I don’t know well enough to determine whether or not that’s all true,” Kit went on, “but I can tell you that I think bossy is sort of hot.”

“What?”

“Yeah,” Kit said slowly. “I think you’re hot. And if you’re bossy, then—”

“I’m a bully,” Hailee said, “a very different thing.”

“But you’re still hot.”

Hailee huffed. She wanted Kit to prove Indie wrong, not subtly agree and then turn it into a kink. She was about to argue, yet again, but she remained quiet. Kit was the first to speak.

“you’re telling me you haven’t come across a bossy minx in your erotica reading? Someone who is all Devil Wears Prada and is super hot in doing so?”

“Maybe. But that’s not me.”

“Sure, and I’m not a little virginal lamb,” Kit said, her tone serious and surly at the same time. “But it’s a fun role to play, yeah?”

“Maybe.”

“Yeah. So you should treat me like that. I’ll treat you like that. And it can be a nice erotica fantasy together.”

Hailee shuddered. She shifted on the bed, crossing and uncrossing her legs. “Are you saying we should be writing partners?”

“I’m saying we should have phone sex at the very least,” Kit said. “I’m achy and sore all over, and I’m lonely my first night in this place. So help to tell me a story to fall asleep to.”

“Where I’m the boss and you’re my…”

“Oh,” Kit said, cutting Hailee off. “What if you’re my bossy teacher who won’t let me hand in a late grade, and I’m a virginal student who needs this class for my degree. And so I have to give you my virginity in order to pass?”

“Whoa,” Hailee said. Her body flushed with heat and arousal. “That’s so exploitative, though. I would never do that.”

“I wouldn’t offer up my flower for a grade, either. Especially since that was not even close to intact when I reached university.” Kit laughed a little. “But that’s the fun, right?”

“Maybe…” Hailee considered the scenario. The moment she gave herself permission to indulge, the entire thing emerged before her like a movie set. She saw the classroom—not any of hers—and she saw the assignment. She saw Kit in her university sweater, failing the class, and this as the only option. She saw herself as a strict disciplinarian, tough as nails on her late policy, but with a soft spot for Kit.

“Are you still there?” Kit asked. “We haven’t even started and I’m already so wet.”

“I know. I am. I just…Okay, let’s do this.” Hailee laid back in the bed. She recounted the scene she had in her head to Kit.

“I need to beg for this,” Kit added. She depicted Hailee walking away when Kit suggested that she hand in the assignment late, and Kit reached out for her hand. Tugging on it. “Our eyes meet, and the solution becomes clear to you.”

“There is one way you can make up your late grade,” Hailee said, making her tone sound as seductive as the scene was. She went back and forth with Kit, building the image of their liaison together. The sex finally started after some heavy-handed negotiations. Kit was supposed to undress first, and then lie back naked on the desk.

“Show me your work,” Hailee said. She would then go down on Kit, making her moan and writhe and be so utterly happy that she could make up for the work in this way.

“But we’re not done yet,” Hailee demanded after Kit had come in their shared fantasy. She wasn’t sure if Kit was coming now, too, but they were both breathing in heavier register. Hailee had unbuttoned her blouse and had her breasts out. The controlled air of the hotel room made her nipples tight and hard. She slid her hand between her folds, coated in wetness, and shuddered. “You must show all the skills I’ve just demonstrated on me.”

“But miss,” Kit said. “I don’t know what I’m doing.”

“I just took you through the lesson. Make me come or you fail.”

“Fuck,” Kit said, clearly breaking character. “I’m going to come, Hailee.”

“I know,” Hailee said, rubbing herself more and more. “Me, too.”

“Should we…”

“Yes.”

Hailee held the phone in her left hand as she continued to stroke herself with her right. She could hear kit breathing hard, and then softly moaning on the other side. She loved the feeling so much she didn’t want to come. But it wasn’t up to her anymore. The constant anxiety, mixed with this activity, needed to be released. She let out a low moan on the phone as she came.

“This was amazing,” Kit said after the silence had lapsed between them. “I still need you to come over and christen the bed. But for now, that will do.”

“Can I be bossy there, as well?”

“Yes,” Kit said. “I’d have it no other way.”

Hailee beamed and flushed at once. She and Kit spoke for a few minutes longer, but they were winding down for the night. Once they said goodbye, Hailee held the phone against her bare chest. It buzzed a moment later. An alert came up that said she had low storage. She was still hazy from her orgasm, so she opened the phone slowly and tried to figure out what the alert meant.

She was instantly focused when she realized she’d recorded her conversation with Kit on her recording software app. The file was huge—over an hour of dialogue had been stored—and it had all been transcribed. Hailee’s pussy ached as she read over the fantasy sequence between her and Kit. She had no idea she could have done this.

She stared at the phone, and then wondered if she should delete the file. It was so hot. So wonderful.

And it wasn’t done.

Hailee looked at her computer, an idea blooming in her mind. She did delete the file—but only after she emailed the text to her computer. She sat down in front of the screen and wrote out the ending. Just to keep herself going through the night, she told herself. Just to keep herself happy all night long.


Chapter 17

“Hey Anissa,” Kit greeted when her niece answered the phone. “Is your mom there? I need to ask her a question.”

“She’s struggling to make pancakes without you,” Anissa said. She didn’t give Kit a chance to response before she called out for her mom. Kit heard the heavy stomps of Anissa’s feet against the tile floor. She felt a pang of familiarity for her sister’s place. There were more muffled sounds before Rae finally held the phone to her ear.

“Hey, Kit. You miss us already?”

“Always. But I was also wondering if I could borrow your car.” Kit explained in a rushed manner that she was going to pick up Tootsie from the kennel and keep him until Hailee got back this afternoon.

“Wow,” Rae said.

“What?”

“Nothing,” Rae said, still playful. In the background, Kit heard the hiss of the electric griddle and Anissa bang around as she got out dishes for their pancakes. It was a rather late breakfast for the two of them at nine in the morning, while a very early rising call for Kit. She had been much too taken with all the moving, and then the wonderful phone call last night, to sleep much beyond necessary. There was simply too much she had to do, and so much more she desperately wanted to do.

“Just that I think this is the perfect lesbian date for the two of you,” Rae added. “So of course, yes, you may have my car. But you have to come over and tell me the details afterwards.”

“Um. It’s not a date. it’s just—”

“I saw the goo-goo eyes you were sending her way. It’s a date. It’s probably going to be a home run.”

“Shush.” Kit’s face was flushed.

“Don’t shush me. I’m the champ of homeruns.”

“I never see you play baseball,” Anissa said in the background. Rae hushed her with some words about not being as much of a sports fan anymore, so she needed to live through Kit’s athletic prowess. “So, what do you have planned?”

“Nothing,” Kit insisted. “We’re just going to walk the dog, I guess?”

“As much as I really do think that’s a courting ritual for ladies, you need to…do something.”

“Watch a movie?”

“I mean with prep stuff. Like…” Rae lowered her voice, half for conspiracy and half for privacy. “Have you gotten a new bra yet?”

Kit sighed. She regretted telling Rae about her conversation with Yessina. At some point along the way, Rae had mistaken her off-side comments about comfort for the need for an entire makeover. “I don’t have time to do that. I have so many math assignments to catch up on.”

“Oh, please. I know you’re getting a ninety in that class.”

“Eighty-five. I screwed up the last test.”

“Either way, remember what I said about a solid C student? You are going back, and that is great, but you don’t need to fuss too much. Cs still get degrees.”

“I like math, though,” Kit said, though feebly. She was already letting go of her desire to get some of her assignment completed before Hailee came back. Truth be told, she was hoping for a distraction. That had been why she called Rae—not to get her car, when the bus went right by the kennel anyway, but because she wanted to be saved from her own empty apartment and burning desire that had yet to be fully satisfied.

“You are a strange one. I still think you’re adopted sometimes,” Rae said, but didn’t let her joke linger. “Come over for pancakes. Then we’ll all go to the mall and get the doggie on the way back.”

Anissa was already cheering in the background. Kit’s stomach rumbled, too, and she let out a satisfied sigh. “I don’t know why I moved,” she said, “if I’m just going to come right back over.”

“You know exactly why you moved.”

Kit flushed again, and soon smiled. “You’re right. I’ll be there in a sec.”

* * * *

Kit, Rae, and Anissa had taken Tootsie around the block for the third time when Kit finally got a text from Hailee. All home now! Where is my doggie? Kit read the message with a wide enough smile that Rae immediately knew what had occurred.

“All right, Nis. Get your last pets in.”

“No!” Anissa cried out as she threaded her arms around the dog’s neck. “I love him.”

“I know sweetie. Maybe now that your aunt is no longer taking up all that room on the spare couch, we can put in a doggie bed.”

Anissa’s eyes brightened. She hugged Tootsie one last time around the neck before she stood up and took her mother’s hands. Rae sighed. “A deal with a seven-year-old should always come with an asterisk, but I think I also want a dog. Been a long time.”

“Yeah, uh-huh, sure,” Kit said, her gaze still focused on her text messages. Rae tapped her lightly on the back and gave her a quick hug.

“You behave yourself tonight. And enjoy your new purchases.”

“Oh, I will. And thank you again for your help.”

Rae waved off Kit’s final hug before she and Anissa headed back to their apartment. Kit lingered in the local park so that Tootsie could get out the last of his business. Kit had a feeling he would be skipping his after-dinner walk—or at least putting it off until the late hours, when she and Hailee were truly done all that they needed to do.

I’m just at the park, Kit texted to Hailee. I can be there in ten minutes flat.

Amazing. Do you need to change at all? Shower? Eat?

Kit was still wearing the outfit that she’d worn to the mall. It was basic, jeans and a T-shirt, but it was what was now brand new and underneath that was most important of all. I’m good, Kit texted back. Anissa and Rae fed me lots of pancakes. So I’m good.

Good. See you soon.

Kit bounced on the balls of her feet as she rode the elevator up. She went passed her floor with another start and then emerged on the eight. Tootsie recognized the hallways immediately and started to wag his tail. He was barking before Kit could knock, and soon Hailee stepped out of her apartment at the end of the hall. She crouched down and opened her arms to Tootsie, who ran towards her with another bark.

“I know, I know,” Hailee said. “But we have to be quiet. Shush. Come inside.”

Hailee held the door open for her dog and gave him a treat by the front table. She then turned her attention to Kit and opened her arms in a far more seductive manner. “Thank you so much for getting him.”

“Not at all.”

Their hug lingered. Kit wanted to breathe in her entire body, hold her forever. When they separated, she kissed Hailee on her cheek. She turned to meet her mouth. Kit, once again, wanted it to linger longer—but she broke it so they could step inside. “I have a surprise for you,” Kit said. “And that can only really happen indoors.”

“Oh?” Hailee asked in a seductive tone.

“Yes.”

“Good. I might have one for you, too.”

Kit shut the door behind her. She kicked off her shoes along with Hailee, their gazes hitched to one another. When Hailee stepped forward to press a kiss against her mouth, Kit figured they’d waited long enough. She let her body become absorbed into Hailee’s their mouths merged, tongues touching, a ND making out became a heated embrace. Their bodies were charged like live wires. The moment that Hailee reached her hands over Kit’s back, and felt the clasp of a bra, Kit decided she’d waited long enough.

“Inside,” Kit said, breaking the kiss. “i want to show you what I got on my shopping spree.”

“Oh. Um.” Hailee’s red hair was mussed at the top from all the pressing and grinding. “Bedroom?”

“Sure.”

Hailee tugged Kit’s hand into the bedroom. Tootsie had taken up residence in his bed and seemed utterly content to be in familiar settings again. Hailee left the door open to her bedroom a crack, just so he wouldn’t feel locked out. She then sat on her bed, hands over her knees, an eager yet slightly nervous smile on her face.

“I might have a confession,” Hailee said.

Kit was in front of her, her fingers dancing on the edge of her shirt. She lifted it off and revealed a red bra with lace over the cups. Hailee’s gaze became heated, her previous statement almost all but forgotten. Kit enjoyed the attention, especially as she slung her thumbs into the loop of her jeans.

