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  Chapter 1


Kaity paused at the pole dance studio’s door, nervously slid her phone out of her purse, and slid it back in. Curtains obscured her view inside, but she could see the studio’s logo on the door: a straight line topped with a stylized snapdragon flower, and below the snapdragon, sparse curlicues that suggested a woman’s form at the base of the pole. 
Like the woman is growing into a flower, Kaity thought, and then blushed, because it was a dumb thing to think. And her husband hadn’t been afraid to tell her so whenever she opened her mouth to say these things out loud. Ex-husband, she mentally corrected herself.
“Kaity!” Anabelle rushed up, waving her car keys and wearing her usual grin. Relieved, Kaity hugged her friend and stopped fiddling with her phone.
“Sorry I’m late, traffic sucked as usual,” Anabelle said.
“It’s okay, I was just, um…looking.” The words sounded stupid as soon as they left her lips, which was sadly common in Kaity’s life.
“Well, I got our tickets to the showcase so we’re good to go! Oh, I know, let’s grab a quick selfie for the group chat.”
Kaity forced a smile as Anabelle tugged her in, snapped a picture, and then sent it to the Divorced Ladyfriends group, who’d been her lifeline these past few months. Then Kaity noticed that she was still clutching her phone with one hand, forced herself to relax, and opened the door for them.
Anabelle jetted to the front desk to talk to the woman standing behind it while Kaity took it all in: the walls were uniformly a light magenta, more of a fuchsia, and the abstract logo appeared in multiple places. The front room was furnished like an office waiting room with low sofas and end tables, except with large framed photos of women in what Kaity assumed were various poses on the pole that one would learn at the studio. She wryly thought, my fat ass isn’t staying up on a pole without duct tape.
“Come on,” Anabelle said, “I’ve checked us in and we can find seats.” She led them through a curtained doorway into a larger room, where dozens of folding chairs surrounded two poles in the center of the room.
“How much do I owe you for the tickets?” Kaity asked as they navigated past women also in their 30s, plus some older and younger women, and a couple of visibly uncomfortable men.
“Nah, I’ve got it,” said Anabelle. “I know your divorce just went through. And besides, I was hoping you’d enjoy the performance enough to take classes! It looks really fun!”
Kaity felt her hand reaching for her phone again: she wanted a distraction, any distraction, any reason to not be in the conversation. Her cheeks burned while she considered all the reasons she wanted to be anywhere but here.
“I, uh, work has been busy—“
Anabelle playfully slapped her hand. “Oh, stop! You work nine-to-five just like me! And I needed to get out of the house and be distracted after my divorce, so I figured you’d be the same way! “
Unlikely, Kaity reflected glumly. True, she and Anabelle were both in their mid-30s, both divorced, and they’d met in a MeetUp group for divorced women looking to make new friends. Some of them had bonded, facetiously naming themselves the “divorced ladyfriends” and starting a group chat. Anabelle was at the center of their social activities. But Anabelle was a smile on legs, one of those people who constantly looked happy, and seemed to actually be happy too. Kaity was mostly just anxious, a fact which her ex-husband had reminded her of often.
The lights flickered, and Kaity flashed Anabelle an apologetic smile. Maybe there was still some way for her to wiggle out of this. The divorce had been amicable, so no need for expensive lawyers, but she could still claim that times were lean. She’d had to get her own place and decorate it, after all. And while apartments didn’t ultimately cost that much in the Midwest…
Moments later, the lights dimmed, and Kaity tried to shut off her brain so she could enjoy the show, not that she knew anything about pole dancing.
A woman emerged from a break within the chairs and walked to the spotlighted place between the two poles. Kaity automatically cataloged her appearance: probably around her same height, five-five or five-six, younger (mid 20s?), also white, blond, with a smile to rival Anabelle’s, and slim with cheekbones and musculature that popped under the harsh lighting. Her muscles, Kaity noted enviously, were easily visible because she wore black short-shorts with suspenders fitted over an adorable white crop top with a snappy little collar, blending business and play.
