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      Rosalie was the kind of bored that felt like loneliness. It was late on a school night, so what she should be doing was sleeping. The very idea of it felt ludicrous. She was sixteen years old, the night sky outside her window was sparkling with stars and anything seemed possible.

      

      She leaned her face against the cool windowpane and just for a moment let herself imagine that she was the kind of girl who was just about to slip out her bedroom window and sneak out into the dark alone, ready for whatever adventures lay waiting in the glittering city, just beyond her reach.

      

      It wasn’t hard to sneak out from Rosalie’s house, after all. Her room was at the very far end of the odd sprawling house her father, an architect, had designed. The house was long, rather than big, sprawling across most of the top of their little looping cul-de-sac street. It was only a twenty-minute walk into downtown Nashville, but it felt almost rural with all the trees and shrubs her country boy father had planted for privacy. Facing out onto the little forest, Rosalie could pretend her bedroom was cut off adrift from the rest of the house, like a little cabin in the woods. She liked it better that way.

      

      A restless energy nagged at her as she stared out at the dark night, her nails bitten to the quick and her bravado already flagging. Lately, her whole life felt so stagnant she wanted to burst right out of her own skin. The last of the Christmas lights had only just been taken down and already the year dragged. School felt pointless. Home felt stifling. Her whole world was constrictive, like shoes she’d outgrown but had to keep wearing anyway. She wanted the next thing, the thing that came after high school was over, after you stopped having to live by the rules that your parents and teachers set for you. It felt so close and yet so far away that she ached with it.

      

      Part of it, she supposed, was Rachel. Her sister was seventeen, almost eighteen, and she lived by her own damn rules. Rosalie had seen it happen. One minute Rachel was living the same old stifling life, the next she was done with it. Rosalie had been both awed and worried - her sister teasing her about always being the most responsible one in any room - but mostly, she was dying of jealousy.  

      

      Rachel didn’t wait for anyone; she snuck out alone almost every night. She refused to let her little sister tag along with her, but sometimes before she left, she crept in to see Rosalie first. With their heads close, leaning side by side against the edge of the bed, Rachel regaled her with tales of Nashville late at night. She told Rosalie all about the underground scene, the scandals of who liked who, teenage sex and secret parties - everyone bright and glittering and beautiful - the whole big sparkling world that Rosalie was not allowed entry to. It beguiled her and nagged at her and she was so damn sick of being sixteen.

      

      Beyond the window an owl cried. It was already past midnight and she’d changed into the striped flannel pajamas she’d stolen from Rachel’s pile of pointedly rejected Christmas presents. As far as Rosalie was concerned they were perfect.  

      

      She gazed at the image of herself the window reflected back. The pajamas were big and boxy, hiding the shape of her body, making it anonymous, androgynous even. It wasn’t that she didn’t like her body exactly, it was more that she wished it was invisible. Her hair had finally settled from the bright unmistakeable red of her childhood to a moderately calmer auburn. She liked her skin, clear and soft, though she still had the redhead’s ability to blush like a fire-engine at the most inconvenient of times. Her eyes were a slightly unusual sea-green unshared by anyone else in her family. Sometimes she daydreamed that she was adopted, though it was clear she had her mother’s hair and both she and Rachel shared their father’s sharp chin.  

      

      She sighed at her reflection. That was about all they shared these days. Rachel was out at a party being beautiful, fascinating and probably sexy. Rosalie was at home in flannel pajamas, about to go to bed. She’d just brushed her teeth and was about to switch off the lamp when there was a quick triple tap at her window. She frowned. Usually Rachel snuck back in through her own damn window. She only came via Rosalie’s if she was really worried about getting caught.  

      

      She opened the curtain, blinking into the dark and there, sure enough, was Rachel. She pulled up the window.

      

      “What are you doing?”

      

      “Shh, shh, go lock your door,” her sister hissed.  

      

      Rolling her eyes, Rosalie went over and locked her bedroom door. Rachel loved drama. As she turned back, Rachel boosted herself up through the window, her skirt too damn short, her big brown Bambi eyes sparkling and her long caramel hair curled in a way Rosalie had no hope of emulating. Then Rachel turned and looked out into the dark.

      

      “Come on,” she whispered.

      

      Another pair of hands gripped the sill and in from the cold slipped the strangest girl Rosalie had ever seen. She was white, thin and pale, her long blonde hair a little tangled, framing a pair of huge blue-gray eyes. Unlike Rachel, her dress was long and plain, streaked with grime. She wore clompy men’s boots and clutched a garishly ugly padded jacket around her body. She was also, despite all of this, beautiful. She looked at Rosalie, her eyes narrow and assessing.

      

      Rosalie looked to her sister. Rachel’s face was bright.  

      

      “Savannah needs a place to stay.”
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      Kinsey was a seasoned performer but her heart was pumping extra hard in her chest as they walked on stage that night. It wasn’t even a particularly big stage - perhaps only a couple of hundred people in the crowd - but tonight she had an inexplicable feeling like the stakes were high, for her personally, and not just the young woman walking on in front of her.   

      

      It had all started two weeks ago when she’d seen the tiny flier attached to a noticeboard at Aloha. In neatly printed handwriting it just said Girl drummer/singer wanted and a number. Kinsey had been coasting up until this point, playing in a couple of bands, never quite finding a good fit. There was zero information on the flier as to the who or why of the situation but if Kinsey ever had to sum herself up in just three words girl drummer/singer would probably be a good contender.

      

      She was, she hoped, a lot of other things too. Even just musically: Kinsey played guitar, bass, piano and keyboard. Her voice was trained too - all of it at Juilliard, no less - though she found she was better off keeping that information on the down-low. There was a kind of reverse snobbery that she came across in the Nashville scene, like being self-taught or innately talented as a birthright was naturally superior to formal training, no matter how good it made you. 

      

      She’d called the number and was pleasantly surprised to hear another girl answer the call, and one who seemed - so far, at least - more or less normal, so she’d met up with her in a cafe in downtown Nashville.

      

      Cassidy was around her age or maybe a little younger. White, small, and blonde, she was extremely pretty in a weirdly familiar way that Kinsey couldn’t quite put her finger on. At first she wasn’t quite sure what to make of her as they faced each other in a window booth seat, each holding onto drinks for something to do with their hands. Cassidy told her that she hadn’t performed live yet - literally ever - but she also seemed comfortably confident she could pull it off. She was both nervous and sure of herself.  

      

      “Why a drummer-singer?” asked Kinsey. “That’s super specific.”