“You were saying?”

“Oh. Um.” Hailee swallowed. She smiled, but it was clearly nervous. “I might have accidentally recorded our phone conversation.”

“What?”

“Not intentionally.”

“You said. But what do you mean?” Kit remained in her bra, her hands on the waist of the jeans, but now more curious to hear Hailee’s confession first. “How does something like that happen?”

“I use a recording software program to help me with conferences. it sometimes transcribes whatever I say. I must have accidentally hit it when I answered your call.”

“So there’s also a transcription of our sexy call?”

“Yes. And…I sort of…finished it?”

Kit quirked a brow. What had once started out as a salacious confession now turned into something interesting. “So you wrote a story about us? How does it end?”

“We come.”

“Ah, well, that’s a given.”

“For us, us. But our characters were left in-medias-res. I couldn’t have that.” Hailee reached out her hands for Kit’s waist. She stepped closer, allowing the space between their bodies to become charged. God, it already felt like they had sex. As if they were already so familiar with one another. But she’d never seen her naked, and vice versa. “What did you say I looked like?”

“Hmm?” Hailee ran her fingers along the edge of Kit’s pants, then her bra.

“What did I look like, in the story?”

“How you look now,” Hailee said. “Though I did not do your breasts justice.”

“You should see them up close,” Kit said, removing inches between them. “So you can write more.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. But I want my name to be something sexier,” Kit said. “Maybe something like Jessica or Roxanne or Layla.”

“Hmm. I will consider it. Because I’ll need a sexy name, too.” Hailee pressed a kiss to the centre of Kit’s chest. Her heart rate soared. She wanted to tip Hailee over onto the bed, and press more kisses against her skin, rip off her clothing, and have her way with her. But she remembered the slow and methodical way they’ gone through their shared fantasy. That had to happen here, too. It had to be slow, perfect, and utterly exquisite.

“Take it off,” Kit said, referring to the bra that Hailee was hovering over. “I want you to.”

Hailee locked eyes with Kit as she found the clasp in the back. She unhooked it her second try, and let it fall to the floor. Her eyes widened as she took Kit’s breasts, and then she placed a mouth over her left nipple. Kit let out a low groan as she fell into the action. She wrapped her legs around Hailee after a moment, straddling her. Hailee kissed and sucked and grasped at Kit’s ass over her jeans.

“I’m almost forgetting the best part,” Kit said, breaking their embrace just so she could stand again. Before Hailee could say anything else, Kit dropped her jeans. She stepped out of them to reveal a matching red underwear set. Hailee marvelled at the lace fabric. She ran her hands along Kit’s thighs with wonder.

“This is the best,” Hailee said. She kissed one of Kit’s thighs.

Kit, instead of responding, turned around to reveal the thong back. She had never purchased something like this before, but it was completely worth it to hear Hailee’s gasping breath.

“A thong, oh wow. This is…perfect.”

“You think?” Kit looked over her shoulder to catch Hailee’s stare.

“Yes. Now take it off.”

Kit let out a low groan. She got on top of Hailee again, demanding that she be the one to disrobe her. They were a mess of red lace and skin, eager hands as they both stripped down. Hailee wore a regular white bra and dark panties. Yet her mismatched set made Kit feel that much more at home. She slid her fingers over the straps of Hailee’s bra, sliding them down her freckled shoulders to reveal pert breasts with pink nipples. She ran her tongue along the edge of them before she sucked it inside. Hailee moaned and tangled her hands in her hair. They could have spent hours like this, a constant back and forth between their bodies and breast, but Kit’s thigh was getting wet. So was Hailee’s.

“I need you,” Kit said.

“You need me to pass you?” Hailee asked, smirking.

“No, I just need you to make me come.”

Hailee bit her lip. They were not playing. This was all too real. She lay Kit down on her bed and slowly kissed down her body. She spent a long time licking in and out of her navel as her fingers toyed with her clit. She spread the skin around Kit’s sensitive nub before Hailee breathed on it softly. Kit murmured. She then groaned as she felt the pressure of Hailee’s tongue against her most sensitive spot, and then her fingers inside of her.

“I’m not going to last long,” Kit confessed moments later. Her nipples were aching from all the touching. Her hips were rocking. And she was so damn close.

“That’s okay,” Hailee said between heated breaths. “We have all night.”

Kit shuddered as Hailee licked her again. She continued to do so as Kit’s hips thrust up to meet her face. She felt her orgasm all the way down to her toes and then back up against to her breasts.

“Kiss me,” Kit demanded when the first wave had passed. Hailee climbed up her body again and brought their mouths together. it wasn’t long before she, too, was begging for release.

“Here,” Kit said, gesturing to her face. “Just sit on me.”

It must have been the right thing because Hailee moaned before Kit even had a chance to taste her. She climbed up Kit’s body and presented herself for the taking—and Kit took all she wanted. She tucked her hands between Hailee’s pale, freckled thighs and ran her thumb along her clit before she brought her mouth to it. Hailee cupped her breasts in her hands as she hooked her hips to Kit’s tongue. It wasn’t long, too, before she was coming, and her wetness was trailing down Kit’s face.

“F-f-fuck,” Hailee said. She bit her lip, as if ashamed she’d stuttered. Kit reached out for her hands and held them tightly in her own.

“Good?” Kit asked in the aftermath.

“More than that,” she said. “Now I know the next story.”

Kit laughed. Her limbs were like liquid with desire. She snuggled up close to Hailee and wrapped an arm around her shoulder. “Just as long as it ends happily.”

“Of course,” Hailee said, and then kissed her on the forehead. “Those are the rules.”


Chapter 18

Hailee wrapped her arms around Kit the moment she was awake. Kit barely stirred, still in a deep sleep that made her face seem utterly relaxed. Hailee kissed below her ear. She did it again, and again, working her way towards Kit’s mouth just as she woke up. Kit opened her eyes, blinked a few times, and then settled into the kiss with Hailee.

She was sure they could stay like this all morning—or afternoon, she had no clue—but Kit soon broke the embrace. She nuzzled her nose in Hailee’s red hair. “I still don’t understand how for someone with such red hair,” she said slowly, trailing her fingers along Hailee’s cheekbones as she pulled apart. “You have such few freckles on your face.”

Hailee smiled. “It’s a secret. I keep them all undercover.”

“I can see that now.” Kit’s gaze followed down Hailee’s body, only wearing underwear. Kit was completely naked, insisting upon it even as Hailee wanted her shorts. She now regretted them remaining in place, especially as Kit licked her lips. “You should show me again,” Kit said. “My memory is a bit hazy.”

“Uh-huh.” Hailee’s shuddering made it hard to breathe. Kit brought their mouths together in one quick kiss before she turned Hailee over. She kissed her neck, following a trail of freckles down her collarbone and towards her nipple. “Oh, wow,” Kit said.

“What?”

“I think I found one here. Right at the tip.” Kit licked over Hailee’s hardened nipple. Hailee knew that she had actually found a mole but didn’t correct her. She luxuriated in the attention, and her molten core. Their sex had already been so hot on the phone, in person last night seemed like a dream. But the more Kit kneaded her breasts, licking and sucking the surface of her freckled skin, Hailee knew that it was no fantasy at all. It was very real, and it was going to happen again.

Kit slipped off Hailee’s panties without a second thought. She spread her legs for her to have easier access, but again, Kit was skilled with her fingers and tongue. Hardly the virgin they pretended to be the night before. As Hailee recalled snippets of her story, she wondered if Kit was really more experienced than she was. Hailee may have dated a lot—but that only happened once she left her hometown and the hicks behind.

“Oh,” Hailee cried out as Kit’s tongue parted her. She no longer thought of the past as she was ushered into the present moment by Kit’s quick actions. She buried her face in between Hailee’s legs and used her tongue like a master. In between the writhing pulsations of Hailee’s hips, Kit danced her hands along Hailee’s ribcage, and then over her breasts. It was where she remained for the rest of the action, cupping her nipples and that one mole in disguise, until Hailee came.

“Fuck, wow.” Hailee shuddered and squeezed her thighs around Kit’s face playfully. “You’re good. So good.”

“You’re very easy to please.”

Kit kissed her knees and then towards her navel and breasts again. She hovered over her mouth, teasing another impassioned kiss from Hailee. She curled her fingers around Kit’s dark hair and marvelled that she was here, in her bed. “We never christened yours,” Hailee said. “Should we go downstairs now and do just that?”

Kit bit her lip. “I love that idea, but I’m starved. You still have those heart muffins?”

“The extra banana-chocolate chip ones? Hell yes.” Hailee gestured to her kitchen with languid limbs. Kit was high energy in no time, bounding to the kitchen with wide eyes. She wasn’t even wearing clothing. Hailee chuckled as she gathered what she could from the floor and brought it with her to the kitchen.

“I don’t see them,” Kit said. “Did you freeze it?”

Hailee nodded. Kit took out a Tupperware container and then added the two rock solid muffins to a plate. She put them in Hailee’s microwave oven, all with the ease of someone who lived here. Hailee shuddered. She sort of did live here. She handed over Kits’ shirt when she caught her glancing at her ass as she watched the muffins go round and round. “Here,” she said. “We can take this to your place.”

“That might be a nice idea, but I don’t know if I can wait that long.” Kit slung her shirt over her head and then opened the microwave door. She gasped at the heat of the middle of the muffin as she took it out. She broke it apart with her fingers, getting chocolate on them in the process. She brought them to her mouth and licked carelessly.

Then, when she noticed Hailee staring, Kit did it more deliberately.

“Stop,” Hailee said. “I don’t know if I can control myself.”

“You don’t need to. At least I don’t mind.” Kit took a bite of the muffin and made a luxuriant face. “This is so good. You should try some.”

“I’d love to.” Hailee had already put on her underwear and shirt; she stepped forward in her small kitchen and grasped Kit’s waist. She slid a hand down her bare legs and placed a finger on her cleft. Kit gave her a devious expression. “I need my breakfast,” she said. “I’ve been working hard.”

“Now it’s my turn.”

Hailee dropped to her knees in front of Kit. In spite of her protests, Kit accepted her with open thighs. Hailee breathed in the scent of Kit, half-mixed with the banana muffins, and then parted her lips so she could place a kiss on her clit. Kit hissed at her actions, then she groaned as Hailee got into it. She was about to add a finger when a knock at the door startled them both.

“Is that…a visitor?” Kit asked. “Is your neighbour asking for sugar?”

“I have none I want to share. Come on.” Hailee went back to kissing Kit’s thighs, but the knock sounded again. Thoughts of a book she ordered, or review copies sent to her from other publishers flashed in her mind. She was so horny, yet again, and she wanted to get Kit off—but this moment had been ruined.

“Shit. Sorry. Let me get that and I’ll get you later.”

“I’m holding you to that. Though maybe I should put on pants again.”

“Only if you let me take them off.” Hailee winked as Kit grabbed her clothing from the kitchen floor, where Hailee had left it. She walked to her apartment door and opened it right away, not even bothering to look through the peephole. She expected to find a logo for the local delivery service on the person’s shirt, but instead came face to face with Rebecca.

“Oh, hi,” Hailee said. Her face lit up right away. Rebecca! Rebecca was here! Did that mean she was no longer mad? Hailee wanted to rush outta ND give her a hug, not even realizing she still wasn’t wearing a bra. Her sleep shorts were long enough to be decent, especially for a friend, but her lack of bra was obvious.

“Sorry, I didn’t know if you’d be around,” Rebecca said. “But I figured I’d lose my nerve and—”

Hailee turned around and spotted Kit in the hallway, staring at Rebecca and herself. Her once playful and coy face now seemed impassive. She was dressed, but only barely. She looked between Rebecca and Hailee and then shrugged. “I should head out,” she said. “I’ll talk to you in a bit, okay, Hailee?”

