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            Lynn

          

        

      

    

    
      I stuff my face full of Christmas tree-shaped Pillsbury cookie dough. It’s the inferior shape, really. The Santa Claus ones are so much better, but of course the store was sold out of them. I eat it raw. If you cook it and have your life together that much, I applaud you. But that sure as hell isn’t me.

      I’m lying on my couch, covered in three winter blankets and a pair of warm, fuzzy socks. No one told me that feet get unreasonably cold as you age. I feel like a freaking newborn with how thick these socks are. But they keep me warm so I don’t complain…that much. The Bachelorette reruns serve as background noise as I enjoy my day off. I really wish there were an all gay version of this show.

      My phone rings, and I sigh as I realize it’s my mother. I could ignore it but I know that’ll only guarantee more calls.

      “Hello?” I answer.

      “Finally! Sweetheart, we’re trying to plan Christmas, and we were wondering when you’re coming this year.” This is how she is, no hello, no how’s work, just right to the point of her phone call. I guess I should be thankful.

      “Oh, um…” I hesitate. I’ve been avoiding this call for a week now. The last thing I want is to go home for Christmas. Filled with relatives asking when I’m getting married or having kids even though the only thing I’m committed to is this couch.

      “Well, I actually have to work this year,” I say. It’s a lie. I know she’s going to see right through my lie, but I lie anyway and hope for the best.

      “You’re a tattoo artist, surely your boss can spare you for one day?” She says tattoo artist in the same tone someone would say garbage man. Like it’s a looked down upon career and not anything impressive—you know, like my sister being a nurse.

      “They can’t.” I’ve already lied. I’m committed now.

      “Well, it would be nice to see family for the holidays. Especially since you aren’t seeing anyone. Again. I don’t want you to get too lonely up there.” There it is, the judgmental tone and the snide comment about how I’ll be alone for the holidays. Even though this is the way I like it, no one can fathom someone enjoying spending time on their own.

      “I’m not going to be alone,” I say, about to mention Furball, my cat.

      “Your cat doesn’t count, dear.” She sighs.

      “I’m actually going to be staying here so I can meet my girlfriend’s family.” The lie slips out even easier than the last one.

      “What?!” My mother isn’t shocked because I’m gay. She’s known that for the last fifteen years, but the fact that I could possibly be seeing someone? That’s what’s shocked her.

      “It’s nothing serious yet, but she wants me to meet them. I’m staying home for her.” The lie expands. Honestly, if they keep my mother off my back, it’s fine by me.

      “Oh! Well that’s fantastic then! I’m so happy for you.”

      “Thanks, well I better go. She’s actually here, and I don’t want to be rude.” I lie through my teeth again.

      “Of course! Tell her I say hello. Oh, I can’t wait to tell your father; he’ll be so relieved you’re not alone again this year.”

      “Yup, no need to worry about me this year.” Why hadn’t I thought of this lie years ago? How many holidays could I have gotten away with pretending to have a girlfriend and really telling some white lies?

      We hang up, and I go back to watching The Bachelorette and eating my cookie dough. Surely a few little white lies won’t hurt anything, I mean, look at how happy it made my mother. Now I don’t have to go home for the holidays, and she’ll be off my back from now until at least Valentine’s Day. She might eventually ask for details but those can’t be hard to come up with if needed. I might actually get away with this.

      “Come here, Furball.” I call my cat over, and she purrs and climbs on my legs. At least I can count on her. It counts for more than my mother said it did. Cats are great companions, and besides, I only have one. It isn’t like I’m some kind of crazy cat lady.

      Furball purrs under my touch, and I smile as I pet her. “We can make this holiday season fun, right?” I ask, and she doesn’t answer— I don’t expect her to.
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            Sophie

          

        

      

    

    
      “Oh, yeah! Oh, hell yeah!” My boyfriend, Kyle thrusts inside me, having the time of his life. I lie here, feeling close to nothing as I think about the dance moves I should be practicing for class tomorrow morning.

      “Oh, yeah,” I add, unenthusiastically. I can’t help it. It’s been three months of shitty sex. I feel more like a pocket pussy than a girlfriend, and I’m done faking orgasms for him.

      I push Kyle off me, and he grunts, looking at me with wide eyes and an annoyed expression.

      “What the hell?! I was so close.” He grabs his dick and starts jerking himself off.

      “Well, I wasn’t.” I sigh.

      “It’s not my fault it takes forever for you to come.” He scoffs. I can’t remember what the hell I ever saw in him in the first place. Maybe it was the Justin Bieber hair that reminded me of my youth or the abs that he works on daily. I don’t care anymore; it’s no longer doing anything for me.

      “It doesn’t take me forever when I’m alone,” I retort.

      “Whatever. Let me finish on your tits at least.” He tugs on his dick and moves closer to me as I move farther away.