      

      Cassidy smiled as she stirred her coffee.  

      

      “The song I want to sing at the open mic needs a rhythm section. And some back up vocals would give it more depth. I figured two birds, one stone. Plus,” she added, “I know a drummer who sings and it’s always seemed like a killer combination.” 

      

      Kinsey nodded. She thought so too. 

      

      “So,” Cassidy smiled, “where are you from?”

      

      Kinsey tried not to sigh. It was the number one question she got asked by everyone she encountered, usually followed up with but where are you really from? Her skin was golden-brown all year no matter the season, her long hair a sleek black, and her big brown eyes had just enough of a hint to them that made white people look twice before they just had to ask.  

      

      “I moved here from New York,” she said. “But if you mean where was I born, then Chicago,” she anticipated the next question before it could get asked. “And yes, I’m American and English is my first language. But if you mean what’s my ethnic background, then my mom is Filipino and my dad is white.”

      

      Cassidy went slightly pink.

      

      “I just meant your Yankee accent,” she said. “You’re obviously not from Nashville.”

      

      “Oh,” Kinsey said, not entirely convinced. “No, I’m not.”

      

      “You get that stuff a lot, huh?” Cassidy seemed to be commiserating, which was interesting for a conventionally attractive, all-American, Tennessee white girl.  

      

      “Literally always.”

      

      “People can suck,” she shrugged. “My boyfriend…” she trailed off, her eyes flicking up to Kinsey’s and shook her head. “I kind of get it, in a way. How long have you been in Nashville?”

      

      “A year,” Kinsey said. She’d been just about considering maybe getting a tiny crush on Cassidy - she really was unbelievably easy to gaze at with her big blue-gray eyes and full lips - but the boyfriend comment put an end to that idea. Mostly. She told Cassidy about the other bands she played in, the other musicians she supported. “I guess I’m just looking for a better fit, you know? Someone I can really work together with to make some great songs.”

      

      Cassidy considered her.  

      

      “Do you… maybe want to go give it a try?”   

      

      Since neither of them seemed to be an obvious psychopath, Cassidy came over to Kinsey’s apartment, her guitar in tow. With just a hint of nerves she played Kinsey a song she’d written, the one that she was planning to perform. Kinsey had sat on the floor of her living room and listened, then nodded thoughtfully.

      

      “You know,” she said slowly, “I think that just might be one hell of a pop song.”  

      

      Cassidy’s hopeful expression collapsed into a frown.

      

      “It’s not supposed to be pop,” she said. “It’s a country song.”  

      

      “Sure.  Country pop.” Kinsey smiled. “It’s a compliment, not an insult.  Hear me out. Try it like this,” she tucked herself behind her drum kit and tapped out a faster tempo. Cassidy looked at her dubiously, but she started strumming again, this time in rhythm with Kinsey. Just as her vocal kicked in, Kinsey began a harder beat, like a racing heart. Cassidy kept pace. She looked startled. The longer she kept up, the more Kinsey had to hold in the manic grin she was feeling on the inside.

      

      When the song finished, they were both breathing faster. 

      

      “Holy shit,” Cassidy said, her eyes wide.  

      

      “Right?” Kinsey pointed at her, the grin spilling out. They ran through it again, this time with Kinsey joining in on some ad-libbed back-up vocals and when they’d finished Cassidy was the one smiling.

      

      “So…” she said, her eyes bright. “Do you want to work together?”

      

      “Absolutely,” Kinsey said emphatically.

      

      By the time the open mic had rolled around they’d practiced together a handful of times, including fooling around with a couple of other things Cassidy had been working on. Kinsey could already feel a tingle of something in the air, but she reminded herself not to jump ahead. Cassidy had literally never performed before. There was still time for this all to fall apart.

      

      “Welcome to the stage, Cassidy Carver!”

      

      She followed Cassidy up and took her place behind the drum kit, willing Cassidy to keep it together. She’d been fidgety as hell, trying not to bite off her own lip during the act before them until Kinsey had hissed lipstick, making her stop. She saw Cassidy’s posture straighten now as she pulled the guitar over her head and when she turned her head to check for Kinsey’s nod, her eyes were clear.   

      

      Cassidy strummed the first notes and Kinsey jumped in with the drumbeat. Cassidy belted out the first note and just like that, Kinsey felt it, the thing she’d been seeking when she’d up and moved to Nashville, the thing she’d been looking for her whole damn life. 

      

      Cassidy’s voice was strong, clear and bright as a bell, like she didn’t even know how to sing a bum note. Her blue eyes sparkled in the spotlight and her golden hair bounced. Her guitar work was solid yet playful and the song was a killer. Kinsey watched from behind the drum kit and saw the crowd loving her. Cassidy, whoever she was, wherever she’d sprung from, had the it factor all over her. She didn’t even look surprised at the roaring reception, though her smile was devastating. Cassidy knew exactly what she was and Kinsey wanted in. All in.

      

      First prize was $500 that night, and zero part of Kinsey was surprised when Cassidy’s name got called. She was surprised when Cassidy sought her out at the bar afterward and handed her $250.

      

      “Oh no,” Kinsey said, shaking her head, “that was your song, your big debut-”

      

      “You made that song what it was,” Cassidy interrupted, breathlessly. She was clearly still on a high from the performance and the win, but honestly Kinsey’s rent was due so she wasn’t going to fight it. “We’re on, right?” she asked, “we’re gonna be a band?”

      

      Kinsey felt her heart speed up, her face splitting into an unstoppable grin as she nodded. She bought Cassidy a beer and they clinked their bottles to cement the deal. People kept interrupting them to say congratulations and Cassidy seemed to literally sparkle under the bar lights as she thanked them. It was probably fortunate for Kinsey that a moment later an extremely good looking white guy with a swoop of dark brown hair slipped in beside them. Cassidy’s face lit up as he wrapped an arm around her waist, pressing a warm kiss to her cheek. 

      

      “Lane,” Cassidy said, “this is Kinsey. Kinsey, this is my boyfriend Lane - oh - and their friend Aria.” She smiled widely as a pretty Black girl with long silky locks and warm eyes appeared alongside.

      

      “I think by now you can call me your friend too.” Aria smiled back. “They don’t get dibs on me.”

      

      Kinsey blinked, noting the pronouns and took a second glance at Lane. She felt Cassidy’s gaze assessing her and quickly opened her mouth.

      

      “Nice to meet you,” Kinsey greeted both newcomers with a smile. “You must be literally dying of pride right now,” she addressed Lane, and their gold-brown eyes shone.