Kit stepped by Hailee and squeezed her shoulder. She nodded to Rebecca, said it was nice to see her again, and then disappeared down the hallway. Hailee didn’t have a chance to reach out and go after her, because she darted towards the stairwell instead of the impossibly slow elevator.

“Is this a bad time?” Rebecca asked. “I can come back, I just—”

“No,” Hailee said, gathering her wits about her again. “It’s fine. Really. Please, come in.”


Chapter 19

“So, that’s it,” Rebecca said after she finished her rather long and complicated story. She sat on Hailee’s couch, her hands folded neatly over her jean-clad legs. “Indie told me that she let you know some of this, but I figured it was important to talk to you in person. I’m sorry I didn’t know that until now. I really am.”

“Thank you,” Hailee said. Hearing the words I’m sorry had such a profound impact on her that she wasn’t sure what else she could say for some time. Rebecca’s version of events had been longer, and somewhat more complex due to Josie’s involvement since the two were stronger than ever before, but the main points still stood. Rebecca didn’t feel supported in the friendship, and it was only made that much worse by the book awards and being part of her research. They’d not started out as friends, as well, which Rebecca reminded her over and over. First research subjects. Then girlfriends. And then they sort of moved on without really understanding how to be friends.

So they were learning. Slowly and surely. “And I still want to be friends,” Rebecca added again.

“Same. Me, too. I really like you, Rebecca.”

“Thanks. I…” Rebecca shifted. She gave her the look that Hailee remembered form their first interviews. I have a question, but I don’t know how to say it. Hailee was about to encourage her—like she would have back then—but she remained quiet. She could not interrupt. She had to wait it out.

Eventually, Rebecca gathered her wits. “Can I ask you for an apology now?”

“For my research?”

“No. Just…for this.” She gestured to the space between them. “We haven’t’ talked in forever.”

“That takes two people.”

“I know. That’s why i came by, I wanted to say I was sorry. And I am.” Rebecca chewed her bottom lip. She didn’t want to ask again. Hailee didn’t think she should have to ask again. But that only made her own role in this that much harder to swallow. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to apologize—she did—but the demand made it so much stronger.

“I’m sorry,” Hailee said. She bit her lip, matching Rebecca’s expression. “I’m sorry it’s taken me so long t say this, too, because I am wont to rebel at everything anyone tells me to do.”

To Hailee’s surprise, Rebecca laughed. “You are so much like Josie.”

“What?”

Rebecca reiterated a few stories of their relationship, complete with added content from Josie’s family. “I love her, but my God, she is the most stubborn person sometimes.”

“Hush. I guess you have a type?”

“And you, too,” Rebecca said. She gestured to the kitchen, which still had a half-eaten muffin on the counter. “Good night?”

“Yes.” Hailee couldn’t help but blush. “What is my type, though?”

“Oh, a little scared but deep down, fiery.”

“Scared?”

“Yeah, like I was when we first met. I was still getting over the car crash. A wee little fawn. In some ways, that’s appealing.”

“It’s not how it sounds,” Hailee said. She looked at her hands, the hands that had done so much and caused so much pleasure. “I’m sort of like that, too.”

“I know. You act big and strong, but you’re very fawn-like. Maybe a fawn in a leather jacket. That’s okay, you know, right?”

Hailee nodded, but she still wasn’t sure if she believed it. She wanted to be a better academic, but they especially could not be fawns. So she merely accepted Rebecca’s compliment, and then ushered them both onto better topics. She also asked if Rebecca wanted coffee because she was sorely in need of some. “Along with food, too. You want anything?”

Rebecca declined food but said yes to coffee. After a pot of it, and the other muffin for Hailee, it was as if everything was back to normal. They talked about their significant others. They talked about movies. And then they talked about the upcoming show where, Rebecca promised, she would attend.

“You should get Kit to come, too,” she added. “Not on the stage, but—”

“I know, you’re right. I would love for her to see us all in action.” Hailee bit her lip. The radiating joy in her core must have been obvious across her face because Rebecca took that as her cue to leave. “I didn’t mean to interrupt the morning after,” she said as she slipped on her shoes in the front hall. “You should go after her.”

“Oh, trust me,” Hailee said, grabbing her shoes and the leash for Tootsie in the same gesture. “I’m way ahead of you.”


Chapter 20

Hailee knocked on Kit’s door three times before she answered. She was dressed in yoga pants and a different university sweatshirt. She smiled when she saw her, but her eyes also seemed quite tired.

“Hey,” Hailee greeted. Tootsie barked at the same time. She took out a treat from her back pocket and slipped it to her to be quiet. “I was just about to head out on a walk. Want to join me? And then we can…”

“I have a math assignment,” Kit said, her lips thin. “It’s been dragging me down, if I’m honest. I should have worked on it yesterday but…I was getting surprises.”

“I see.” Hailee shifted from foot to foot. “Is everything okay?”

“Why wouldn’t it be okay?”

“I don’t know. Rebecca came to my place. And I know you probably know some stuff about me and her—”

“I don’t think anything bad, if that’s what you’re worried about,” Kit said genuinely. “I can act a little jealous though, if it will be useful for your stories.”

Hailee laughed. It felt good, just enough to break the tension. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to give you the impression that—”

“Don’t worry,” Kit said. “You left me a little frustrated, but I assure you, I took care of myself the moment I was alone.”

“Oh. Well. I’d still like to help.”

Kit bit her lip. “And I’d really like to get this math assignment done. And before you even say it, no, the answer is not sixty-nine. Or 420. Or 8008.”

“Okay, I get the first two as jokes. But 8008?”

“It’s boobs on a calculator,” Kit said, smirking. “You didn’t know that?”

They both burst out laughing. Kit didn’t open her door any further, but she did step closer. “I want to let you in. Trust me. But I know me. And I know I won’t get this math assignment done. My sister keeps telling me I can slack of, get a solid C grade, and it will all be good.”

“But?”

“But I’m a giant nerd.”

“I dig that,” Hailee said. “I can totally write that into a story.”

“Yeah?” Kit said. “Can my name be something like Candace, but I go by Candy when I get my report done?”

“Yes! I love it.”

“Good. Me, too. Because I’m going to shut the door now, and I’m going to be aching to see you. but I can’t until this is done.”

Hailee sighed. She’d been so excited, all over again, for the fantasy that she missed the reality of the statement. Kit was busy. After such a wonderful and engaging night, they were going to have to be separated again. “This is so unfair when you are so close.”

“I know. But this will be done by Thursday at four.”

“Thursday! That’s so long.”

“I know. But absence and all that.”

Hailee sighed. She could sense Tootsie getting agitated and knew that she’d have to step outside soon enough. And probably check on Olive’s updates, see if she said anything about her dissertation. She had things to do, too.

But she wanted, for once, to be bored. She wanted Kit to kill that boredom and do so much more in the process.

“Come here,” Kit said. She made a come-hither motion with her hand, and when Hailee did, pressed a kiss against her mouth. She opened up, allowed their tongues to touch, and then pulled away. “Ah, perfect,” Kit said. “Just enough to get me through.”

“You are a beacon of discipline.”

“Oh, I like that,” Kit said. “Make me another character that is a cop or something. And my name is—”

“You have to let me choose.” Hailee leaned close, right into Kit’s ear. “Give me some kind of control.”

Kit shuddered. She kissed Hailee’s cheek and then pulled away with a firm motion. “Okay. My math awaits. Your dog awaits. And Thursday after four—”

“After the Improv night,” Hailee corrected, “where you will watch us perform, then I am all yours.”

“Okay,” Kit said, extending her hand. “You have a deal.”

Hailee shook. She wanted another kiss, but knowing it was dangerous now, she settled for this. Their gazes lingered on one another until Kit firmly closed her door. Hailee let out a breath, and then tugged Tootsie towards the elevator. Not even a long walk could calm down Hailee’s libido. When Tootsie was sluggish, and decided to bark at every last shadow, she went home though she wasn’t entirely sure what she’d do.

She flicked her laptop on. She saw no emails from Olive, not even about a tentative timeline for her dissertation defense. She blasted her with another email anyway, asking for an appointment during office hours.

Fifteen minutes passed. Hailee sighed. She knew what to do next, and while it would be like adding fuel to the fire inside of her, she opened up a new Word document. She decided to name Kit’s new cop character Cindy. She gave her a bitchin night stick and a scar across her cheek.

Then, once she’d settled in as the criminal she was forced to arrest, the rest practically wrote itself.


Chapter 21

“Hello everyone,” Yessina said into a large microphone stand. Her dark hair was combed back against her skull, and she wore a power blue suit which made her look like a 1970s throwback. Kit chuckled as she’d stepped out on stage and tugged her lapels like a mob boss or Don King. Yet another career choice for her, Kit thought. She wanted to text as much to her, but there was no time for distraction. As Yessina announced, the queer improv night was about to begin.

“Welcome, ladies and gentlemen and all those who are in between. We have quite a treat tonight. We have my group, Stronger Thongs, performing last tonight after I get my MC duties out of the way. First up, though, we have the-all-drag-queen team of Judy Talk. Please give these ladies a strong, Waterloo U Welcome!”

The crowd burst into applause. Two of the men in front of Kit—or maybe they were drag kings—stood and clapped until the first member of the team stepped out on stage. Kit settled into her seat and watched as two drag queens took centre stage. One was tall and blonde, with a full beard, while the other was chubby and wore a skin-tight red dress with their dark chest hair protruding. They both bantered back and forth for some time before the remaining members of the troop came out. They were dressed in all black and whenever the two queens at the front asked for audience suggestions, the two other team members spoke something to guide the performance. By the end of it, the two drag queens dressed in black had become the other’s shadows, and they did a small dance number to the song “Young Hearts Run Free.”

“Thank you so much,” the first queen name Randy Randi declared. “That is just our warm-up. Now we need something you eat and something you hide. Don’t get too many ideas before we do!”

Kit settled in and watched the now familiar kind of improv games. Though she’d not been attending any of the subsequent nights with Hailee, she’d seen enough on TV to recognize some of the tips and tricks of the trade. She’d also snooped on the troop’s social media page; Stronger Thongs had a lacklustre Instagram—especially when compared to everyone else on the team’s social media presence—but there had been a video posted every week or so, along with a handful of still footage from their practices. She could recognize now that it was most likely Yessina spearheading the photos and selecting just the right headshot and caption for each member. During days when Kit’s homework seemed like too much, or when she and Hailee had been separated due to their schedules, the Stronger Thongs Instagram page had been a beacon.

It was so different, though, to see it in person. When Kit’s phone buzzed during the second act, an all-lesbian team called the Bees and the Fees, she wasn’t surprised to see it was from Hailee. I can’t see you in the crowd. Where are you?

Kit glimpsed behind the Rhymes Game that the Bees and Fees were in the middle of playing and searched towards the red curtains. A brief movement in the corner indicated exactly where Hailee had been spying.

Don’t worry, Kit wrote back. I’m here. You’ll see me soon enough.

I know…I’m being impatient. I just can’t wait to show you the backstage.

What’s so special about backstage?

Kit was on the edge of her seat waiting for a reply. When the crowd erupted with applause, she was swept up in the action. Yessina was on stage yet again, now introducing the next group, which was a mixture of men and women, all queer, of course, called the Alphabet Soup. “Don’t get too attached, though,” Yessina said with a coy voice as she gave finger guns to one of the leaders. “My group is next, and we are gonna kill it.”

Is there a vote at the end or something? Kit texted back, not sure if Hailee would actually have a chance to see it. She still hadn’t responded with what was backstage, other than the obvious being herself. With still no reply on the second game, Kit settled into her seat and enjoyed the show.

Then, her heart started to pound. Yessina was dressed in a blue T-shirt and black shorts as she walked back out on the stage. She grabbed the mic as a low song began to play. Kit recognized it from one of the Instagram videos but had no idea what it was actually called. “Now, ladies and gentlemen and everyone across or beyond,” Yessina said, raising a brow. “I give you Stronger Thongs.”