      “No. I’m done,” I say.

      “What a fucking cock tease,” he says, letting go of his dick.

      “I don’t mean with this. I mean with us,” I say firmly. I’ve been thinking about it for a few days now, and it’s just becoming more and more obvious the more time I spent with him.

      “What? You can’t be fucking serious.” He shakes his head, moving his blond hair out of his eyes.

      “I’m very serious.” I stand and grab my leggings and crop top, yanking them on hastily. He doesn’t need to see me naked any longer. That’s a privilege he doesn’t have anymore.

      “You’re such a fucking bitch. I was going to end this anyway,” he spits out.

      “Yeah, sure you were.” I roll my eyes and pick up my phone.

      “Whatever,” he grumbles and starts getting dressed. “I can do better; let’s see you get anyone who can put up with your moodiness.” We head toward the door. I can’t get him out of here soon enough.

      “Goodbye, Kyle.” I wave him off and shut the door behind him. He grumbles something under his breath, but I ignore him.

      Once he’s out of sight, I take a deep breath and watch out the window until I see him get in his car. I want to head over to the dance studio, but the last thing I want is to run into him in the parking lot. He seems like the type to hang around, and I’m not in the mood for anything else from him.

      Thankfully, he peels out of the parking lot in his shitty car. After I finish cleaning myself up, I head down the few flights of stairs and to my car. I dial my best friend Delilah, but she doesn’t pick up. Not that I blame her, she’s either busy with her fiancé or preparing for the arrival of my godchildren. I’ll have to update her about my breakup later.

      I decide to head to the dance studio instead of staying home. It’s Sunday night, so classes are done for the day.  Delilah isn’t here, and I’ll be able to have the place to myself—which is exactly what I need.

      Once I park at Moore Moves, I jump out and lock my car. After using my keys to unlock the front door, I quickly shut off the code to the alarm system and turn on the lights in the studio. It’s probably not the safest idea—being here—especially after what happened to the owner of the Cinnamon Roll Saviors. But I’m also trained in self-defense, and I’m more than aware of my surroundings. I lock the door to the studio, just in case, and blast my music. The new Olivia Rodrigo album will do for this. A catchy song blares through the speakers, and I start to dance around.

      First, I’m just warming up and moving around as much as I can. Then, I start doing more purposeful moves. I close my eyes and let everything sink from my body. All the feelings I had for Kyle, good and bad, are slipping from my fingertips with each move. I feel the lyrics in my bones, and I sing along—off-key. I just want to feel everything and nothing at once.

      I scream the words along to the breakup songs that play, and I realize I’ve been over Kyle for longer than I realized. Maybe it just actually happened, but in my mind it’s been over for a while. I certainly don’t feel heartbroken. Honestly…I’m already looking forward to whoever I end up with next. I mean, is it bad that I’m already thinking about putting my Tinder profile back up?

      Probably.

      

      But if you had to fake orgasms for as long as I did, you’d understand.

      Dancing around the room, I change the songs, skipping over the slower, sad songs. I decide to choreograph a number for a class I’m teaching. One of the songs on this album is so perfect for my class, so I decide to plan out a few steps. I know I’m off the clock, but for someone like me, I’m never really off the clock. I can’t help it. Dancing is in my bones.

      It's actually what first bonded Delilah and me.

      We met in college, both of us taking a dance class that partnered us up. It lead to a few midnights where we got to know each other over pirouettes and iced coffees, and we’ve been inseparable ever since.

      I ended up completing a marketing degree, and I run a profitable TikTok account now. Speaking of which, I’m probably due to post a new dance this week. I haven’t posted anything in a few days, and I don’t want the algorithm to punish me for it. It’s a bit of a pain in the ass, but it’s also a nice source of income that I don’t mind. I go live a few times a week, dancing and talking about dance classes. I also make videos of the trending dances, and even choreograph some of my own. Once in a while my choreo trends, too, which leads to an increase in followers and a bit of a pay raise.

      I decide to go live and update my followers on my life. I’ll show them a new dance eventually, too, but I need to get the hard part out of the way first. I have about 700 followers join, and they all send sad and angry emojis about my breakup. I get it. My followers are invested in my life. Honestly, though, I’m here to dance, and that’s all I want to do.

      After the update, I set my phone on the ledge Delilah and I built. It gives a perfect angle of the studio. Once I’m positive everything looks good, I start dancing. I start with easy moves that anyone can learn. After showing the viewers the entire dance, I slow it down and go through it a couple more times. I stop to look at the comments, and they love it. I smile. It’s so much easier when I’m here. It’s a lot less pressure and lower stress. I don’t have to fake anything or be anyone I’m not; I can just dance and be myself.