“Welcome to the Snapdragon spring showcase!” she beamed into the mic she held. Her voice showed her youth, yes, but in the back of her mind Kaity found herself wondering if this woman would do vocal work for her instructional design company, because having a compelling narrator could make all the difference between a successful and a failed module.
“Most of you know me, I’m Jenny, founder and owner of Snapdragon. I’ll be your MC tonight, as we watch our students and instructors perform in a variety of pole and related genres.” There was more than one pole dance thing out there? Kaity shuddered; her main memory of pole dance was John taking her out to a strip club one time, to “spice up their marriage.” Her ex-husband’s running commentary on every woman’s body, comparing them to her own, had tainted the experience. It was hard enough for Kaity not to compare her body to those of other women, and just remembering the strip club experience made her want to curl in on herself with shame.
Jenny went on to describe some of the differences between trick-oriented pole and low flow and chair dancing and twerking, which might or might not involve a pole. Kaity stopped clenching her phone for a moment to brush her brown hair out of her eyes; she’d taking to wearing it down lately to try to avoid giving the impression that she was as uptight as John had accused her of being.
“…so, first up, we have one of our Snapdragon instructors, Sophia! Sophia likes to sizzle and snap, and what you’re about to see is her competition choreography that won first place last fall!”
There are pole dance competitions? Kaity wondered, and then her thoughts ground to a halt when the lights dimmed, Jenny stepped back into the darkness, and in the next moment, a cloaked body crawled into the center of the floor, then knelt in a tightly curled-up position, their figure still completely obscured.
Rusty music box sounds filled the room, a little creepy and definitely not sexy. Kaity relaxed when she picked up on the tune: this was a cover of “Come Little Children” from a witchy movie. As the song ticked on for a few more moments, the cloaked figure remained still, and Kaity found herself leaning in a little, wondering what would happen next.

      [image: image-placeholder]A hand shot out from the cloak, making an alluring, come-hither motion to the audience. Then it retreated. Next, a foot emerged, shod in a black leather ankle-high boot. Suddenly, the cloak was whisked off and the bikini-clad body underneath flipped—all while the perfectly-pointed foot remained extended—and the dancer sprang from a prone position into the splits. Kaity felt herself audibly gasp.
Over the duration of the song, Sophia climbed the pole, fell into the splits, got herself upside down, did the splits again while on the pole, and completed a variety of other movements that Kaity could not have described in any detail beyond slinky, strong, and wow. Sophia wore a confident smirk the entire time, languidly reaching down in resting moments to brush her red hair from her face or trail a hand down a bare thigh while in one of her many splits poses.
One of the women sitting in the row behind Kaity murmured reverently, “She’s got the strongest shoulder mount I’ve ever seen.” Not that Kaity knew what a shoulder mount was, but the tone sounded about right for what she was seeing.
The song ended, and Kaity felt herself take a deep breath, one she hadn’t realized that she’d been holding. For one brief, aching moment, she wondered what it would feel like to be as sexy and confident as Sophia had been on stage, to actually feel that way and not fake it, not have her self-esteem crumbling like a forlorn sandcastle. Not hate her image in the mirror. Nor her body trying on clothes. What would it take?
Jenny returned to announce the next performer, and the next.  The following eight to ten acts passed in a blur of bodysuits and booty shorts. While Sophia’s routine had drawn Kaity in and blown her mind, the rest were a mix of fun, sexy, and funny dances. The diversity of bodies and ages was pretty impressive too; more than one dancer had silver hair. Kaity found herself cringing when seeing women curvier than her in revealing outfits, and then she mentally berated herself for being so judgmental. As the intermission drew near, Kaity put a positive spin on it, wondering if any of the dancers modeled for stock images, as she always needed more diverse bodies to use in modules for work.
After an aggressive dance with heel clacks—loud sounds when the dancer’s shoes’ toe boxes collided with the floor or each other—that made Kaity start in her seat, intermission was called. Anabelle turned to Kaity with an expectant smile on her face.