Kit clapped louder and harder than she thought possible. The rest of the group spilled out on the stage, each one in an individually coloured T-shirt. Yessina’s was blue, while Jake’s was dark blue; Rebecca was green, Josie was yellow, Indie was orange, and Hailee was red. Dominique came out last, and she wore the proverbial purple and stood at the end, making her the last stage in their rainbow of colour. The crowd clapped again at their display; in spite of how many videos Kit had seen online, she’d not realized this colour coordination had a point. She loved it. They all looked so queer, of course, but just stunning and beautiful.

I could have been dark blue, Kit thought. It was a passing, fleeting thought, one that was gone as soon as the first game began. She didn’t want to be part of improv. The pressure seemed like too much, and when the game became nearly hyper speed as Indie took on the role of an auctioneer, she knew she’d made the right choice. She just wasn’t a comedian. That was okay because she sure as hell enjoyed watching the show.

Besides, as Hailee took the stage and acted geeky and stunning and goofy all at once, Kit was sure she was in love with her. So much. Better than love at first sight, it’s love at first Improv Night.

Corny. Lame.

But also sorta cute.

Kit’s thoughts struck her almost as hard as the next joke. She laughed, holding her side, and then she clutched at her heart. Oh, this was bad. They’d only been together for a month or so, barely enough time to get to know one another. How long had Rae and Brad known one another before they got married? Seemed like forever, like Brad was just always there. And look how that turned out. Brad may have professed his undying love for Rae, in sickness and in health, but—

“Now that we are this far,” Yessina said as she swaggered to the front. “We would like a suggested location for our next game.”

“Grocery store,” someone shouted.

“The Upside Down.”

“Hawkins!” another person added. “Indiana!”

“Ah,” Yessina said, pointing at the recent commenters. “I see you have figured out our name, but unfortunately, we do not wish to get sued, so I am going with the grocery store as the prompt.”

The person vaguely booed, but they ceased as Yessina gave them a wink and blew them a kiss. She went onto introduce the grocery store setting as part of the Drinking Game. “In this example of cunning linguist power, we will be forbidden to say the letter I. When we do, we will have to drink, and our characters will act progressively drunker. So, starting now, we are a Drank Game. Go!”

Kit bloomed with the memories of playing this game with Hailee the first time around. As Dom and Josie stepped on the stage and fumbled as they tried to grocery shop for someone sick at home with the mumps while all avoiding the letter I, all Kit could think of was Hailee. She wasn’t playing this game; that wasn’t uncommon since Stronger Thongs was quite a large troop, but it made Kit’s memories seem that much more bittersweet. She flashed to the straddling she’d done, thinking it would be perfect payback for Hailee’s lack of boundaries in touching her tattoo right away.

Yeah, right, Kit thought now. The perfect payback. She chuckled to herself, helped along by the fantastic drunk performance that Yessina was giving as a cashier, and then reached for her phone.

I’m thinking of when we played this game, Kit typed to Hailee. And how good you felt then. I didn’t say anything, because I was still afraid, but it was nice.

Afraid? Of little old me? Hailee wrote back right away.

You’re intense.

Ouch.

I didn’t mean it as a bad thing, Kit wrote, her fingers flying as fast as they could. The game had just ended, and she feared that Hailee would stop texting. But then again, it won’t be long before she could see her. So should I meet you backstage?

Yeah, soon. I just…we have a bit of a situation back here.

Oh?

Kit waited for a response, but none was forthcoming. Yessina still carried on on-stage like a pro, introducing the last game and welcoming Josie, Dom, Indie, and Rebecca to the stage. No Hailee or Jake. Something didn’t sit right with Kit, but she tried to push it away. When she could barely concentrate on the game itself, she checked her phone. She sent more question marks.

Then she did her best to wait it out.

“Thank you everyone,” Yessina said as the game finished. “That is it for us tonight. Don’t forget to vote online—for the strength of your weakest thongs—and then we will tally and see who gets to have bragging honours. That’s it, really. Just bragging honours. But let me tell you, those queens already have enough trophies. Let’s give it to the little guys. Thanks you again, drive sae!”

The audience erupted into cheers once again. Everyone seemed to stand immediately, too, which frustrated Kit. She’d taken a middle seat, and now had to wait through as several couples holding hands walked slower than she thought possible out of their seats. She still had not heard back from Hailee, and her mind was spinning with horrible conclusions. Someone was sick. Someone was dead. Then when she calmed down enough to realize that there were no sirens anywhere, she thought the worse from her sister’s own experience. Whatever situation back there involved Hailee and Jake, and if those two…

Kit’s phone buzzed. She snapped it up and unlocked it with lightning-fast speed. Okay, situation somewhat under control.

Are you okay? Did anyone do anything inappropriate?

Yes, but not to me. Jake has a bad ex. Long story. He was in the crowd. Again, long story, but everyone’s now taking Jake out to the diner.

Kit sighed. She was still stuck behind a lot of people, the stage seemingly getting farther rather than closer away, but she felt better. Oh, okay. Should I meet you there?

That’s not where my stories are, Hailee texted. You should come meet me backstage.

Kit’s stomach flipped. Are you sure?

Yes, already cleared it with Jake. He would rather get support from his quasi-bodyguard in Yessina and the fast-talking Indie who knows how to deal with aggressive men. Besides, someone has to clean up, and I elected to do just that. Could use a hand, though.

I can give that to you, no problem. Just when I get out from behind the crowd.

No rush. But I do hope you’ll give me more than a hand.

Kit smiled down at her phone. She didn’t want to answer that, since it would be so much more fun showing Hailee in person. As she finally made her way passed the hand-holding crowd, and towards the stage, she noticed the curtains move in the exact same spot again. It seemed as if Hailee was already well aware and could not wait as well.


Chapter 22

“Sorry about the mess,” Hailee said with a sigh. She gestured towards the large props that had been used by one other group, along with all the empty water bottles and stray wrappers that had been left backstage. “Yessina is usually the one who has to clean, or at least yell at others to clean. Things sort of got off the rails tonight.”

“It’s okay, really. And it didn’t seem like they were off the rails. Tonight was good.” Kit smiled as she grabbed some of the empty water bottles and added them to the recycling. After a quick kiss and prolonged hug, Hailee had gone right back to cleaning. She explained the Jake situation as she did, but there wasn’t too much else to the story. His bad ex had shown up at the event, which meant that Jake—who had been weird about the social media aspect since day one of joining the group—had freaked out that he had been found online. He had been trying to escape this guy for years, apparently, and just as he began to come out of his shell again, he wanted to snap back inside.

“Thank goodness he has someone now, though,” Hailee added. “Shows him that the world is not all bad.”

“That’s good. I know how that can feel.”

“Yeah, I can imagine.” Hailee gave Kit a sympathetic look. It made Kit feel strange; it reminded her far too much of the nurses at her mother’s hospital. She continued to clean but changed the topic right away.

“I thought you were going to have a trophy back here. You know, for all the voting?”

“Ah, that is mostly online right now. But maybe we’ll have a trophy. I wonder what we could make it out of?”

“Fur?” Kit suggested. She held up a fur coat that had been used as a prop. “Maybe this instead?”

Both Kit and Hailee continued to hold up props until they ran out of regular suggestions, and then they went right for the goofy and absurd. “I still think we should go to a thrift store, find a trophy with a lady on it, no matter the sport, and get that.”

“Not that I’m disagreeing,” Kit said, “but why a lady?”

“We’re all a bunch of boobs up here. I figure if we win, we get the boob trophy.”

Kit was surprised at how funny she found that. “Paint it pink, too, and you have a breast cancer trophy.”

“Oh, no!” Hailee said in mock horror. “I didn’t mean that. I just—”

“Don’t worry, I think it’s cute. Like you.” Kit stepped close to Hailee. The backstage area was mostly clean and organized, but she didn’t want to go just yet. She wanted to linger. She brought her mouth to Hailee’s. They sighed into the kiss in a matter of seconds.

“Oh, I missed you,” Hailee said. “I missed you so much.”

“Me, too. I…” Kit wanted to say the words she just realized, but she pushed them aside. “Did you say you had something for me back here? Like for real? Or was that just big talk for the show?”

“I…I’ve been writing more stories,” Hailee said, biting her lip.

“Oh?”

“Yes. One where you’re a cop, and then another where you interrogate me as a criminal. I stutter, and then you kiss it away.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah. I have a few more, too.” Hailee had been pressing herself against Kit, arms around her waist, but now she pulled aside. She took out her phone and held up a screen filled with words that blurred before Kit’s sex-starved vision. “Want to read?”

“I do. But I also want to play a bit, too.”

“I thought you didn’t like improv?”

“I don’t like being on-stage, I think. But this?” Kit gestured to their empty space. She grabbed one of the hats that had been used in a different game. It was a newsboy hat, not exactly a cop’s visor, but she slid it on. “This is perfect. Yeah?”

“You’ll make me write a Victorian era story with something like that.”

“So? You’re smart. You’ll figure it out. And who knows? Maybe you’ll even publish it, too.”

“Really?” Hailee asked, her tone more serious than seductive. “You wouldn’t mind?”

Kit shrugged. “As long as it’s not me-me, like it’s not my name, then who am I to deny others the pleasures of the pen? Or tablet, or phone—”

Hailee silenced Kit with a kiss over her mouth. Just as the embrace was getting heated, and Kit was falling into her rather than the scene they were focused on, Hailee let go. She walked towards the folding chairs and placed one in front of Kit. “Sit down. You’re a newsboy in the Victorian era and I’m the big boss that owns the paper. I want to see the exact powers of your pen.”

Kit bit her lip. She wasn’t entirely sure of the historical veracity of any of this, but it didn’t matter. She sat on the chair and Hailee paced around her. They spoke in elevated dialogue, and then it all fell away as Hailee was the one to straddle her. She wrapped her legs tightly around Kit’s waist with a devious smile.

“My turn now,” she said, and then pressed their mouths together. Kit’s hands were on Hailee immediately. She slid them underneath the red T-shirt that, if she was honest, sort of clashed with her hair. So of course, it needed to go. Hailee willingly discarded the shirt, as she was in a black tank top underneath. She writhed against Kit as she grabbed Kit’s palms and placed them over her black-clad breasts.

“You feel me getting hard?” she asked.

Kit moaned. Hailee kissed her mouth. She continued to feel Hailee’s nipples hardened underneath until Hailee moved and guided her hands yet again. She was cupped Hailee’s thighs as she continued to make out with her. It wasn’t long before Hailee was sliding her hands over Kit’s breasts, lingering there, and then tilting her head. “You good?” she asked.

“Yes, yes, keep going,” Kit said, practically begging. When Hailee’s face remained impassive, she sighed. “Am I breaking character?”

“A little.” Hailee snapped back to attention. She slid away from Kit’s hips, but now focused on her legs as she got to her knees in front of her. She ran her fingers over Kit’s jeans and then held them over her fly. “But I have other plans.”

Hailee kissed Kit yet again. She undid Kit’s jeans with skill that marvelled Kit, and then she was sliding her fingers into her jeans, over her underwear, and touching her in all the best spots. Kit was immediately transported to their morning after in the kitchen that was interrupted. She glimpsed around the backstage area, in hopes that they were sealed away tight. She didn’t want Rebecca—or Jake or anyone else—ruining this moment. She was being spoiled with touch, with attention. And then, as Hailee slid her tank top off and removed her bra, she was being spoiled with the show in front of her.

Kit cupped Hailee’s breasts as she continued to finger her in the chair. It wasn’t long before the rough and quick motions yielded a startling orgasm. Kit took in a harsh breath of air as she pressed her hips into the chair.

“Fuck,” she said into Hailee’s mouth. “That’s good. I’m—”

“Touch me, quick,” Hailee said. She arched her back as she grabbed Kit’s hand and slid it into her tights. They were not as confining as Kit first imagined; her fingers were as dexterous as they could be as she found Hailee’s wetness. She rubbed her a few times directly over her clit before Hailee too was coming. She dug her fingers into Kit’s shoulders.