      I do the dance a few more times before signing off, and then I do it three times for a video. First fast, second slow, and then a medium speed the last time to give everyone a chance to learn it at their own speed. I upload it since it’s a good time according to the algorithm gods, and then I shut off my phone. I’m not calling it a day with dancing, but I needed to call it a day with being on video.

      I let out a deep sigh and relax a bit now that I don’t have to force a smile. The one thing I hate about going live is the nonstop smiling. At least now I can relax and go back to dancing for myself. I spin around the room on my toes and do a mix of several dances that I love. I don’t think about it, I just move.
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            Lynn

          

        

      

    

    
      “Good morning, Addison.” I smile as I walk into Rainy Day Tattoos. Addison is our receptionist and fellow artist. We really need to hire a new receptionist but that isn’t for me to say or do. I just know Addison wants to focus more on tattooing these days.

      “Good morning, Lynn.” She smiles back. Her blonde hair is tied back in a tight bun today, and her son, Aaron, isn’t with her. He’s either at school or with Addison’s wife, Nova. They tied the knot a few months ago, and even though they hid it at first, they eventually came clean about it. I’m just happy for Addison to have someone.

      “Any new appointments?” I ask as I set down my stuff in my area.

      “One. It’s a walk in, but you’ll want to take her. She wants a Medusa tattoo,” she quietly says.

      “Got it. Give me a moment to get set up, and I’ll be ready.”

      I agreed on a policy with Reagan, the owner of the studio, when I started; anyone who comes in requesting a Medusa tattoo gets it for free—no questions asked. I know the meaning behind the Medusa tattoo all too well. I have one on my right shoulder. It’s commonly known as a survivor tattoo, and people get it after being sexually assaulted as a tattoo that signifies empowerment. More often than not, the client ends up talking about their experience, and it’s a bit of word vomit that I don’t mind. Tattoos are healing, and I want to help in any way that I can. I give them a card for a local therapist when I’m finished with their piece and send them on their way, hoping that the tattoo gives them just a little bit of their power back.

      “Hi, I’m Lynn,” I introduce myself to the woman waiting at the front of the shop. She’s timid and has small features, but she lights up when she sees me.

      “Hi, I’m Kate. I follow you on Instagram, and I’ve admired what you’ve been doing for others with the Medusa tattoos. I was looking to get one, and I just wanted to tell you how cool it is that you’ve been doing this for free.” She gushes at me.

      “It’s the least I can do,” I say with a shrug. It’s no skin off my back. Sure, it’s a few hours of unpaid work, but it’s for a good cause.

      “Well, it’s certainly appreciated.” She smiles.

      “Do you have an idea of the type of Medusa you want?” I ask, bringing her into my room.

      “Yes.” She nods and takes out her phone. She pulls up a picture of a tarot card Medusa. I’ve seen a few of these done before but I’ve never done one myself. It isn’t outside of my capabilities, though.

      “This is beautiful.” I smile and take her phone from her. “Can I send this to myself to print?”

      “Of course.” She hands me the phone and takes a seat on the table.

      “I’ll be right back.” I send myself the photo and head to the printer.

      Once I grab my iPad and the printed photo, I return to my space and take a seat across from Kate.

      “So, I’m going to draw this in my style. It’s going to look a little different but it’ll have the same elements. If you’re familiar with my Instagram you shouldn’t have a problem with how it comes out. But we can change anything you don’t like. I want this tattoo to be something you 100% want and love,” I explain. That’s the most important aspect of all of this.

      “I’m sure I’m going to love it.” She smiles.

      “I’m a great listener if you feel like you want to talk about anything during your tattoo, but if not, I understand. Just let me know where you stand.”

      “I think I’d like to keep the story to myself. Well, my therapist knows, too, but I’m okay. She suggested I come here, actually. Thought it might be a good step in my healing process,” she explains.

      “I love that. We stan a supportive therapist.” I chuckle lightly.

      “She’s the best. I don’t know what I’d do without her,” she says, laughing nervously.

      “We’ve all been there.” I slide over and show Kate my own Medusa tattoo. She takes a deep breath, and I see her shoulders relax.

      “Oh, thank goodness.” Her eyes widen. “Not thank goodness. That came out wrong. It’s just comforting that I’m not alone in my trauma.” She pauses and shakes her head. “Oh my gosh, what am I thinking? I just meant⁠—”

      “No worries. I know what you mean. It’s good to know you’re not alone in this.” I go to place a hand on her shoulder but I stop myself. The last thing I’d want is someone I don’t know touching me so intimately.

      “Yes, exactly. It’s not like I talk to my friends about stuff like this.” She sighs.

      “I’m sure they’d understand and want to be there for you if you gave them the chance.” I smile. Even though I’m a total hypocrite.