      

      “I knew she’d kill it,” they said. “It’s the first time I’ve even heard her sing, but she’s great at everything she does so I’m not surprised she was fucking amazing.”  

      

      Cassidy bit her lip and smiled, and the look they exchanged between them left Kinsey not quite sure who she was most jealous of: Lane for being the one who got to take Cassidy home, or Cassidy for how extremely she was clearly going to get it tonight. She managed not to sigh and met Aria’s eyes instead. Aria looked back. And for a second, it looked like all might not be lost for Kinsey that night after all.   

      

      Unfortunately though, despite the flicker of interest, Aria was actually straight, or at least clearly not inclined for anything more than friendly flirting despite Kinsey’s best attempt at charming her. The four of them wound up at a table by the bar, laughing like they’d been friends for years.

      

      Cassidy’s older sister - a drop dead gorgeous brunette who somehow still looked quite like Cassidy despite their opposite coloring -  dropped by to say goodnight, along with her wife, both of them clearly glowing with pride for Cassidy. Kinsey felt warm all the way through. Not only was her new bandmate shining with star potential, but she was surrounded in queer people and at least kind of queer-adjacent herself, which made it so much easier for Kinsey to casually come out as well, though she suspected Cassidy already thoroughly knew it.  

      

      Then, her breath stuck in her chest. Noah fucking Lyman was in this bar, along with Coral fucking Sanchez. Literally her two biggest idols, part of the reason she’d been inspired to move to Nashville in the first place. She fought the urge to pinch herself at the sight of the two of them in the flesh. Not only that, but they seemed to be approaching their table, shoving Kinsey’s heart firmly into her throat. She watched, her jaw slightly unhinged as Coral - impossibly tall and impossibly glamorous - came all the way up and wrapped her arms around Cassidy, giving her a kiss on the head. Noah gave her a goofy fist-bump, both of them murmuring congratulations to her before drifting off toward the door. Kinsey stared like she could see literal stardust trailing in their wake.

      

      “What the fuck?” she said to Cassidy, her voice coming out in a croak. “Do you know them, or did you just happen to get congratulated by a couple of musical geniuses?”

      

      Cassidy’s glowing smile seemed to stutter.  

      

      “Oh, I hardly know them,” she said, waving a hand nonchalantly. “They’re obviously just really kind to newbies.”

      

      “I’ll say,” Kinsey stared at the door where they’d disappeared, still knocked sideways by the brush with fame, barely listening as the subject got changed around her.

      

      After that, the whole night just seemed touched by magic: the buzz of a great performance, the glow of new friendships forming, the under-current of lust sparking in the air, the brush with genius, the immense potential shining everywhere she looked. The four of them proceeded to get quite drunk, eventually ending up at Losers where they danced to the band with abandon. Cassidy and Lane made out ferociously on the dance floor before bidding them both goodnight, clearly unable to keep their hands above the clothes for a single second longer.

      

      Kinsey woke up alone, and hungover, but the magic still felt like it was tingling. She was on the cusp of something big, she could just feel it. 
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      Rosalie flung her phone halfway across the office, where it bounced off the carpet and slid towards the door.

      

      “Woah.” Shelby cracked open the door as the phone slid to a stop. “You good?”

      

      Rosalie sighed. She slumped in the chair and looked wearily at her second-in-charge.

      

      “Sorry,” she said. “I was reading the news.”

      

      “Ah.” Shelby nodded. She bent, picked up the phone, and made a show of placing it gingerly on the desk, three feet from Rosalie. “In that case, may I suggest you don’t read the news until at least after the next election?”

      

      “Or maybe ever?” She glared glumly at the ceiling. “Is it wrong to wish for another pandemic? One that only targets Republicans?”

      

      “Well, that’s dark.” Shelby took a seat at her adjacent desk and eyed her, the circle of drained coffee cups and the scrunched up balls of paper that had missed the trash can.  

      

      “Why?” Rosalie asked flatly. “They’re the ones always calling for us to be exterminated.”

      

      “Oh yeah, white, femme, cisgender lesbians, you’re their number one target.” Shelby’s eyebrows rose.

      

      Rosalie blinked.

      

      “Sorry,” she said. “That was a little tone deaf.”

      

      Shelby rolled her eyes. “I mean I guess we’ll let you keep your ally badge today. All things considered.”

      

      As a Puerto Rican trans woman, Rosalie’s main deputy Shelby was used to dealing with self-centered, oblivious, white, cis people in the community and Rosalie felt genuinely shitty. The Rachel Carlson Center provided care and services for queer and gender diverse youth who were homeless or otherwise vulnerable, and while Rosalie, the director, was in fact queer, it was workers like Shelby who were the real resource of the center, the people that kept kids alive.     

      

      Reading the news each day really did leave her with the feeling of being under siege; each news article, each new backwards law launched another cannonball at the Center's walls. Shaking the foundation, the staff, and the kids in the most desperate need of help. Each bill threatened their physical and emotional safety, their rights to self-expression, to education, to appropriate healthcare, to live as themselves, to their very right to live at all. She took a shaky breath.  

      

      Shelby was right, though. While there were conservatives working to legislate against the rights of all women and queer people, it was her trans friends and clients who were in desperate need of support and advocacy. Shelby was not the person to vent to, despite their work relationship.

      

      It was possible that she was a little burned out, she reflected, as she reached out and checked her phone for cracks. But then, they all were. They’d survived the Trump administration only to find that at least on a state level - and perhaps an international level - things were only getting worse. 

      

      “How are you holding up?” she asked Shelby now, extracting her own head from her ass. Shelby sighed, grey circles under her large dark eyes.    

      

      “Oh you know,” she said with a shrug. “Sad. Terrified. Angry as fuck. The usual.” 

      

      “It fucking sucks, Shelby.” Rosalie leaned forward and met her eyes. “If you need some time off, like stress leave, or to go on a damn holiday away from all this-”

      

      “There is no away from all this,” Shelby’s gaze held hers. “Especially when they can’t leave.” She gestured out to the center, to the kids they had in emergency care, to the kids that were out there in the street. “Honestly, I feel better when I’m here doing something.”

      

      “I get that,” Rosalie said softly. “If there’s anything you need or anything I can do-”

      

      “Just what you’re already doing,” Shelby gave her a small smile. “Trying not to be an asshole. Actually fucking fighting with us.”
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        * * *

      

      It was a Friday night and Rosalie wove her way through the usual throngs of excited revelers crowding the sidewalks before reaching the quieter back streets then her city fringe home. Sometimes she drove to work, but most of the time, like tonight, on a pleasant night in early fall, she enjoyed the walk. Music crooning through her headphones she let her mind decompress, thoughts drifting dreamily as the stress of the day slipped away.