“What did you think?”
Kaity tried on a smile in return. “It was neat. I’ve never really seen anything like it before.”
“What was your favorite act?”
“Sophia, for sure,” Kaity said. “The way she moved...” she paused for a moment, not sure how to finish the sentence. Like she doesn’t hate herself? Like she actually likes who she is? Like she feels confident and sexy at the same time?
Anabelle leaned in conspiratorially. “I know what you mean. Everyone wants to move like her. Which is why it’s good she teaches here, right? Like maybe we could take classes with her?”
Kaity scowled. “You’re just trying to trap me into taking classes with you.” It had become a running joke in their divorced ladyfriends group that Anabelle’s hobbies eventually became everyone’s hobbies.
“No, really! There’s a seven-week session for beginners coming up, and I just know you’d love it—“
“I’ll think about it,” Kaity cut her off, standing to end the conversation. “I’m going to find the bathroom.” There’s no way she’d take a pole dance class and be totally humiliated by showing up to something wearing booty shorts and being completely incompetent at the same time. Confidence was a good goal, but it could wait...like it always did.






  
  Chapter 2


Gabe knelt to swap out a lens, snapped a few sample shots, and then stood up just in time to catch Jenny walking into the green room with all the swagger of a circus ringleader. She struck a pose, and he captured her infectious smile. 
“Show’s off to a great start. Sophia is killing it with her showcase routine,” Jenny reported.
Gabe nodded, turned to snap another few candids of other dancers waiting their turn, and returned his focus to Jenny.
“I’m sure she’s rocking it, the pics I got during the rehearsal were amazing,” he replied. Learning to shoot dance was a totally different endeavor from weddings, his main gig, and it was a challenge he was enjoying.
Jenny—as tall as he was in her heels—peered over his shoulder and said, “Oops, I have to go reassure some first-time performers. I’ll be around!” He nodded again, then continued to alternate between fiddling with his camera settings and capturing candid shots of the dancers waiting their turn.
Sophia breezed in, Jenny flitted out, and the show went on. Gabe took pictures of the studio’s performers, from newer students to seasoned artists, as they struck both serious and silly poses. The twerk team got into handstands against the wall for him to shoot, while another performer captured their twerking on her phone. A pair of friends, one towering over the other in her eight-inch heels, hugged each other while making bunny ears behind each other’s heads. Another woman, dressed as an actual bunny since she’d been performing a seasonally fitting naughty Easter Bunny dance, photo-bombed them within a few moments. Since Jenny had brought Gabe in as the informal studio photographer at the previous showcase, everyone was familiar and friendly with Gabe’s presence, even as Snapdragon was primarily a women’s space.
Not that I mind one bit, Gabe thought to himself, setting down his camera to run a hand through his hair. A studio full of gorgeous women ready to collaborate on artistic shoots? Meeting Jenny at the local entrepreneurs’ lunch had been a godsend. It wouldn’t generate enough business to get him out of the soul-sucking wedding industry, but it would give him something artsy to look forward to.
If he was being honest with himself, he mused as a dancer painted like a tiger in a tiger-striped sports bra and shorts set posed for him, he was in a good place with his career. There was no shortage of weddings to cover, but there was also no one to help him celebrate his wins. Not that he was eager to be tied down like in some of the more painful relationships he’d observed, which he’d had front-row seats to while watching their mutual self-destruction.
The tiger-striped dancer, Lydia, curled her fingers in like a cat’s paw to strike another cheeky pose. She was cute, but married, and he also didn’t tend to look for partners where he worked. If something happened, it happened, but he had to protect his reputation in order to keep getting cool gigs like the one he was currently at; nobody wanted a male photographer who turned out to be perving on all the women at a shoot. It helped that Snapdragon had three dance spaces, with the performers’ changing area in the room behind him, and the performance area in the room ahead of him and the green room serving as a buffer between the two.