“That was amazing,” she said. She and Kit were leaning against one another, and now brought their mouths together. “You are amazing.”

Kit gave a mock bow. One of her breasts, which had been freed from her bra during their wandering hands, now became free of her shirt, too. The V-neck she’d worn had been off kilter, and now Hailee reached out to help fix it. “As much as I love this look…” Hailee said, running her fingers along Kit’s nipple as she did. Her smile was off kilter for one moment before she finally righted Kit’s top. “There.”

“Thank you.” Kit brought Hailee close to her mouth again, just so she could also feel her up as she helped her get back into her top. A few moments later, they were putting back the chair and the newsboy hat.

“You want to grab something to eat?” Kit asked. “We can go see Jake and the rest of them at Mel’s, too, if you want?”

“Hmm?”

“I said we could go to Mel’s if you want,” Kit said. “You okay, Hailee?”

“What? Oh, yeah.” Hailee smiled, but it was strained. She’d been looking in one of the prop bins when she hadn’t heard Kit, but Kit realized that seemed to be a disguise for looking at her phone.

“Are you sure everything is all right? Should we see Jake or—”

“Everything’s fine.” Hailee slipped her phone into her back pocket. “I’m just not feeling retro diner fair. But pizza, maybe. What do you say?”

Hailee held out her arm for Kit to take by the backstage exit. Kit’s heart fluttered in her chest. Whatever had worried her was now gone, and only the early sensations of love—yes, love, Kit was sure of it now—remained.

“Sure,” Kit said as she took Hailee’s arm. “Pizza sounds great.”


Chapter 23

Hailee looked up from her laptop to realize that the milkshake she’d ordered an hour ago was probably no longer safe to drink. The whipped cream on the top had completely congealed. She grabbed the straw and tried to stir it around, but it didn’t make it look any more appetizing. She sipped it, decided that the sugar was still good, and probably exactly what she needed.

Her laptop screen displayed the self-publishing software for Amazon. She’d come here over two hours ago to edit, design, and maybe upload some of her erotica. Kit’s comment had gotten to her, in the best way possible, and she’d convinced herself that it was the main reason why she hadn’t been able to sleep the past few nights. With still no response from Olive, save for a brief rescheduling of their meeting, what else did Hailee have to do? She was bored, and so, she was going to take her erotica online.

She swallowed back a thick sludge of sugar from the milkshake. She’d been in the middle of editing one of the stories when her description of Kit’s breast caught her off-guard. Her work was standard in terms of erotica—pert breasts, wonderful breasts, and so on—but it was the difference in tone and texture that threw her. In this story, Kit’s breasts were immaculate, perfect, and oh so wonderful.

But backstage…her breasts had felt different. Lumpy? No, that wasn’t the right word. But hard. Like there had been a small bump in them, and no matter what direction Hailee had sucked her from, the bump or ridge or whatever was there. Hailee swallowed again now. She was trying to make a cover for this story, along with setting up her author page online, but it was too hard. So hard.

Too many tabs open? She minimized all of them and tried to start again. She was on her homepage of Google when she decided to Google what she’d felt.

She immediately regretted this decision. It reminded her of the onetime she’d felt sharp pains in her chest and Googled, then made the whole thing worse by thinking she as having a heart attack. Thankfully, Indie had been the one to throw antacids at her and told her to calm down for at least an hour before she went to the ER. Hailee had done just that, and she was fine. Dr. Google is always going to make you feel like you’re dying, Indie had told her. So don’t Google anything unless you’re prepared for that.

Hailee saw that reality so clearly right now. All of the results pointed back to breast cancer. She wanted to minimize the screen, pretend she’d never seen this, but she couldn’t. It wasn’t just a stray thought or a random search. Kit had history. Kit’s breasts could be ticking time bombs. Hailee was in the middle of typing more specific searches—like Kit’s age, her family history—when she heard her name being called.

“Hailee girl,” Yessina said. “Thought that was you.”

“Oh, hi Yessie.”

“Ouch. Way to be enthused.”

“Sorry,” Hailee said, sighing. Yessina was standing on the other side of her small booth, her screen not visible to her. She held a to-go bag in her hand. “I’m just working and got distracted.”

“Same here. But what’s up? Your supervisor gave you bad feedback? It looks like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“I wish. I just…” Hailee wished that out of all her friends that Indie had shown up. Indie would have calmed her down, told her she was being stupid. But maybe Yessina was exactly who she needed. She’d known Kit far longer than any of them. “Do you have a minute?”

“Sure.” Yessina sat in the booth without another word. She opened up her bag and started to eat some of the fries. “What’s up?”

“I…I was…Oh, wow, this is going to sound bad.” Hailee stopped and started another handful of times before she finally was able to spill out the story. Kit’s history with her mother’s cancer, and her sister, was not new to Yessina. And she didn’t even bat an eye when Hailee said that she’d felt something the last time they were together. “And I’ve Googled it now, and while I know that’s not a diagnosis, I’m scared.”

“Google depends on you being scared. That’s how the algorithm works.”

“I know, but if this was me, I would have just written it off. It’s always going to say cancer, but the likelihood for me is low.”

“And not for Kit?”

Hailee gave Yessina a wide-eyed look. “You know about her mother.”

“Exactly. And so does she. Don’t’ you think she may have already vetted something like that? That she’s done her homework and knows what to do?”

Hailee nodded. Sure, probably. Kit was a smart girl and almost always had something going on. “But what if she went before this lump or whatever appeared? Shouldn’t I tell her?”

“Depends on what you want to tell her,” Yessina said. “So what do you?”

“Um. That she needs to go to the doctor. She should get that checked out. That she should—”

“Forgive me,” Yessina said, holding up one of her hands. “I don’t mean to interrupt, but I was wondering how long the two of you have been sleeping together. Is that weird to ask?”

“No, it’s fine. A couple weeks? A month?” Hailee made a face. “Suppose it depends on when you started counting. We…resisted a lot at first.”

“Well, okay, congrats for getting over your egos.” Yessina grinned and for a moment, they were happy. Then Yessina ruined it by asking, “How long was your last relationship?”

“What?”

“Your last one. How long did you sleep with Cassandra or Julie or Robbie?”

“Um.” Hailee baulked when she realized that had been a month, maybe six weeks, with them as well. “Why? What does that matter?” she asked after she’d informed Yessina.

“Do you ever wonder if you’re looking for a reason not to commit? One day, it’s because Cassandra is vegan and you like Mel’s Diner too much. The next it’s because Robbie is dumb and you two can’t have conversations.”

“But that’s not Kit. She’s perfect.”

“No one is perfect.”

“For me, then. I love her.” Hailee bit her lip, not realizing the gravity of the statement until it came out. She blinked several times before she got the nerve to face Yessina again. “I really do love her. She’s not like the others. She’s different, and I—”

“You’re a good person, I know that,” Yesinia said. “But if you do love her, then you have to let her figure this out on her own.”

“This is life and death, though. If she doesn’t know—”

“So tell her. But you if you do love her, you have to trust her to figure out what she wants to do, okay?”

Hailee twisted her face in horror and confusion. What else was there to do? You told someone when you were worried about them. And from there, you stuck by them. Right? Yet there was something Yessina wasn’t saying, a part of this puzzle piece she just did not have yet. And she would not have until she met with Kit.

“I have to get back to work,” Yessina said. “Are you going to be okay?”

“Yes. I think. I just…”

“You will do the right thing,” Yessina said. “And so will Kit.”

Hailee nodded. She barely waved as Yessina left. She sighed as she went back to her laptop. She minimized all the windows and tried to start again. She sent a text to Kit, asking to see her. Where are you? I’ll meet you there.

She tried to go back to uploading her stories when she received no response back. It wasn’t until she remembered Kit’s women’s studies homework, and that Professor Browne also taught on campus around this time, and that she knew exactly where to find her. Response or not, Hailee was going to see her right away. Everything else important depended on it.


Chapter 24

The three-hour class was taking its first break by the time Hailee arrived. Hailee was only in the foyer for a few minutes, watching Professor Browne lecture through a small window in the door, before the scraping of chairs covered up any other sounds. When Kit came out of the room, she was right after a group of girls who seemed far too young to be in this course. Kit smiled almost immediately upon seeing Hailee.

“Hey, you,” she said, and then quickly glanced down at her phone. “Sorry! I put this on Do Not Disturb. I didn’t know you texted.” She furrowed her brows as she read the messages. “Everything okay?”

“No,” Hailee said. She realized she was probably making this worse with how dower and sad she looked. But how did you tell someone this? She extended her hands to Kit, hopeful. She tried to smile. “Do you have a second? I need to tell you something.”

“Oh no.”

“It’s not a break-up,” Hailee said. “I know it might seem like that, but I’m not that callous.”

“You would wait until I was at least out of class entirely? After learning the first time?”

Hailee furrowed her brows. A distant memory of her and Jake, in their hometown, breaking up during a break in a similar manner came back to her. “Oh, man. How many people talk about my relationships behind my back?”

“Not many. That was a lucky guess.” Kit folded her arms over her chest defensively. She seemed to wince at the action. “So, go on. Let’s get this over with.”

Hailee was still struck by Kit’s body language. She was wincing around her own breasts. How could Hailee not have noticed this before now? How could she have ever dreamed of keeping it secret? So, in spite of the horrible feeling mounting in her chest, she told her. “I think you should go to the doctors.”

“What? Why?”

“The last time we were together,” Hailee said, stepping closer so she could lower her voice. “I felt something.”

“Like…feelings? Is this your strange way of saying I love you?”

“No. But I do. And I think you should go to the doctors,” Hailee repeated. When kit was silent, she added again, “I felt something. In your breast. Like a lump.”

“What?”

“I know that’s scary. It wasn’t big. But from what I’ve been reading, with sharp edges, it’s far more likely to be a tumour and—”

“And so you’re not my doctor? You do know that a PhD doesn’t give you a medical license, right? You can’t even call yourself a doctor on a plane.”

“What? No. I’m not saying I am a doctor. You should get it checked out, though.”

“But I have. I’ve gone to the doctor all the damn time.”

“But maybe they missed it? You should go again. I’m just scared—”

“How do you think I feel?” Kit asked, her voice raised. “You’re feeling me up and then diagnosing me, when I thought we were just having fun.”

“We were having fun. It caught me off guard, and—”

“And you decided to investigate for me? That’s fucked up.”

“No, it’s not. I was worried. I sought out advice. And even Yessina—”

“Oh, Jesus.” Kit ran a hand over her face, combing through her hair. “She told you all my fucking secrets, then, didn’t she? About my sister and Brad, and how when she decided to get her own damn mastectomy, he left her.”

“What?”

“Yeah, he said he wasn’t attracted to her anymore, and so he left. Didn’t matter he had a kid with her, that they’d been together for ten years. he just left. Because of boobs. All because of fucking boobs.” Kit huffed. Her cheeks were red, and her bottom lip was trembling. Hailee wanted to reach out and hold her, tell her everything was okay, but she also felt the rage radiating off of her.

“I won’t do that. I’d never do that,” Hailee said. “And I didn’t know about that. Yessina never told me. She just said that you could figure this out.”

“Ah, for once, good boundaries, Yessie. Good job. But she’s right. I can figure this out on my own.”

“I won’t leave. Not like that. I don’t care if you get a mastectomy, I will be there.”

Kit gave Hailee a long look filled with derision. It cut her to her core. Why was someone she loved so much looking at her with hate in her eyes? It didn’t make sense. “I just want you to be safe.”

“I am. I was. All before this.” Kit gestured to the space between their bodies. Hailee had no idea if she meant them, or her breasts, or a combination of both.

“What…what will you do?”

“I don’t know,” Kit said. “But that’s for me to decide, okay? Just…let me decide about my own damn life for once.”