      

      As she unlocked her little house just off the oft-beaten Nashville path, she thought of Shelby’s gentle jibe as they both prepared to leave for the day.

      

      “Any exciting plans for the weekend?” Shelby asked,  raising her eyebrows, already knowing the answer. 

      

      Rosalie had just smiled. “So many.”

      

      “Involving a glass of wine and a bath, and watching a show with your cat?” Shelby did not approve of Rosalie’s lifestyle and she always made it known.

      

      “All of the above.” Rosalie didn’t mind her friend’s disappointment, she’d been looking forward to the weekend since Monday. Her home was her sanctuary and after a week spent deeply engaged in the lives of others, she craved the solitude and peace of her time alone. “And you?”

      

      “Mariana has the weekend off,” Shelby said, her face softening as it always did when she mentioned her wife of fourteen years. “Her sister is babysitting so we can have a date night, then tomorrow we’re taking the kids to the water park.”

      

      “Sounds nice,” Rosalie had said.  It did sound nice. For Shelby.  

      

      Now as she walked into her quiet home, the polished floorboards gleaming softly as she switched on the light and Lemonade rushed to curl around her legs and complain about her absence, Rosalie felt nothing but content.  

      

      For years she’d assumed one day her life would also include a wife, or at least someone wife-shaped. Never children though, Rosalie knew too well how brutal the world was to ever consider that. But despite Shelby’s disapproval, at the age of thirty-seven Rosalie had come to understand that domestic life was not for her. She’d tried it on a number of occasions but the truth was that she had limited energy for relationship battles and only intermittent interest in cohabitating.

      

      Sure, it was nice to have someone to come home to when things were great - conversation, sex, someone to snuggle up to on the couch - but things didn’t stay great forever. Coming home to someone also included arguments about who did more housework and who never instigated sex anymore or wasn’t emotionally available or backed away when they felt like they were cornered (Rosalie, Rosalie, Rosalie and Rosalie again.)

      

      So it felt all-round pretty nice to be self-sufficient. No one walked around the place looking disappointed in her all the time and she didn’t have to walk on eggshells. She could put on a record at seven o’clock in the morning and dance alone in her kitchen while she made her first coffee of the day. She could lie in the bath for an hour to decompress, eat toast for dinner or cook an elaborate feast. She could stretch out wide and sleep in her big comfortable bed like a starfish, or have long one-sided conversations with Lemonade about the state of the world. 

      

      “I know,” she said to him now, as she slipped out of her shoes and tossed her keys on the bench, “I’m a bad, selfish person. I should be going to Cassidy’s gig tonight; I promised Savannah. But I literally can’t think of anything worse right now than being packed in with sweaty strangers at a loud bar full of drunks. And I’m pretty sure Savannah already knew I’d bail on her before she even invited me.”

      

      Savannah was the one person she felt comfortable letting down. They owed each other so much that they both knew the debt could never be repaid; the small things didn’t even register between them.

      

      “Cassidy will hardly notice,” she consoled herself against the slight tinge of guilt as she refilled the cat’s kibble bowl. She straightened up to peer into her fridge, pulling out a bottle of wine and thought of the last time she’d seen Savannah’s younger sister, about a month ago. The whole family had come over to Rosalie’s for dinner. Since Savannah and Brynn’s daughter Emmeline had been born, just over three months ago, they’d struggled to return to any kind of normal, though Savannah had thankfully lost the haunted look in her eyes as she’d come out the other side of a hard bout of postnatal depression.  

      

      For someone of Savannah’s level of fame to head out to a restaurant also meant more fuss and exposure than anyone wanted to deal with, so Rosalie had suggested a low-key meal at her place. When it was on her own terms, Rosalie loved to entertain and she’d spent a joyous afternoon cooking up a storm before their arrival. She could have served up Lemonade’s kibble for all Cassidy noticed though. 

      

      She and Lane could barely drag their burning eyes off each other, always low-key touching like being even a foot apart would be agony. Long after they’d left, the ghost of new lust seemed to flutter about Rosalie’s living room, making her smile as she remembered feeling that same restless energy in her own veins.

      

      Even though she knew it was wrong to have favorites, Lane was still, hands down, her favorite of all the kids who’d come through the center. She’d watched them grow from a traumatized fourteen-year-old, through to a thriving, if socially anxious older teen, always with a blunt irreverent sense of humor and frequently lacking a filter. At twenty-two she’d paired them with Savannah - her friend in need of a nanny and her ex-client in need of guidance - and over the next few years had seen them blossom under her care, from a cute lavender-haired punk kid, through to accessing hormones and top surgery and blooming into the classically handsome heartbreaker they’d become.  

      

      More than just Cassidy had swooned in their wake, but in all the years of counseling Lane she’d never seen them anything more than slightly diverted by a pretty face. Secretly, Rosalie had related. Despite one or two notable exceptions, she too had worked hard at keeping her sexual and romantic entanglements light. It had unnerved her to see Lane so twisted up in knots over another human being, but she found herself utterly delighted to see it happen. Rosalie loved her own life; she found though, that she didn’t want it for Lane.

      

      That night as she lay in the bath, gazing at her own toes, even Lemonade done with her company, she found herself thinking of her younger self. It was the only thing that ever gave her any kind of pause about her quiet, peaceful life. Teenage Rosalie would be pissed at her.  
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      Savannah emerged from the shower wearing one of Rosalie’s own t-shirts and a pair of boxer shorts. They were about the same height - Rosalie perhaps a little taller - but she liked all her clothes baggy. Her shirt drowned Savannah, the soft fabric like a sheet thrown over her thin white limbs. She was clean though, her fingers combing the knots out of her long wet hair as she entered the bedroom.  

      

      “Thanks,” Savannah said, looking warily around the room. She took an awkward seat on Rosalie’s desk chair.  

      

      She looked down at the messy pile of school books and notebooks and without asking, began to flick through Rosalie’s history text. At first Rosalie thought Savannah was just doing it to avoid talking to her, but as Rosalie watched her eyelashes she realized she was actually reading it.

      

      “Where do you go to school?” Rosalie asked.  

      

      Savannah’s eyes seemed to flicker. She glanced sideways at Rosalie, perched on the side of her bed, waiting. For a second it seemed like Savannah was going to ignore the question altogether.