Not that the division seemed to matter, he reflected wryly, noticing a pair of performers helping each other unbuckle and refasten some kind of garter things on their shorts. 
“Intermission after this next act!” Jenny’s voice rang out.
Gabe slung his camera strap over his neck and decided to hit the bathroom before the deluge of people would head the same direction. He’d already taken photos of each routine during the dress rehearsal; tonight was all about snapping the candid pics and capturing the festive mood the performers were in. It was a fun night out and once he’d released the amount of photos he and Jenny had negotiated, he could charge his normal rate for edits, which would bring in a nice bit of money...and to think, his family had never approved of his artistic choice in careers. And yet here he was, surrounded by beautiful women who were also artists at the top of their game. What more could he want?






  
  Chapter 3


Kaity easily found the two doors of the restroom in the main lobby, and luckily the initial rush from when intermission was called seemed to have died down. As she plucked her phone from her purse to scroll through whatever was happening, she heard one of the doors unlatch, and she started towards it. 
Face buried in her phone, she bumped into someone’s chest. She looked up.
The chest belonged to a person a head taller than her, with nice brown eyes and curly brown hair. The eyes were opened wide in hostile surprise, and it took Kaity a second to realize why: if he hadn’t been quick enough to snatch his camera out of the way, she would’ve smashed straight into it.
“Um, sorry,” she said quickly. Shame burned up her face. Was she ever not a screw-up?
He spared a glance for his camera, then looked back at her. “It’s okay,” he said, and his face thawed out to a pleasant, neutral expression. He’d put out his other hand to steady her, and Kaity felt the warmth through her thin cardigan. It felt nice.
Realizing that she was still standing inches away from his chest, Kaity tried to step around him. He stepped in the same direction. They both laughed nervously. Or, at least Kaity laughed nervously; the man’s laugh seemed natural and not forced.
“Go ahead,” the man said, extending an arm to point the way and smoothly stepping to the other side. Kaity ducked into the bathroom, trying to calm the interior voice that loved to go through the list of all her mistakes. Breaking the studio photographer’s camera would be a really nice addition to the list, and a good reason for her to never come back here again...so maybe her clumsiness now would’ve spared her future embarrassment. She would never know. She tried to shake the critical mood as she washed her hands and got ready to return to her seat. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Gabe returned to the green room. There were more beautiful women to photograph, but he found himself thinking about the one he’d just literally bumped into. He hadn’t seen her at the studio before, and she definitely wasn’t one of the performers, so it was likely that she was someone’s friend or family member. Or maybe just a pole hobbyist, someone who took classes once a week here or at another studio in town and then turned up to watch the showcase. With her dark brown, slightly wavy hair and rounded cheeks, Gave could picture her fitting right into a pre-Raphaelite painting, in a sheer gauzy gown that, if he continued to think about it, would undoubtedly distract him from doing his job.
Jenny flew in and out of the green room on her heels, helping with hairspray and velcro issues alike. Gabe captured the small moments: one dancer’s look of concentration with a bobby pin clenched between teeth, another’s graceful forward fold to rub sticky gel on her ankles, and an embrace as two friends whispered affirmations in each other’s ears right before going on stage to nail a particularly difficult doubles routine.
As the final acts went on, Gabe found a folding chair and went to have a seat. He looked over some of the photos, already getting a sense for which ones he liked. He didn’t know enough about pole to understand which moves were more difficult than others, but he was good at making the dancers look good, and that’s why they kept bringing him back.
If there was one thing Gabe knew, it was that he was good at what he did. Even if his family didn’t approve. Even if choosing his career had meant making other sacrifices. His lips tightened with old memories.
Moments after Jenny strode in to announce the final bow, Gabe felt his phone buzz. He reached into his pocket to lift it out and glanced at it.
Seeing red was not an accurate description for how he felt when he saw the text. Not with his highly trained eye.
It was more of a white-out, a rage and sadness that fuzzed the edges of his vision while he dismissed the text and forced himself not to think about its implications.