Hailee nodded. She wanted to say so much more. She wanted to wrap her arms around Kit and hold her so tight—but she stayed put. She already felt like she’d violated everything in all the ways she’d never be able to put back together. She touched Kit that first day without permission, and touch again was going to cost her. She wanted to chop off her hands, like she’d wanted to chop off her tongue as a child.

“I-I-I-,” Hailee shut her eyes. She rephrased. “I’m sorry.”

“Well, thanks. But I’m still going. I can’t do this right now.”

“Where you are…” Hailee trailed off. Kit walked around her, without touching or saying another word, and she walked right out of the building. She didn’t even bother to go back to her class. As the remaining student filtered in, and Professor Browne started to lecture again, a wave of pain rolled across Hailee’s chest. The fact that everything went back to normal hurt so much more. And she knew, no matter how many antacids she could take this time around, or Google symptoms, or pester Yessie or Indie, nothing would solve this pain.

This time, Hailee was on her own.


Chapter 25

“Is that the…Oh, I don’t know, some strange Icelandic word?” Rae said, then gestured to the piece of Ikea furniture that Kit had in her hand. “Wait. You’re not supposed to attach that thingie to this thingie, to make the perfect thingie-majig.”

“Crap.” Kit huffed. She’d already attached the wrong legs to her desk not ten minutes ago. Her sister had taken over that task when Kit felt as if she’d cry or drop-kick it across the room. So she’d moved not the shelving unit for her apartment, but apparently even something as simple as a white shelf that was called an EKENABBEN was too hard for her. “This is impossible.”

Kit chucked the instructions across the room. “Fuck this. Why do I even need furniture?”

“Because you’re not some noir detective who only lives for murder and crime. You have a life, and we’re going to put those damn women’s studies tomes on a shelf, so help me God.”

“Why do you care?”

“Because I can’t look at those phone books of sadness anymore. They are going on a shelf, and I am going to cover them with stickers of mermaids from my daughter so I don’t have to see the words female circumcision anymore. Capisce?” Rae narrowed her gaze in a manner that gave no argument. It was the same one she used on Anissa, and that she’d honed growing up with Kit.

Kit nodded but did so while frowning. She tried to go back to assembling her shelving unit but grew frustrated within seconds again. This day was supposed to be easy. She was supposed to meet Rae for breakfast with Anissa, and then while Anissa played with Abigail across the hall, she and her sister were going to get her furniture so her apartment didn’t echo anymore. They were going to get Swedish meatballs, too, but Kit didn’t have the stomach for it. Kit didn’t have the stomach, or the patience, for anything anymore.

“Maybe we should have gotten food,” Rae said, noticing Kit’s petulant stare at the Idea furniture. “Maybe you wouldn’t be as hungry as you are right now.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“Then horny, or something. We should have brought along Hailee. Maybe then you’d know what to do with your hands.”

“Shut up.”

“Whoa.” Rae shot Kit a look from across the living room. Her brows were high, her mouth set in a serious scowl. Kit braced her for her sister to begin yelling, like the many times she lost her cool in their youth, but she didn’t. She set aside her own building project and gestured to the couch.

“Something is going on,” she said slowly as she sat down. “So you’re going to tell me what it is before we both end up using an awl to carve one another’s eyes out.”

“I’m sorry,” Kit said. She slumped over her legs and cradled her face in her hands. “I shouldn’t have brought you over to do this. I shouldn’t have even gotten this apartment. Everything always goes to crap.”

“Those are very different statements and not all of them are connected. Come on, sweetie,” Rae added after a moment of silence. “What’s going on? Does it have anything to do with the fact that you’re binding your boobs again?”

“What?” Kit sat up to look down at her chest. “A sports bra is hardly binding.”

“But they’re ugly, and they squish you, and…I really thought that trip to get you a thong was like some Stella Got her Groove back moment. It was downright transformative. A good bra, a good pair of underwear, and damn, ready to change the world.”

“I thought so.”

“So what happened?” Rae asked again, her tone insistent but kind. “Did Hailee not like the colour? Did she have a better bra? What is it?”

“She…” Kit shuddered. She was shaking before she even got the words out. Rae shifted closer to her on the couch, clearly sensing her fear. because this was fear, plain and simple. Kit wanted to dress it up in anger, call it a fancier name like boundary violation, lack of privacy, and breech of confidence. She was even mad enough to block Yessina on social media for a while before she realized that she’d have to block the entire improv troop if she truly wanted to get away.

And she didn’t want to get away. She wanted to bitch and moan about her furniture, and the apartment that she was now stuck in for a year, but she also wanted to be here. She wasn’t mad at Hailee as much as she was terrified that she was right. That she’d cupped her tits in passion but came back with nothing but horribleness.

“Wow,” Rae said once Kit had done her best to explain the last week or so. “That’s hard.”

“I know. I just…Do you want to feel it, too?”

Rae let out a low chuckle. “I know that I’m a nurse, and I’ve dealt with this before, and that’s why you’re asking me to do this…but no.”

“No?”

“No, not because I don’t believe you, but because I do. I think you’ve done nothing but touched your own breasts in a desperate attempt to find what Hailee thought she found. And I bet you found nothing, huh?”

Kit looked down and away. She’d felt crazy for the first hour and a half after ditching her class for exactly that reason. She’d been in her apartment topless, manhandling herself trying to find what Hailee had mentioned. “She didn’t even tell me what boob,” Kit admitted now. “I have half tempted to text her for that info, but I didn’t want to admit that I was worried she was right.”

“She might be,” Rae said. “She might not be.”

“But what do I do, then?”

Rae sighed. She rubbed a hand up and down Kit’s back, over the too-tight sports bra, and then sighed. Kit had donned the sports bra, and kept it on except for showering, ever since she’d spent all that time trying to find a lump that wasn’t there at all anymore. the tightness of the bra felt like stability. Kit didn’t have to feel her breasts then. She didn’t have to be distracted by them, and the potential legacy of harm they might contain.

“I don’t know what you should do,” Rae said. “Your life is different than mine. And your comfort factor is different from mine.”

“But you’ve…you did the mastectomy. You didn’t need to, but you did it.”

“I thought I needed to. I was so scared after Mom died, and then when they did find a lump, that I just went full scorched earth and wanted them gone.”

“And then Brad left,” Kit said, her anger coming out. “I still can’t believe he did that.”

“I couldn’t either. You know that. But…in recent months, I’ve been quite the forgiving creature.”

“What do you mean?” Kit looked at her sister, utterly horrified. “He left you. He left Anissa. All like it was nothing.”

“It wasn’t nothing. We had so many conversations about this. Over and over and over again.” Rae’s eyes went wide at the memory, and then she shook her head. “I’m sad about what happened, don’t get me wrong. But I’m also relieved he was honest with me.”

“Honest?”

Rae nodded. “He said he didn’t know if he could find me attractive if I did that procedure. I thought it wouldn’t matter. But it did. And he never lied about it. And you know? It sucks. It really sucked, but at least we weren’t stuck in this horrible sexless, passionless marriage. he was honest. He did what he wanted. And it wasn’t what I wanted at all. That hurts. But now I can go out and find what I want.”

Kit was still baffled by her sister’s explanation. In the months after Brad’s leaving, all they did was shit-talk him. Kit had even designed a dark board with his face on it for her birthday. Rae had laughed, said it was a bit extreme, and so she never used it—but Kit had chalked that up to the fact that Anissa might find that, and be fucked up for life about her father. Even in the worse days of Brad’s leaving, he was still there for Anissa. They both were.

“Look,” Rae said. “My decision was my decision. I do not regret it, but I’m also not an idiot. I know that just because I did this, that doesn’t mean that cancer isn’t going to find some other way into my body. Cancer happens. it sucks. Sometimes there is literally nothing you can do about it.”

“So should I even bother looking for this?” Kit asked, gesturing to her breasts. “Part of me just thought that Haile was being ridiculous. That nothing was there, and she just wanted out, so she made up some bogus self-care excuse for me, rather than her.”

“That’s cold.”

“But possible.”

“Sure. But she said she’d be there for you,” Rae reminded her. “She said she loved you.”

“I don’t believe that.”

“You don’t believe in love,” Rae said, “or that you’re worthy of it however you may be?”

Kit shuddered. She didn’t want to answer her sister’s question because she still wasn’t sure. She would have once thought that Rae and Brad were perfect. In love. Nothing could knock them down…then this had happened. Then their mother’s own legacy cast a shadow over everything, and it felt as if nothing would ever work again.

“I’m so sick of this,” Kit said suddenly. “I’m sick of not living my life.”

“I know. I saw that months ago. I really did think you were getting your groove back. It was like a story I read recently.”

Kit quirked a brow as she listened to Rae describe a lesbian romance novel she was reading on her kindle. “Novel is a stretch, maybe, since it was only twenty thousand words or so. But it was about a student who needed to do something, and she needed up coming out of her shell a bit after she and her professor got it on. I know, not that high minded, but it was nice. And it was something that I would have never read—would have never explored about myself—if I hadn’t been honest with myself in the same way Brad was honest with himself. We have to know what we like. Then we can’t apologize for it.”

Kit nodded slowly. “What did you say the name of that book was?”

“Um. Let me grab my Kindle.” Rae rose from the couch and returned a moment later. She showed Kit the cover of an erotica story, and then the name inside. It wasn’t Hailee Quinn, but it was her. Kit knew as much from the first words on the page, and the subtle dedication to K at the front.

“That’s me,” she said.

“I know. It feels that way, and then—”

“No, that’s me. I think Hailee wrote this. So that K is for me, and I’m sorry to squash your wonderful fantasy, but…”

Rae’s eyes went wide. “Oh, God. I’m going to delete all the other stories I got from this author now.”

“Probably for the best.”

After a moment, Rae and Kit laughed. The action felt good, like a relief, in Kit’s lungs. She pressed her lips together, and then crossed her chest. She was sick of feeling like she was touching live wires. She was sick of thinking in conditional future tenses. She wanted to want what she wanted, as her sister had said, and she wanted it to be easy.

“It’s never easy,” Rae said once Kit had expressed this aloud. “But it can be quite nice.”

“Maybe.”

“You’ll get there.” Rae rubbed Kit’s back again. The action made her feel like they were kids, and then like they were back in their mother’s empty room. “I’m sick of this,” Kit said again, this time with more conviction. “I need to know for sure.”

“I know. I’m glad.” Rae sighed. “Do you want me to take you to the doctor? Or maybe call Hailee—”

“No,” Kit said. “I need to do this on my own.”


Chapter 26

“I hope you’re hungry,” Hailee said as she stepped into Olive’s office. “I brought some muffins.”

“Sure, set them down here.” Olive gestured to the one corner on her desk that was not covered in papers. Hailee placed a large pan of more vegan banana muffins down, inhaling the rich scent of vanilla and chocolate as she did. Olive did the same and quirked a brow in Hailee’s direction. “These smell great. What inspired the chef moment?”

“Nothing,” Hailee said as she took a seat in front of Olive. “More like procrastinating, or procrasti-baking, something like that.”

“Pro-cras-ti-baking. Cute. I like that.”

“I found it from an article online, actually. So I can’t take full credit.”

Olive didn’t respond, as she was in the middle of plucking a muffin from the tray and peeling away the paper. Hailee felt as if she’d already eaten a ton of these, but she grabbed one as well. Her procrasti-baking statement had been a rather understated one at that. Ever since the fight with Kit, she’d logged out of all her social media accounts, muted the group chat for the improv group, and threw up as many of her erotica stories as she could before her heart broke in two entirely. She wanted them out into the world since she wasn’t sure if she’d ever have the inspiration to keep writing again.

So she’d turned to baking. She tried cupcakes first, but the icing didn’t set right. Similarly, when she’d tried to make some brownies, there wasn’t enough sugar—or maybe that was butter—and they came out a bit too gooey inside, while hard and crusty around the edges. She’d needed to eat that mistake by herself, but Tootsie had helped her to dispose of her other mistakes, like oatmeal cookies that were runny. She was sure that both she and Tootsie had gained ten pounds, no matter how many walks they went on.