      

      “I don’t,” she said eventually. Her face said quite clearly that the subject was closed and she turned back to the textbook.

      

      “Since when?” Rosalie wasn’t great at shutting down her curiosity. The strange girl in her bedroom gave her a dirty look.  

      

      “Since about a year ago,” she said shortly. Her accent was drawling, definite backcountry. 

      

      Rosalie inched forward on the bed. “How old are you?” 

      

      Savannah barely held back a sigh and stifled a yawn. “I’m seventeen. What are you, like fourteen?”

      

      “I’m sixteen,” Rosalie protested. “We’re basically the same age.”

      

      Savannah looked at her flatly.

      

      “No,” she said.“We’re not.”

      

      Rachel returned, having crept along the passage to her own room after showering the scent of party from her skin and hair. She was dressed in neat, white, cotton summer pajamas despite the coolness of the season. She smirked when she saw Savannah.

      

      “Suits you,” she mocked and Savannah rolled her eyes. Rosalie was miffed. There was nothing wrong with the pajamas she’d offered.  

      

      “Can we talk?” she asked her sister. Savannah looked down at the textbook. Rachel huffed.

      

      “Excuse us,” she said, shooting Savannah an apologetic look, as if between grownups. Rosalie’s hands balled into fists, her face burning. They ducked outside the bedroom door and she closed it behind her, glaring at her sister.

      

      “Where did you find her?” she asked, her voice low.  

      

      “At the party tonight,” Rachel whispered. “It was at this crazy abandoned warehouse that Daria had found. She came too,” she gestured with her head back toward the bedroom, “and we got to talking. She’s living on the fucking street, Ros. She’s got no one.”

      

      Rosalie thought about that for a second. “What are you thinking? That mom and dad will let her just live here?”

      

      Rachel gave her a blazing look. “Are you fucking stupid? Of course they won’t. We’ll have to hide her.”

      

      For ten whole seconds Rosalie stared at her. Of all the hare-brained, ridiculous, fantasy-world, Rachel plans to come up with. But then, all of a sudden, the goofy, rebellious rightness of the idea hit her like a wave. No seventeen-year-old girl should have to be homeless. And getting one over her parents appealed to her just as much as it would to Rachel.  

      

      Rosalie nodded firmly, just once, then together they turned and walked back into the room. Savannah still held the textbook, though this time it was clear she wasn’t reading.  

      

      “If you want, you can stay,” Rosalie announced. “I could do with some help with history anyway.” 

      

      Savannah raised her eyes and stared.  

      

      Rachel stayed late with them, all three of them sitting on the floor as the two sisters whispered their plans for how to hide their new and interesting guest. Rosalie’s room was the only option, being so far from the rest of the house and having easy tree cover to come and go without risk of exposure. Rachel would run interference as best she could, and Rosalie could attest it was definitely within her sister’s skillset.  

      

      Savannah stayed silent, hugging her knees to her chest. Finally she interjected.

      

      “I don’t want to get you in trouble with your parents,” she said, quietly.  

      

      The sisters exchanged a look.

      

      “We literally don’t care,” Rachel said. “Like at all.”

      

      “Fuck them,” Rosalie agreed.  

      

      “I’m not your responsibility,” Savannah’s eyes flashed steel.  

      

      “We’re all each other’s responsibility,” announced Rachel. “All of us. The grownups don’t care, the streets aren’t safe, society hates us. We’re all we’ve got.”

      

      Rosalie had heard Rachel’s grandiose spiel before as she talked about her friends and their whole gang of teenage rebels and outcasts. But she found herself nodding, finally in some way part of it herself.  

      

      “We’ll keep you safe,” Rosalie agreed, her chest tight with excited nerves. “Fuck the rules.”

      

      Savannah looked from one to the other. A small smile cracked, then spread across her face. It transformed her, as if a teen beauty queen had suddenly arrived in their presence.

      

      “You’re both crazy,” she told them, and with that, the pact was sealed.  

      

      Rachel went off to bed soon after. It was obvious that Savannah was beyond wrecked. She could barely breathe for yawning, dark circles under her big blue eyes.    

      

        “What side of the bed do you want?” Rosalie asked and Savannah looked startled.

      

      “I can sleep on the floor,” she said. “Believe me, it’s more comfortable than where I’ve been sleeping until now.”

      

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” Rosalie frowned. Her bed was a double; there was plenty of room. Even for a total stranger, in from the streets. She tossed back the covers. Savannah bit her lip like she was going to argue but her longing was clear as she gazed at the soft pillows and the neat clean sheets.  

      

      That night Rosalie lay wide awake under the covers and carefully pretended not to notice as Savannah wept silently into the dark.
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      Lane brought Cassidy coffee in bed and as she watched them walk into the room in a blaze of sunlight, nothing but a pair of snug boxers in place, she couldn’t stop her stunned smile.  

      

      “What?” Lane asked her, handing her a steaming mug. They grinned moving around the bed to sit beside Cassidy who reclined against the pillows, the sheet pulled up to just cover her breasts. She enjoyed the way Lane’s eyes still flickered to the hint of curve she’d deliberately left on view.

      

      “I can’t believe this is my life,” she said. “I played my first gig last night. I have the beginnings of a band. I just had a ton of incredible orgasms and now there’s this sexy person bringing me coffee in bed. Did I die or something?”

      

      “I mean, I don’t remember Sunday School all that well but I’m pretty sure that’s what they said heaven would be like,” Lane mused, taking a sip of their coffee. Their short, dark, floppy haircut was adorably mussed and it was only the hot cup of coffee in their hand that stopped her from jumping on them. Over the lip of their mug, Lane’s eyes crinkled and Cassidy’s heart skipped a beat. “I got to watch my girl slay the room last night, then I got to take her home and make her mine.”

      

      “You definitely did that,” Cassidy’s skin tingled all over again as she flashed back over the night they’d had, making out on the dance floor, getting buzzed on beers and great music before arriving home and becoming truly intoxicated as Lane pushed her down on her hands and knees to fuck her. They’d whispered all manner of hot things in her ear about how sexy she was on a stage, all the things they’d wanted to do to her all night, then all the things they did do after that.  

      

      “I’m just saying,” Cassidy said, taking a sip of her coffee with a little sigh, “if this is the peak of my life, I’m okay with that.”

      

      Lane looked at her and shook their head, a trace of wonder in their eyes.