He didn’t need her bullshit right now, and he wouldn’t let it ruin an otherwise fun work engagement.
But just in case, he texted Alex: Bro, potential for a rough night. Want to meet up for a beer?

      [image: image-placeholder]Kaity joined Anabelle and the rest of the audience in a standing ovation as the dancers all ushered in for their final bow. Flushed, happy faces beamed back at the audience, and Kaity felt her lips tug up into a smile to match. Maybe coming here hadn’t been a mistake; she’d gotten out of her apartment, hung out with a fellow divorced ladyfriend, and seen some cool dance. It was a little like watching the gymnasts in the Olympics, only with way more skin showing, and the potential for someone impaling themselves on a seven-inch heel.
She followed Anabelle into the lobby, enjoying the afterglow around her. Performers hugged their friends and family members, took silly selfies, and groaned as they stepped out of high heels, rolling their ankles and comparing bruises. From where they stood near the front desk, Kaity could see one of the silver-haired dancers posing with kids—her children? or maybe her grandchildren? —which made Kaity smile a tiny bit. Some people got to lead happy lives, it seemed. The more people-watching she did, the more tender moments she noticed.
As a result, Kaity didn’t realize that Anabelle was signing them both up for the beginner class until she was asked for her credit card.
“Um, when is this again?” she asked, trying to catch up.
“Mondays from six to seven pm,” Anabelle said, in that I-am-just-reminding-you-since-you-already-agreed-to-this voice she tended to bust out whenever a divorced ladyfriend was trying to back out of a growth opportunity, social opportunity, or better yet, both in one.
Kaity already had her phone in her hand, so she pulled up her calendar. Damn, Anabelle was right...there was nothing in her calendar beyond work. Except for a date three months from now, when things would finally get better.
“I’m in,” she said, hoping she sounded firm and committed. Anabelle beamed and Jenny beamed and Kaity did her best impression of them. She handed over her card, signed a waiver, and put in a calendar notification for next Monday and the six subsequent Mondays.
“I’m so excited!” Anabelle gushed when they turned away from the desk. “I’ve been wanting to do this forever!” Her enthusiasm touched Kaity, and Kaity wondered if she could fake her way to Anabelle-levels of happiness. Maybe the calm confidence Sophia had exuded on the stage was only months away too. And maybe hell would freeze over.
Kaity spotted the photographer in the crowd by the front door and paused. She tugged on Anabelle’s elbow. “He’s cute, right? I ran into him by the bathroom, and I thought he seemed cute and nice.” Anabelle gave him a once-over and nodded. “Very cute. You should ask him out.”
“No way,” Kaity replied. “I’m nowhere near ready to date again. Definitely feeling too screwed up still.”
“It’s been six months,” Anabelle said. “You’re totally ready! We can ask the group chat.” Kaity shook her head vehemently. “Okay, just go ask for his number.” Another head shake. “Or I will.”
“You’re terrible,” Kaity berated her friend, though her lips tugged up to show that she didn’t mean it. And that maybe she enjoyed having someone have her back for once. “I will just introduce myself, okay? Is that enough for you?” Anabelle, the ruthless encourager of their group, bounced up and down in agreement. Her blond hair, pixie-cut short, flopped in amiable timing.
Kaity wove through the crowd, dodging some impressively sweaty twerkers. A dancer in a leotard with star-shaped cut-outs bent over to remove her kneepads, and Kaity stopped before bumping into her. There may be hope for me on a pole yet, she thought.
She reached where Gabe was leaning against one of the studio walls, deep in his phone, and tossed a quick beseeching look back at Anabelle. Thumb-ups and a wild grin.
Kaity cleared her throat and said, “Hey, I’m Kaity. Sorry for bumping into you earlier.”
He raised his head, and she got a glimpse of tawny eyes. But they were narrowed in...anger? Disgust? Hurt?
“Gabe. No worries.” Kaity forced herself not to recoil at the curt tone. He glanced back down at his phone, then pocketed it and pushed off from the wall. “I’ve gotta go. See you around.”