“This is great,” Olive said. “I normally don’t like banana bread, but the chips gave me a second thought.”

“Yeah, they really make everything pop,” Hailee said, her voice non-pulsed. When she’d finally gotten around to baking with bananas again, she wasn’t entirely surprised that it was the only attempt that came out right. When she finally got the gumption to log back into social media and everything else, she wasn’t shocked to find that she’d missed nothing online, had no texts from Kit, but that her stories were doing well enough.

Everything to do with Kit seemed to work out.

Except of course, Kit herself.

“So how are you doing?” Olive asked. “Other than procrasti-baking?”

“Good. Well. I got some nice feedback from that conference for my paper. I might be in the proceedings.”

“That’s very good.”

“Do you still have any idea when I will defend?” Hailee asked. “A lot of people asked me at that conference, but I couldn’t tell them much. So maybe a timeline, for my next conference, would be great.”

“When is your next conference?”

“Not for a while. November. But I will be attending the awards ceremony for the Blue and Pink awards.”

“The what?”

Hailee sighed. “The bisexual book awards I mentioned to you before. The finalists have been announced, and everything is shaping up quite well.” Had Olive shown the slightest bit if interest, Hailee might have gone on to tell her about the titles she’d selected and her thoughts on the many other books in the finals. But since Olive wasn’t interested, and since Hailee and Rebecca had already had a long and engaging talk about the books, she didn’t feel the need to bring it up.

“Be sure that this awards ceremony doesn’t conflict with the first week of classes,” Olive said. “Otherwise, have fun.”

“Don’t worry. Got it all under control.”

“Sounds like it. I’m very impressed, Hailee. You’re doing everything right. Including baking.” Olive held up the last bite before she slipped it into her mouth. Hailee gave a tight smile.

“Can I ask your thoughts on my dissertation, then? I was wondering if I should update the introduction so that I can include the new version of my paper that I read to the conference. I did send it to you, in case you’re unsure of what I mean.”

Olive nodded steadily. She opened up her laptop and clicked on something. Hailee couldn’t see the screen, but she had a feeling that Olive was opening her email for the first time. She sighed as Olive speed read through some of the notes. “This is good. I think it could work for the intro.”

“Where should I put it? What parts should I take out?” Hailee asked. “And how much longer will all of this take?”

“It’s a delicate process. You’ve been doing well, and—”

“Forgive me, Olive,” Hailee said, not bothering to control herself in this professional environment anymore, “but have you read it? And if you have, how far into the dissertation are you?”

Olive baulked. Hailee couldn’t tell if it was because for once, she’d spoken back to her supervisor, or if she was shocked she’d been caught not doing her work yet again. Maybe a mixture of both. Olive tapped on her mouse and opened another document. “I’m about halfway through.”

“The entire thing?” Hailee let out a breath. Oh, that was better than she thought. If she was halfway through, that meant another hundred and fifty pages to go.”

“I like the intro, yes, but I do think this proceeding is stronger.”

“Wait. You’re halfway through the intro?” When Olive nodded, all the hope that Hailee had just gathered flew away. “I can’t believe this.”

“It’s good writing. I’m not doing much. You won’t need very many edits—”

“So you should be done, Olive. I’m sorry to be disrespectful, to interrupt this time around, but how hard is it to read? I do it all the time. I read something like thirty books for this awards show. Then I read more for publishers. It’s not hard. It’s ridiculously easy, and I love it, and I thought if you were a professor, you’d love reading, too. I just—”

“I love speaking,” Olive said, cutting Hailee off. She folded her hands on her desk and narrowed her gaze at Hailee. She wasn’t mad—Hailee had heard that tone of voice in one of her early classes with Olives—but she was deadly serious. “I love speaking because my degree is in linguistics. I like hearing the nuances of people’s speech, their tone of voice, and then only sometimes I get around to writing it down. I don’t write notes for my speaking engagements. I remember and talk. Reading has actually always been quite hard for me.”

“Oh.”

“Right. That was why I liked you as a student. Speaking was hard for you growing up, and you were learning how to do that here. I think you’ve come quite far.”

“I have. I…” Hailee remembered her presentation, her ways of navigating it without cue cards. Then she remembered how she’d started to write her own erotica, using the power of the voice alone. “I have learned a lot.”

“I know. I can see that. I wish to emphasize this point, because I have a feeling that you will be dealing with me as I learn how to read, and how to read better. I’ve never had a student produce this much so fast. I usually have more time.”

“Oh. I didn’t know. I just—”

“You just wrote. It’s good. But I’m slow.”

“I’m sorry, I had—”

Olive held up her hand. “Do not apologize for your talents. Never do that, especially as a woman in the academy. I think you have potential. But you’re right that I have been slow. So how about this: you speak to Professor Browne.”

“What? You’re dropping me as a supervisee?”

“Not precisely,” Olive said, speaking slowly and using her hand with inflection. “You go to Professor Browne. Ask her to skip the queue and get reading right way. She will, no doubt, finish it before me. I will do my best to read this as fast as I can, but I can’t mark up the document. Instead, I’ll give you talking points, talking feedback.”

Hailee considered this for a moment. “Can I record it? I have this program called Otter that transcribes my speeches. That’s what i used for the proceeding there.”

“You did?” Olive looked towards her laptop then towards Hailee’s phone. “Can you show me?”

Hailee took out her phone. In the process of showing Olive how to record her own voice, and then turn it into notes, she also showed her the software program that read out text to speech, called @Voice. After she’d gotten used to listening to erotica books, she’d switched any PDFs or other word files for her own work into sound files so she could continue to listen. “Maybe this is how you’ll read now?” Hailee suggested. “I catch so many typos this way.”

“This is incredible,” Olive said. “I had no idea about any of this.”

“It’s fun, right? Technology is the wave of the future.” Hailee wrote out the application and software programs for Olive on her desk notepad. She also confirmed that she should still follow up with Professor Browne.

“Yes, I think that’s the best option,” Olive said. “We can both read at the same time now, and while I get caught up on how to meet the demands of my most stellar students, you will get what you want: out the door and into the job market as fast as possible.”

“Thank you,” Hailee said. She thought she’d be over the moon with this new change of plans. And she was, really. It would mean less limbo and more work, more recognition, a ND all of that other stuff.

But she had kind of enjoyed the boredom, too. She found so many things during this strange time period, like improv. Like her old friends made new. Like erotica, and of course, like Kit.

“You seem sad,” Olive said. “Did the reality of your career just hit you?”

“Sort of. But this is good.”

“Yes. Very good. Congrats. You will be a doctor in no time.” Olive extended her hand and Hailee shook it. This was yet another signal that their meeting was over. She gathered her items, and just before she left, Olive asked for another muffin.

“They really were good,’ she said. “If you don’t mind?”

“No, please.” Hailee placed down the entire container yet again. “Have all of them honestly. I think I’ve eaten more than my fair share.”

“I would normally argue,” Olive said, “but thank you.”

With another wave, Hailee left the meeting. She made sure to email Professor Browne for a meeting so she could explain things in her office. Once that was squared away, there was nothing left to do—but that feeling of freedom would not linger. Professor Browne was a speed reader and a whip-smart commenter. Hailee saw the rest of her summer snatched away.

She was relieved, once again, but also saddened. That feeling persisted as she got on the bus home. Even more as she walked into the foyer of her building, and then in the elevator up to her apartment. She heard Tootsie on the other side, which gave her a smile, but then she soon stopped as she saw something tacked to her door. Her heard thudded in her chest. Eviction notice? Chemical spray? Something so much worse and sinister?

Five stars, read the sign. Go see your muse.

Hailee tugged the paper off her door. What the hell did this mean? She crumbled it up as she unlocked her door and stepped inside. She gave Tootsie a treat and then walked into the kitchen, now ready to tackle her massive stack of dishes. She didn’t get much farther than her foyer before she caught sight of the apartment building across from her. Balloons on streamers were hanging from one of the balconies. It didn’t take her long to realize that the pink balloons belonged to Rae’s apartment. Another sign was tacked to her apartment window that read:

Five stars.

Go see your muse.

Hailee doubled back and left her apartment. She was over at Rae’s place in a matter of minutes. She found the listing for Rachel Tanner on the front buzzer system and buzzed to be let inside. It wasn’t until she was knocking on Rae’s door that she finally heard her voice.

“Hello Roxanne Oleander,” she said, smirking. “Good penname. I like it.”

Hailee’s face went white. She had a feeling that the signs were about her stories—but she wasn’t entirely sure.

Now that she was, she lost all her nerve.

“Oh, don’t give me that look. It was easy enough to figure out with Kit’s help. Though now I wish I hadn’t read them. You need to…expand your influences, because I liked your prose.”

“I…I don’t understand,” Hailee said. She glimpsed around the apartment, but it appeared to be just Rae and herself. Anissa was not there, but at the friend’s apartment across the hall, and Kit wasn’t there either.

“But you should see her,” Rae added.

“I want to. She didn’t return any of my texts. And I figured I just needed to stop being a bully, trying to make people do what I wanted.”

Rae furrowed her brow. “Who said you were a bully?”

“Long story. But it wasn’t Kit. She called me bossy instead.”

Rae held up a hand. “I know that story. Don’t tell me more. But I will say that bossy is better.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. A bully implies that you were a dick for no reason. A bossy person is one who knows what they want, and their anger at not getting it is an expression of a boundary.” Rae shrugged. “I know, I’m taking this stuff far too seriously, but it’s something that I’ve given a lot of thought to. I’m the bossy one at work. But I’m not a bully. because when I yell at a doctor to smarten up, or a civilian to stop, I’m doing it for their own good. Not bullying them. I’m bossy, sure, and maybe I could use some finessing, but that’s it.”

“Okay,” Hailee said, still too dazzled to do much of anything. “What does this have to do with Kit? Is everything okay?”

“She’s…she’s okay.” Rae smiled weakly. “But she needs some finessing, too. you both do.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means you need to go see her. Maybe like Lloyd Dobler, maybe not. But you do need to talk to her. She needs to talk to you.”

“I want to. But wouldn’t it be—”

“Bossy, yes. Bullying, no. She wants to see you, too, but she just…is scared. Which is what we are all, really.”

“I know.” Hailee swallowed. “Where is she?”

“At the doctor’s.” The moment Hailee’s eyes went wide, Rae held up her hand. “She’s…fie. Or well, she can tell you what happened. You should still see her, though. No matter what happens between the two of you, I think she needs to see a familiar face.”

“Not yours?”

“Too familiar. Too much history.” Rae seemed to gesture towards her chest, then shrugged. “You are the goldilocks.”

“What?”

“Not too much history, not too familiar. You’ll be there for her.”

The last part was a question as well as a statement. Either way, Hailee was determined to not let either one of them down. “Yes,” she said. “Give me the address, and then I’ll be there.”


Chapter 27

Kit couldn’t move for some time. She stood between the double glass doors of the doctor’s office, her mind aglow with all that she had learned. A clean bill of health. A clean bill of health. She kept repeating the words in her mind like some magical charm. It just couldn’t be true, but it was. The doctor had done the blood work twice. She’d gotten a breast exam by a nurse PR actioner associated with the office, and then a mammogram to be sure. But she was fine. Absolutely fine.

“What about the lumps?” Kit asked. She’d said that she’d found them, not that her girlfriend had, but it didn’t seem to make a difference. “I could have sworn they were there.”

“They probably were,” Doctor Vaughn explained. “But it is likely that they were tissue matter, or hormonal changes.”

“So they might come back?”

Dr. Vaughn had nodded. “But keep doing your own exams. Keep coming to see us. We will catch it when and if it appears. For now, enjoy your clean bill of health.”

The rest of the meeting had blurred by. Kit was still stuck on the last words—clean bill of health—but also the phrasing of when or if the cancer came. She’d always been assuming a when. It seemed likely. Her mother, her sister…so why not her? She looked down at her breasts. She’d worn her sports bra yet again. She felt its restriction as just that now. Her breasts were her own, and now that she had them back to herself, she didn’t want to bind them down.