      I had slapped a tattoo on my trauma and never looked back. Sure, I do my part in therapy but that doesn’t magically fix everything. There’s a reason I haven’t brought anyone home in so long. Not that my parents would understand that or even have any idea. They think my tattoos are just art, and I haven’t done much to make them think otherwise.

      After finishing up the drawing of the tarot card, I show it to Kate and she squeals happily. “I love it!”

      “Perfect, let me get the ink mixed and you can lean back. Just relax. You said you want this on your left thigh, right?”

      “Yes.” She nods.

      I grab the blacks and grays I’m going to need to do her tattoo, and then I set up her space. Getting the tattoo gun ready is my favorite part, and I take a deep breath and stretch out my hands before starting. She surprises me by not flinching when the gun touches her skin. She’s less jumpy than I anticipated, and it’s going to make my job a hell of a lot easier. Kate’s quiet while I tattoo her, and I know better than to start up unwanted chatter.

      I stay quiet as I think about how the hell I’m going to keep lying to my parents about this holiday drama. Would they pressure me to meet her? I doubt it. It’s been years since I dated anyone. I try to recall if they had asked to meet my ex, but I think I was the one who had pushed for that interaction. At the time, I had wanted my parents to get to know the woman I thought I was going to marry. That moment in time seems so far away now. Here I am years later, and I can’t believe that woman is the same one responsible for my Medusa tattoo. I don’t know why I’m thinking about this. I wish she didn’t pop into my head randomly like this. It’s like I can’t control it sometimes.

      Kate takes a deep breath, pulling me back into the present, and I relax. I don’t need to think about my ex right now. I just need to focus on this tattoo.

      Finishing the outline, I give us both a quick break before jumping back in. It’ll probably take me another hour before I complete this piece. The level of detail she wants is definitely a bit intricate. I keep going, trying to finish before I lose momentum. I zone out on the tattoo; sometimes tattooing becomes second nature to me, and I can do it without thinking much about it. It’s something I love about my job. After a bit, I focus and realize I’m just about done. I put on the final touches and wipe off the blood and excess ink with a wet paper towel.

      “You’re all set,” I say with a small smile.

      “Oh my gosh, I love it!” She has tears brimming in her eyes as she looks at it.

      “It’s what you wanted?” I check.

      “Yes, it’s perfect. Can you take a picture of it for me?”

      “Of course.” I smile. I snap a few shots at a few different angles as she beams from ear to ear.

      “Thank you so much.” She jumps off the table, and I wrap her thigh to protect the tattoo. She hands me a twenty and quietly says, “This is all I have right now.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” I smile handing her back the money. I’m not in a spot where I technically need a job, so cutting people some slack when it comes to tattoos makes me feel better about it.

      “I’ll definitely be coming back.” She smiles and heads out the front door.

      “She looks happy,” Addison muses.

      “She does.” I smile.

      “A woman wants something simple drawn up for her but Carter and Reagan don’t have time. She was looking over your style and said she’d be happy with you.”

      “Sounds good, what’s her name?”

      “Sophie.”

      “Okay, Sophie you can come on back,” I say a little louder to the blonde who’s still looking through our tattoo books. They hold sheets of past tattoos that we’ve done as well as some artwork from tattoos we’d like to do.

      “Hi!” she says a little too cheerily.

      “So you’re looking for me to draw you something?” I ask as I close the door behind her.

      “Yes, I want a dancer on my hip. My stupid ex hated tattoos, but I just dumped his slimy ass and this is my way of reclaiming my body. Plus, I’m a dancer, so I thought I should commemorate that,” she explains more than she needs to.

      “Gotcha.” This girl had so much to say that it took me a moment to realize how hot she is. I’m not one to flirt with customers, but damn. She has a dancer’s thin physique, but she’s also all muscle. Her long blonde hair is almost down to her ass, and her blue eyes pop. She’s gorgeous. Not at all my type, if I’m being honest, but something about her makes me pause.

      “Let me draw up a few sketches and see which one you like best.” I smile. Then I turn on Spotify and play some indie music while I draw.

      “You know Waterparks?!” She gasps.

      “I do. I’m surprised you do,” I say, looking up from my iPad.

      “I’m a dancer, we did one of their songs at a performance last year,” she explains. “It’s kind of part of my job to know all sorts of music.”

      “Ah, do you work here in town?” I ask, knowing there’s a dance studio right by the place we often got our coffee, Cinnamon Roll Saviors.

      “I do. I actually co-own Moore Moves with my best friend, Delilah.” She smiles proudly.

      “That’s cool.” I look back at my iPad and hold it up for her to see. I drew four different dancers in different poses so she can pick one.

      “Number three. That’s definitely my vibe.”

      “Perfect. I’ll draw it up more professionally and then get you started. Is this your first tattoo?”

      “It is. That’s okay, right?”

      “Of course. I might use the
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