      

      “Cassie,” they said, “after last night? This is just the beginning.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Last night had been a revelation, and not just the sex. She’d been so nervous to perform, especially with all the people she knew were in the room. From her musical mentors, Noah and Coral, to the supreme ear of the famous producer Greta McCafferty and her preternaturally talented sister-in-law Brynn, it was already an intense amount of pressure. Add all of that to the fact that her own sister was Savannah Grace, a woman who could only be described as a global phenomenon and whom Cassidy had revered in the most complicated fashion for her entire life, and who was standing in the second row, neatly disguised for both of their sakes… it could not have been more terrifying.

      

      But once she’d taken the stage, it was nothing but fun. It felt natural, exciting, humbling and joyful. All the eyes and all the ears; the spotlight; the sound system amplifying her voice; her song. Despite the nerves, she’d known she could do it. She’d seen in Kinsey’s eyes the truth as they rehearsed together. Cassidy was fucking good, and together, they were magic. She couldn’t wait to see what else they could do.  

      

      The crowd’s roar had been one thing; Lane’s pride another. But it was Savannah, pulling her into a hug right after she exited the stage, her eyes shining bright - despite the brown contacts - that had cinched it for Cassidy.

      

      “You,” she’d whispered into Cassidy’s ear, “are going to give me a serious run for my money.”  

      

      From Savannah Grace, that meant something.

      

      They’d run a rough road together, and when, after a lifetime of being estranged Cassidy had shown up sulkily demanding her older sister pave the way for her career in the music industry, Savannah had flat out refused. In time, it was Cassidy who’d come to see the truth of her sister’s rebuttal: if she actually wanted to make it big, then hanging off Savannah Grace’s coattails was about the worst way to go about it. She desperately did not want to be seen as a nepo-baby, a talentless hanger-on who had skipped the hard work to coast into the limelight. She wanted to earn it on her own terms - to be seen for who she was - not for comparisons to her world-famous older sister.  

      

      It was a straightforward decision to make, but it meant some weird hoops to leap. Like her sister and Brynn appearing incognito in the crowd, or her introducing them to Kinsey under fake names then pretending she wasn’t close with Noah and Coral. She wasn’t naturally good at bullshit, preferring blunt honesty in all things, but she already respected her new bandmate and she wanted to earn her respect, too.  

      

      Kinsey was a godsend, as far as Cassidy was inclined to believe in God. She’d placed the ad, hoping for a bandmate but expecting a placeholder. The very first - and only - person to answer had been beyond her wildest dreams. She’d swallowed slightly as the intensely beautiful and incredibly poised young woman had walked in to meet her, with a sunny confident smile.

      

      “You’re Cassidy,” Kinsey had said, like she was informing her of the fact, and Cassidy had found herself nodding in agreement. Kinsey was dressed in the uniform of a professional musician, jeans and a plaid shirt, but instead of making her look casual, she looked like she’d wandered off the set of an indie movie somewhere with her long glossy hair and big dark eyes. When she’d revealed she’d arrived from New York that seemed to just about make sense to small town Cassidy.    

      

        There was an energy to Kinsey that was extremely attractive. She was so sure of herself, but didn’t rub it in your face, and her musical intuition was wild. Not only was she an excellent drummer but her voice was beautiful - not showy, just easily lovely - and every suggestion she made for Cassidy’s songs elevated them from good to great. She’d been both thrilled and intimidated by the process.  

      

      On their third time rehearsing together, Cassidy had put down her guitar and stared at her.

      

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” she’d asked and Kinsey had blinked.

      

      “Fuck yeah,” she said. “Why?”

      

      “You don’t seem like the back-up type,” Cassidy blurted. “You’re too talented. Plus, look at you,” her face went slightly pink, “you look like you should be the magazine cover shoot of some hot lead singer in a rock band, not playing drums behind me.”

      

      Kinsey  grinned, a trace of flirtation in her eyes that Cassidy wasn’t sure if she’d translated correctly before, but now was adamantly clear.

      

      “Thank you.” Kinsey raised her eyebrows teasingly. “You’re not exactly horrible to have to play drums behind yourself.”

      

      Cassidy absolutely blushed that time.

      

      “I’m not flirting with you,” Cassidy said and Kinsey just smiled, unabashed. “I’m stating facts. Why are playing back up? You can play guitar too, probably better than me. Why aren’t you fronting your own band?”

      

      Kinsey cocked her head from where she sat at her drum kit.  

      

      “Because I don’t care about that,” she said. “I don’t give a shit who’s in the front and who’s in the back. I just want to be on the stage and making incredible music. I can play a bunch of instruments but I love being a drummer. It feels like being the heartbeat of the whole thing. Once I find the right person or the right people, I want to be an equal collaborator in writing and composing. If it’s someone else who’s the star, I’m happy for them to do the hard work, as long as we’re in it together.”

      

      Cassidy tapped her pencil against her songbook, considering..  

      

      “I want to collaborate,” she said, then she smiled. “And I want to be the star.”

      

      Kinsey’s face had split into a huge grin.

      

      “Then let’s get you there.”

      

       The winning set at the open mic had clinched the deal and Cassidy was over the moon to have the kind of high-level collaborator that would make her seem like an actual professional, rather than just a girl with a guitar and a plan. She was also fun to hang out with, and queer, which made the whole my boyfriend is trans non-binary thing a happy non-event. It was also good having the two of them meet. If Kinsey was about to be a whole new important person in her life she wanted there to be no confusion whatsoever, about where Cassidy’s heart - and body - belonged.
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      To Kinsey, the next couple of months seemed to fly by. Her current day job was as a waitress in a stupidly hip Nashville coffee bar. Her colleagues were nice enough and the customers seemed to fall into two camps - either rude or flirtatious - and Kinsey, being apt at both languages, was able to make enough in tips to make the otherwise lousy wage work for her.

      
      “What are you doing, daydreaming?” The afternoon manager Chrissie waved her hand in front of Kinsey’s face and gestured at the two waiting coffees in front of her she was staring at, glazed. She blinked, and ferried them out to the table, unsure how long she’d spaced for. It wasn’t daydreaming she’d been doing but song-arrangement. Cassidy had brought something to her the day before - a cute sparkling new love kind of thing, with a solid hint of sex - which had chased her thoughts all morning, playing over and over until she had just about worked out the bridge. 

      
      She cursed the afternoon customers, cursed the fact she had a day job at all. All she wanted, was to run from the minimalist industrial decor and creative facial hair choices of the customers, sprint to her home and grab her guitar to Facetime Cassidy and cry listen, I’ve got it, then play it back to her, watching her eyes light up as she hummed along, Lane popping their face in the screen to give her a pretend high-five on the way past.