She didn’t want to run naked in the streets either, but she did smile at the thought. Kit was still lingering in the foyer, still half thinking about dancing naked in the rain, when she spotted Hailee. She appeared so suddenly after the bus had gone by that Kit almost thought she was a figment. Of course when I’m thinking about dancing naked, Hailee arrives. It was just a latent fantasy, something that was clinging to her like all the dreams she was having about Hailee, too.

But she was real. Hailee looked down at her phone, then directly at the doctor’s office. Kit’s position in the glass doors was surely obscured by light and shadow. Hailee didn’t notice her, even as she headed right towards her. Kit grabbed her phone from her back pocket, unmuted it, and read the messages from Rae in quick succession.

I told her where you were, before you even ask.

Make nice.

Please.

She is so good for you…

Kit sighed. She realized in that moment she was not mad at Rae. She might have been had this appointment gone awfully. Or maybe she wouldn’t have. Either way, all she could feel right now was hope for the future.

And a future with Hailee inside of it.

“Oh,” Hailee said as she opened the doors to the doctor’s office. She blinked twice, realized Kit was in front of her. She smiled as if nothing was wrong—then quickly grew serious as if she remembered her mission. “Are you—”

Kit clasped a hand around her face and brought their lips together. Hailee was taken aback, but soon fell into the kiss. She wrapped her arms around Kit and held her tightly. “Oh, oh,” Hailee said as she broke the kiss to hug Kit deeply. “Please tell me you’re all right.”

“A clean bill of health,” Kit said aloud. Her voice warbled. She was crying. Hailee broke the hug to stare at her, examine her face.

“Say it again?”

“A clean bill of health,” Kit repeated. She brushed a tear aside. “Everything is fine.”

“Oh, thank God.” Hailee held her close. “I never thought I’d be so happy to hear that.”

“Same. But you know what’s better?”

Hailee tilted her head in a silence question of, What?

“I love you,” Kit said.

Hailee smiled. She pressed Kit close to her chest again. “I love you, too.”


Chapter 28

Kit felt as if they needed to catch up on lifetimes. It had only been two weeks since the improv night when everything came out, but so much had happened. And she truly felt as if she could have a lifetime with Hailee now.

Still, she didn’t want to startle her. She didn’t want to rush into anything, though it felt as if she had been waiting for years and years to feel this free again. “Do you want to see my place?” Kit asked when they both stepped off the bus at their stop. They’d held hands the entire way in silence. “I’ve decorated now. And have some more furniture.”

“Yes,” Hailee said simply. “I’d love that.”

They were silent again as they entered the apartment and took the elevator up. Kit really did think that they would burst into chatter and never stop—but she realized now that her feeling of lifetimes meant that they now had the grace of silence. They didn’t have to talk. They didn’t have to explain anymore. They didn’t even have to narrate all the fantasies they had together, because they would now become reality.

“I liked your stories, by the way,” Kit said as they reached her apartment.

Hailee let out a low breath. “I’m sort of embarrassed.”

“You shouldn’t be. They’re fun. But you can totally write about someone else if you wanted to.”

“Why would I write about anyone else other that you?”

Kit smiled as she slid her door open. She knew that Hailee’s question was rhetorical, but she still wanted to address it. Once the apartment door was shut, she put her arms around Hailee and pressed a tender kiss to her mouth. “Because I want you all for myself.”

“Oh?”

“Yes. And so the people you write about should be as diverse as you’ve been.”

Hailee chuckled slowly. “Are you calling me a slut again?”

“I can if you want,” Kit said. “But I don’t think you are. I think you have a lot of love, and you should express it.”

Hailee smiled, clearly touched. She pressed her mouth against Kit. Their bodies had no space between them, and soon, their tongues were touching and exploring with renewed passion. Kit felt her breasts against Hailee’s—and she felt them like the good parts of herself that they were. She felt her body as a body, as a tool for pleasure and love, and she wanted nothing more than to share it with Hailee over and over again.

“I thought you promised me a tour?” Hailee said as Kit tugged her towards the bedroom.

“Soon enough. The bed is the best part.”

Hailee bit her lip. She followed behind Kit and discarded clothing on the floor in the same haphazard manner. They left a trail of rainbow colours behind themselves, reminding Kit of the array of colours on stage. A stage that she, too, now wanted to be on. She wanted to tell Hailee as much right then—but she stopped. She was topless, her hands on the waist of her jeans. She grinned.

“You are stunning.”

“So are you.” Hailee stepped forward and placed her hands just above Kit’s breasts. “Can I?”

“I want you to. Please.”

Kit shuddered as Hailee slipped a hand underneath. She cupped Kit in her palm, and then brought her mouth to the nipple. She held her tightly, massaging her as she caressed Kit with her tongue. Kit had worried at first that anytime Hailee would touch her it would feel like an examination. That anyone doing so would feel that way. But it didn’t. It just felt good. It just felt right.

“This okay?” Hailee asked, looking up from her ministrations. She sunk lower, on her knees, and looked up again as she held Kit’s fly. “Can I?”

“Yes to everything,” Kit said.

“Then I will be as quiet as I can be,” Hailee teased. She lowered the fly on Kit’s jeans and slipped inside. There was a minor moment of discord as they both stepped out of their pants. Then they came together again, and it was done without words.

But it was not silence. Kit luxuriated in the sucking sounds from Hailee, the suction movements of her fingers inside of her. As Kit lowered herself onto the bed, Hailee got on top of her. Their naked bodies pulsated together. They held hands as their hips grinded, and then it was nothing but moans from one another’s mouths. Hailee reversed so she could eat Kit out at the same moment she was doing the same. Together, they move like one person. Together, they made the same grunts and groans that all led to the same exchange of pleasure.

“Oh, wow,” Kit said as she came. Hailee was still in front of her, wet and throbbing, and oh so close. Kit pressed her mouth in just the right spot and hummed until Hailee, too, was keening.

“I love you,” Hailee said. She turned her body around so she could crawl next to Kit and lay next to her in the bed. “I love you so much.”

“I love you, too,” Kit said. “And when this lease is up, I’m moving in with you.”

Hailee laughed, but it was kind. Light-hearted. “What makes you think you have to wait a year?”

“My lease. It’s…”

“You’re forgetting that I’ve lived in this building longer,” Hailee said. She walked her fingers up between Kit’s breasts and then to her mouth, where Kit kissed the fingers. “My lease is up in September.”

“So we still have a month. Good.”

“Good.” Hailee kissed Kit again. It flowed out into a longer, more luxurious embrace, one that felt like it would eat up the rest of the month until they could be together again, like this. “I think I can wait.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah, as long as I know what’s coming,” Kit added, “I think whatever we don’t know will only make us stronger.”

Hailee’s grin turned serious. She wrapped her arms around Kit and held her so much tighter in that moment than she thought possible. When she broke apart, Kit felt as if whatever would happen, good or bad or something else in between, they could handle it.

And if they couldn’t, then there was the troop. Rae and Anissa. There were so many more people than she realized, and she wanted to be thankful for every single one.

“Do you have any bananas here?” Hailee asked a moment later. “Because I’m a little hungry, and maybe we could—”

“Yes,” Kit said. She pressed another kiss against Hailee’s mouth, and then rose for her shirt. “Yes. Sounds perfect.”


Epilogue

Hailee fussed with her hair in the mirror. It wasn’t coming out right. Her mane was too red, and the humidity last weekend of August had made almost all of her natural straightness become a frizzy mass. She combed one of her brushes through it, tried to tame it a little more, but soon gave up.

“What’s going on?” Kit asked, peering into the open bathroom that they’d both began to share. She made a face when she noticed the high volume of Hailee’s hair.

“I know. This is awful.”

“It’s fine. Once you put on that dress, no one will care.” Kit strode into the bathroom behind her and placed a hand on her bare hips. She gave her a maniacal grin in the mirror. “At least, I won’t care. And all the other judges well, they can stop being judges for one minute.”

“Hardly.” Hailee laughed, but soon gave into Kit’s attempts at making her feel better. It was the last week of August, which meant that the Bi Book Awards Ceremony was being held in downtown Toronto. She and Kit had a hotel booked for that night, and they were planning on making the drive down from their apartment in Waterloo for the festivities. Hailee had already learned a long time ago now who would win in all the categories, but she was still thrilled to be going out for a night on the town with Kit.

Even if she was going to look like a bit of a fuzz ball when she did. She thought back to her aqua dress with a low-cut back, and Kit’s similar dress in deep purple with another low cut back. It made her cactus tattoo that much more visible, and her strappy heals would reveal the dolphin on her ankle. Hailee turned to face Kit in their small bathroom. They were both in their underwear, not yet in their gowns, but she could still see just how stunning Kit would be in a matter of hours.

And how long she would stay that way once they were moved in together.

“You okay?” Kit asked as Hailee curled a hair over her ear. “You got a distant expression on your face.”

“I’m great. More than great. I’m just sort of going to miss this summer.”

“Same, you know. I thought that women’s studies class would kill me. Same with math.”

“But you’re acing it.”

“A solid B average,” Kit corrected. “But at least I proved Rae a little wrong.”

They both chuckled and were soon reflecting on the other things that had brought them together that summer—like the car wash with Rae, the improv group (which Kit was now officially joining that her class work was mostly done), and of course, Hailee’s ever-expanding erotica collection. She’d slowed a bit on her production schedule, only so that she could finally now tackle the edits her dissertation had, but she was getting new ideas all the time. And while she didn’t write about Kit anymore—especially not since Rae had become her number one fan and viewer online—she definitely ran the ideas by her.

“So I’m thinking,” Hailee said playfully as they parted in order to get dressed. “That the next book I’m going to write will be about an awards show.”

“Oh?”

“I know, but it’s not about us. It’s about an Oscar-nominated children’s composer who takes her PA to the ceremony, but of course, they fall in love.” Hailee swooned then quickly corrected. “I mean they fuck and fall in love.”

“Naturally.”

“And in the process leading up to the awards ceremony, they go thong shopping. You know, for the dress. It’s important, but because the children’s composer has been a bit of a shut-in, a recluse, and writes for kids, she is a bit fussy.”

“Just a bit?”

“Only a bit,” Hailee said, winking. She slipped into her dress in that moment and smoothed her hand down her hips and her ass. The thong shopping trip that she and Kit had gone on might have been the inspiration for this story. But still, it was not about Kit. Nope, not about her at all.

“How does it end?” Kit asked. She was in her own dress, doing her make-up in the bathroom mirror. She locked eyes with Hailee in the reflection. They both smiled, and for a moment, Hailee forgot all about her book as she locked lips with Kit yet again.

“I have to fix my make-up now,” Kit complained, but she smiled. She applied more lipstick dutifully and then repeated her question. “The ending. How does it end?”

“Oh, that’s a secret. Like the winners tonight. I am not saying a single word.” While Kit groaned, Hailee mimed locking her lips in the bathroom mirror. “I can tell you what I will call the Oscar story, though.”

“Stronger Thongs?”

“Obviously. Though I was also considering Smarty Pants, too.”

“Hmm. Another good choice.”

“Yeah, but see? You got me to spill the beans. Damn. This is why I gotta keep some things secret.”

“Not everything, I hope.”

Hailee sidled up to Kit in the bathroom mirror. She put her arms around her waist, and then smiled at both of their reflections in the mirror. She wanted to keep this image with her forever. She wanted to freeze frame it and never move beyond it.

But since that was impossible, she would most likely write about it instead. She’d freeze and remember the good moments in her stories, so that when she and Kit grew stronger with time and trials, she would also remember the good as much as the bad.

“I can tell you one thing, at least,” Hailee said as they parted from the bathroom, and began packing their purses and overnight bags for their latest adventure.

“Let me guess,” Kit said. “The story ends happily?”

“It does. More than happily for now, but I assure you,” Hailee said, placing another kiss on Kit’s mouth. “It’s happily ever after.”

 

THE END
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