For the second time that day, Kaity’s cheeks burned, and she walked back to where Anabelle was almost bouncing with excitement.
“How’d it go?!”
“Eh,” Kaity said. “He seemed like he didn’t want to talk to me.” She hoped her voice didn’t waver. “If I can’t handle rejection at this stage, I’m probably not ready to date again.”
“Nonsense!” Anabelle asserted. Her enthusiasm made Kaity smile, even if not much else could at that moment. “He probably just has a lot going on, having photographed backstage for the last two hours. If he’s not the right guy for you, we’ll find someone else.” Then Anabelle linked arms with Kaity and they walked out of the studio, planning what to wear to the first day of their pole dance class. Kaity looked back at the studio over her shoulder. If she could find something to wear that made her feel one-eighth as confident as Sophia had looked in her dance, maybe things would be okay. And maybe she’d meet a nice guy who actually wanted to talk to her. Yeah, right.






  
  Chapter 4


Kaity grabbed a cardigan on her way out of the door; late springtime in the Midwest meant rising temperatures, but the office was often chilly. It was a quiet drive from her apartment in SoBro—local slang for South Broad River—to downtown, where she parked in the office parking structure and walked into the regional headquarters of InstructCo, the instructional design company where she’d worked for a number of years. 
Phone clutched in one hand, she scanned her calendar: yes, two meetings today. She pulled her cardigan out from under the crook of her arm once she reached her desk and tried to tie it nicely around her shoulders. Like most of her work-wear, the dress she had on today had sleeves that went down to her elbows, and this dress happened to be a floral-print fabric with an A-line cut. It flattered her figure and hid most of the places where she was, in both her and her ex-husband’s opinion, too curvy.
“Kaity?” Her boss, Antonio, popped his head into her office. She turned and smiled at him: slightly older, generally kind.
“Yes, what’s up?”
“In addition to those two client meetings, I’m going to ask you to take a new hire around the office this morning.”
“Oh, okay,” Kaity replied. Something tugged at her memory—they were a small branch, not due for many new hires soon, unless this was someone’s relative who needed a job out of college, maybe? —and then she turned back to her desktop to start setting up for the day.
She wrapped one hand around her ever-present travel mug, filled with her favorite loose-leaf tea from a shop back home in Louisville. Once she and John had moved here, she’d made sure to order their tea online, so she could always have a reminder of home. This was late March; they’d moved last July and gotten divorced three months later. John had not only a job here but also family, and Kaity had nothing, no one.
Immersing herself in work, she checked on the modules she was in charge of creating for their corporate clients, happy that her attention to detail seemed to be shining through and making everything look professional and nice. Working in learning technology hadn’t been her first pick, but in college she had vacillated between becoming an historian and a librarian, and after contemplating and discarding the idea of grad school, she had ended up at this company in Louisville, then married to John, then asking for a transfer to the Mariontown office when he had wanted to move closer to his family.
The travel mug of tea got her through her first hour of emails and project details. As she drained the mug and rose to rinse it out, there was another knock at her open office door.
Antonio said through the door, already on his way to someone else’s office, “Here’s our new hire, can you help acclimate her and then drop her back off at my office?”
Kaity shouted “Sure!” through the door and was already crossing the small space to get from her desk to the door when she saw who stood in the door frame.
Blond hair fell to her shoulders in waves. Red lips and red nails both curved wickedly, showing who she was at her rotten core: a poison apple.
Her sister-in-law. Ex-sister-in-law. Betrayer.

      [image: image-placeholder]Gabe pulled into the Broad River coffee shop’s parking lot. It was around ten a.m, and there were plenty of seats available both outside and inside. Pairs and clusters of college students hunched over laptops, studying and completing group projects. A younger woman and an older woman had pushed two strollers together so the infants inside could have a staring contest while the adults sipped their lattes in oversized mugs.