      
      Right now, she and Cassidy saw each other almost every damn day.  They played a couple more open mic nights and even booked a starter set on a Wednesday at Howler. They picked up a casual bassist called Eliza to join them for gigs, then had a new band with a bit of buzz behind them give them an opening set at a venue with seven-hundred people, their biggest show yet.  There was a momentum happening that was palpable. Every damn show, Cassidy got better, shinier, more confident, cuter. She had crowds eating out of her hand and Kinsey got more and more hyped as she watched it happen.   

      
      Every other day they were rehearsing, writing, occasionally spinning up something magic, the kind of thing that made Kinsey dream big. Cassidy kept arguing that she wanted to be a country singer, that country was where her heart was, and that might have been true, but Kinsey was starting to wonder if it was pop music she had flowing through her veins. Guitarsy, lyrical, smart pop maybe, but pop all the same. They argued it back and forth but when they played it Kinsey’s way, the songs spoke for themselves. Already they had a handful of good starts, the rest of their sets padded out with covers, but at this rate they wouldn’t need them for long.  

      
      Kinsey and Lane had a vibe too, which Kinsey appreciated, bonding easily over a beer after most shows. It was a solid reminder that while she and Lane clearly had the same taste in women, Cassidy was thoroughly off limits. Not that it would have mattered if she had slipped up and hit on her bandmate; she knew all that would happen would be a swift rejection and red faces all round, a discomfort she’d rather keep out of their musical and personal dynamic.  

      
      Cassidy might be prone to the occasional blush around her, but it was clear she was beyond in love with Lane. It wasn’t wildly easy not to want to crush on her a little however, as she drifted dreamily into Kinsey’s apartment some afternoons, clearly freshly fucked and on cloud nine. And for god’s sake, couldn’t the woman wear a bra at least some of the time?   

      
      Cassidy didn’t seem to have normal-people concerns like rent or a day job. When Kinsey had pressed her on it one afternoon as they took a break, sipping sodas on Kinsey’s back porch overlooking the tiny bare grass yard, Cassidy had blushed, looking down at her painted toes. She told Kinsey how she lived with her sister and her family, rent-free, while she focussed on her music career.

      
      “I thought you lived with Lane,” Kinsey said, confused.

      
      “Sort of?” she said, frowning at the back fence. “Not exactly. Lane is my sister’s nanny.”

      
      Kinsey blinked, trying to take that in. Cassidy had never given off the vibe of someone who grew up with money, but nannies were for sure a rich people thing.  

      
      “You seduced the help?” Kinsey faked a scandalized gasp. “That’s so fucking hot.”

      
      Cassidy rolled her eyes and tried to look offended, then immediately relented.

      
      “Oh my god, it was,” she stage-whispered. “You have no idea.”

      
      “The temptation. The sneaking around.” Kinsey shook her head. “The naughtiness…”

      
      “Mmm,” Cassidy had said, her smile suddenly private, refusing her further detail, even though Kinsey practically begged.

      
      Lane had been barely more forthcoming when Kinsey quizzed them after the gig that night, though their eyes gleamed, flickering briefly over their girlfriend where she stood over at the bar, the bartenders practically fighting each other to come and take her drinks order.  

      
      “She’s hard to resist,” was their only comment. “Impossible, actually.”  

      
      Kinsey could imagine.

      
      Aria had shown up that night too, this time with a date, a tall lanky Black guy with short buzzed hair and a grin that slipped out every time he looked at her. Aria introduced him as Franklin.  

      
      “You know, Franklin plays keyboard,” she said, her eyebrows raised. Kinsey and Cassidy exchanged a glance. It felt awkward having a date thrust at them as a potential bandmate. Who knew whether Franklin was good at keyboard or just in bed? Besides, their dynamic was tight. Too tight? Kinsey liked being a duo, but she knew more musicians would add a layer to their sound.

      
      “We should hang out,” Cassidy said easily, and arranged an audition. Kinsey tried not to resent it. But when Franklin turned up, she changed her mind, quickly.

      
      “You think Aria would lower herself to dating an amateur, let alone sending one to play in front of her friends?” he laughed, as he easily joined in, even his ad libs slipping seamlessly into their songs. They sounded even closer to pop with his addition, but Kinsey didn’t mind. Cassidy was clearly a little more on the fence but Franklin was also a nice guy, happy to come along once a week to rehearse and see how they felt with him live.

      
      One Saturday afternoon, Kinsey answered Cassidy’s FaceTime to find it was Lane at the other end.

      
      “Hey!” she said, surprised.

      
      “Hey,” they said. They were sitting up in bed and looked pale and sweaty. “I have some kind of gross flu,” they announced.

      
      “Gross.” Kinsey wrinkled her nose. “I’m glad you’re far away.”

      
      Lane laughed, then coughed and winced.

      
      “Are you free tonight?” they asked. “I have a favor to ask.” Lane told her about a queer youth center that they volunteered at. “I usually do an art class,” they said. “But it’s not really about that. It’s just basically being queer, and cool, and kind, and letting kids talk to you. Would you be interested? You could do, like, a song-writing thing or something?”

      
      Kinsey considered. She had a gig that night, for the last of the other side projects she’d stuck with. It would probably be her last gig with them too, now that she and Cassidy were starting to get an increasing amount of work together. But when she checked the details, the time worked out.  

      
      “Sure,” she said. “I’m flattered you asked. Sorry you feel disgusting; you look kind of disgusting too, if that helps.”

      
      Lane laughed again, holding back a cough.

      
      “Don’t feel too bad for me,” they said, holding the phone out wide so Kinsey could see Cassidy was lying in bed with them, her head on their lap, blonde hair tumbling over her pale shoulders in a tight white tank top. “I have a hot nurse to take care of me.”

      
      Kinsey bit back a sigh.

      
      “Your life is the hardest,” she commiserated, before hanging up the phone. 

      
      The image was still slightly ingrained on her retinas as she walked into the youth center that evening. Yes, Cassidy was gorgeous, and yeah, they had an increasingly tight bond building between them, which was music, just music, Kinsey knew that. But there was something about Cassidy in combination with Lane that actually kind of got to her. It wasn’t so much that she wanted Cassidy, though in all honesty, she did, a little, but she also wanted what they had together. They made it look so tempting, having someone who you desperately wanted to get naked with, but who would also snuggle you when you were sick and sorry for yourself. Ugh.   