Pausing to reflect gratefully on the perks of setting one’s own hours, Gabe got himself a coffee and waited for Jenny to show up. As she also set her own hours outside of when the pole studio was open, she rolled in shortly after.
Blowing on her mug of herbal tea, Jenny joined Gabe at the table he’d selected, and they started looking over showcase photos. Jenny would know which ones were bloopers and had to be deleted before Gabe put them online for performers to purchase from him, and she would want to buy a few as well, to promote the studio. He gave her a good rate, and being able to shoot at the studio and sell to performers helped him grow his business, making it a win-win situation for them both.
After some time selecting photos, they leaned back and switched to chit-chat. They’d started off friendly and become friends at some point in the last few months, and so catching up was now normal once business was taken care of. Gabe was happy to have a friend in Jenny; she had a keen mind for both art and business, and her anatomical knowledge was spot-on (which had been very helpful when he’d needed advice for a muscle cramp after an intense day of a pre-wedding shoot).
“Was everything okay on the night of the showcase?” Jenny finally asked.
Gabe drained his mug of coffee and set it down too loudly, earning him a look from one of the college students.
“Yeah, I just...” he sighed. “My family is local. My stepmother and I don’t get along. She picked that night to bother me.”
“Do you want to talk about it?” Jenny asked.
“Not really. I want it to go away, but it won’t.”
In that moment, Gabe chose to steer the conversation in other directions.
“Any new students sign up after the showcase?”
Jenny’s concerned look was replaced by a smile. “Yes! We always get a few. I’ll have a full class of beginners on Monday nights, and even though the next showcase isn’t for another few months, I’m thinking of creating some choreography classes just to get new people comfortable performing.”
Gabe eased back into a smile. “Cool. I’ll be there to photograph them once they’re ready.” To his relief, the conversation continued to flow naturally about work and business, until Jenny had to leave to open the studio for afternoon classes, and Gabe was left to his own devices, which most certainly did not include following up with any family members. Alex worked a nine-to-five but Gabe could always find some of his fellow artists to chat with, like Johnny B or Ian, since they rented studio space near Broad River. Or he could drop some more business cards around town. Or whatever he wanted, really.
He picked up his empty coffee mug, put it down again. Stared into it, trying to decide if he wanted more coffee or not. Of course that was a yes; he was an artist, after all.
The more Gabe fiddled with the photos, the more he realized that his schedule was too open. No weddings until the weekend, and it was only Monday. Maybe if he found an excuse to swing by Snapdragon, he’d run into that cute woman again...Katie? He’d been distracted by family BS but that was nothing new. And there was a good Mexican place by the studio anyway, so he could camp out there enjoying endless chips and queso while editing photos.

      [image: image-placeholder]Georgia’s smile was predatory. “Hey, Kaity. How do you like it here?”
Kaity noticed the inflection on “here,” the way Georgia drew out the word and imbued it with meaning: “here,” this office; “here,” this job; “here,” this city, unlike the other city where she’d lived when she had met John and they’d gotten married and then decided to move here.
And Kaity remembered, in an unpleasant moment that kept compounding, how before the divorce she’d offered to help Georgia get a job in instructional design, and had recommended her for an opening at her company. That had been months ago. Kaity had put it out of her mind, with so many other logistics to wrangle. The numbness from that time began to flood Kaity’s senses, her mouth dry and tasting bitter.
And here Georgia was.
Lost in analyzing, lost in anxiety, it took Kaity a moment to cut through the fog and respond.
“It’s great. I’m great. I’m supposed to show you around. Let’s do that.” Kaity lurched past Georgia and out of the door and into the hallway, giving a perfunctory tour while her mind screamed that this was wrong, this awful woman shouldn’t be in her workplace.
Antonio came back to lead Georgia to a temporary office until she got her own set-up. Kaity sat back down at her desk, day effectively ruined.
Her phone pinged. Anabelle was texting: Ready for the big day? Pole class tonight!!! <3
Kaity put her head down on her desk. The surface was cool but not comforting. And she’d thought the day couldn’t get any worse.
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