      
      “Hello?” she called, as she approached the small office, within the downtown big square brick building. Her shoes echoed in the corridor. The place seemed to be deserted. 

      
      “Hi,” called back a voice from within. Kinsey walked in through the doorway and every single thought she had about Cassidy vanished into smoke. Leaning back in the desk chair to look up at her was the hottest sight she’d ever seen.  

      
      She was an older woman - already Kinsey’s kryptonite - somewhere in her mid to late thirties, her auburn hair tumbling down her back in the kind of accidental waves that came from letting out a tight updo. Her skin was creamy and the curves under her conservative green button-up shirt and neat black pencil skirt were eye-popping. Perhaps literally so; Kinsey quickly dragged her gaze up, somewhere slightly more north of respectful. It might have been a little too late though, because the woman’s warm pink mouth dropped slightly ajar and her beautiful sea-green eyes went wide.

      
      “Um hi,” Kinsey said, her throat rough. She leaned her hand on the doorframe, pushing her body into a confident stance, trying not to show how extremely discombobulated she was all of a sudden. “I’m Kinsey. Lane sent me?”

      
      “Oh.” The woman’s eyes went even wider. “I’m Rosalie.”

      
      “That’s a beautiful name,” she observed and the woman’s brows drew together. It was possible that Kinsey had in fact drooled a little and she’d noticed.  

      
      “Thanks,” Rosalie said levelly. “I’m the center director here.” The words were almost, but not quite a reprimand. Respect me, they said clearly. Kinsey went pleasantly weak at the knees.  

      
      “It’s good to meet you,” she said, not dropping her eye contact, reaching out a hand for her to shake, without leaving the doorway. Rosalie leaned forward to lightly grasp her hand, an action Kinsey more than appreciated, though she kept her eyes up, respectfully. Rosalie’s skin was smooth and warm and it was only when she tugged her hand back with a slight jerk that Kinsey realized she’d held on too long.

      
      “Have a seat.” Rosalie gestured at an office chair across the room, but Kinsey couldn’t help bringing it closer, dragging it up next to Rosalie’s to sit. A tiny hint of color hit the director’s cheeks as Kinsey sat near her and looked at her with their eyes level. Holy god, she was even more attractive up close, her lips pillowy and her long lashes the same auburn as her hair. There were the slightest lines around her eyes that just made her sexier. Rosalie cleared her throat. 

      
      “Lane said you would lead a songwriting session?” she asked.

      
      “Yeah.” Kinsey met her gaze, trying to stop watching her mouth move as she spoke, but it was a struggle. She’d always enjoyed a good Southern accent but the honeyed vowels from those lips were doing something to her. She tried not to fidget. “They also said what I teach is kind of beside the point, it’s really more about being a role model and listening to the kids.”

      
      “That’s right.” Rosalie nodded, her fingers fiddling with a strand of her lovely hair. “Have you done any kind of outreach before?”

      
      “I have,” Kinsey said, glad to have something to offer. “In college I used to volunteer for a program teaching inclusive sex-ed at public schools in New York.”

      
      Rosalie’s eyebrows shot up, considering Kinsey more closely.

      
      “If only that were a thing in Tennessee,” she said with a small sigh.

      
      “Right?” Kinsey sometimes couldn’t believe where she’d moved to. Her eyes drifted to Rosalie’s mouth again. “It’s not like people don’t have queer sex here.”

      
      She’d done it deliberately, but it was still gratifying to see the immediate flicker in those pretty green eyes.

      
      “It’s not sex-ed specifically that we’re talking about here.” Rosalie neatly pivoted, reaching out to briskly rearrange some papers on her desk. “But if it comes up somehow, we have stacks of resources to direct them to. It’s really just being open and friendly and non judgemental to whoever shows up, so they know they can come back any time they need to. Do you have any questions?”

      
      “Will you stay for my session?” Kinsey asked. Rosalie’s fingers stilled on the paper she gripped. For just a second it looked like she too was looking at Kinsey’s mouth.  

      
      “Of course,” she said. “Lane had nice things to say about you but you’re not exactly vetted or trained, so I’ll stick by to supervise and help out wherever needed.”  

      
      “Thank you. It’s good to know you’ll be there to hold my hand.” She smiled guilelessly and Rosalie gave her the same faint look of reprimand, her head tilting and eyes narrowed. She clearly knew Kinsey was flirting with her but couldn’t quite make up her mind as to whether to put a stop to it. She stood, so Kinsey stood too. Rosalie wasn’t particularly short but she wasn’t quite as tall as Kinsey either - yet another thing she liked in a woman - those lovely green eyes gazing slightly upward at her.  

      
      “I’ll go down with you,” Rosalie said. Kinsey raised her eyebrows, just for a second and instantly Rosalie’s pale skin turned ferociously red and she turned on her heel to walk down the corridor. Kinsey bit back her grin and followed behind her. Oh god, the view was great from that angle too. 

      
      By the time they reached the big open classroom the blush had faded to a thoroughly appealing soft pink and when they stepped in to set up the room together, Rosalie seemed extremely keen to keep things neatly professional. Kinsey obliged, but there was an edge to the quiet between them, like they were both extremely aware at all times of where the other person was in the space.

      
      “Um, hey?” a soft voice said behind them. Kinsey turned and saw a young androgynous person with big brown eyes, hovered hesitantly in the doorway. “I’m here for Lane’s art class.”

      
      “Hi Jay.” Rosalie smiled. “Come on in. Lane’s sick tonight but they sent Kinsey for you instead.”

      
      Jay didn’t move, their face falling. It looked possible they were going to turn and leave. Kinsey smiled at them too.  

      
      “Lane is disgusting right now,” she told them. “They called me from bed covered in snot; it was one of the grossest things I’ve ever seen.”

      
      A flicker of interest cracked across Jay’s face.

      
      “You’re friends with Lane?” they asked.

      
      “Yeah,” she said. “Not close enough to be snot friends though.” She screwed up her nose. “I’ll leave that to Cassidy.”

      
      Jay edged into the room.

      
      “Cassidy came to one of Lane’s sessions once,” they said, looking over at her. “She’s so hot,” they added wonderingly. Kinsey met their eyes, seriously.

      
      “Right?” she groaned, and they grinned. 

      
      Jay came all the way in and took a seat at the big center table, grabbing up a name tag on the way. Hesitating for just a second, they scrawled their name and they/them beneath it. Rosalie looked over at her and smiled. Kinsey smiled back and the center’s director very quickly dropped her eyes, as if neatening
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