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The Workout

I’d always considered myself cool under pressure. But that was before I had a cute girl coming over to my house and I had no idea what to say to her.

“Hi, Haley, welcome to my home!” No, she’d been there before, that didn't make any sense.

“Hi, Haley, are you ready to work out?” Of course she was, that was why she was there. There was no use stating the obvious. But what if she wasn’t ready? Maybe she’d changed her mind about our work-out date. A quick glance at my phone showed no missed texts or phone calls.

The more I thought about it, the more I realized that a work-out date wasn’t the best idea anyway. There was nothing romantic about watching someone lift weights or run on a treadmill. Especially when one person hated exercising as much as Haley Suarez did.

Things may have started out a little rocky with Haley. It really wasn’t my fault that the girl could not take a hint, but after throwing myself at her a few times, she’d finally figured out that I liked her. It had taken months to build up the confidence to approach her, but after first contact was made, it had become surprisingly easy to insert myself into her life. Not in a weird “I want to steal your identity” way, but more of a “You’re really pretty, can I smell your hair?” way. Which actually sounded worse, but sometimes the truth was ugly.

So there I was, at my house waiting for Haley to come over for our rescheduled workout. I was nervous. A girl who had the potential to be my girlfriend, and not just a summer fling like the other girls I’d dated in the past, was coming over to my house. My empty house, because I had managed to get my parents out of the way for a few hours. 

There was no need for a replay of the first time Haley had come over to our house. It had been mortifying trying to eat dinner at the same table with Haley while my parents, who were usually perfectly polite, if not a little reserved around new people, gushed about all things gay. My house had looked like a rainbow had thrown up in it. 

I could tell Haley was uncomfortable with the over-the-top reaction of my parents to my coming out, but she hadn’t made a big deal of it. She’d even kept her cool when my dad made a cringe-worthy sex joke.

There was no way I wanted a repeat of that disastrous night. I tried to set my parents straight on a few things. Most importantly I emphasized that I was bisexual, not gay. There was a difference that I wanted them to be aware of. But I said they could keep the “I support my gay daughter” shirts; there was no use wasting good money already spent. 

They were also not to put up any decorations, flags, stickers, or items of any kind with rainbows. Even Lucky Charms had been banned.

Once I got them out of the house, I made sure everything was set. I had on my cutest work-out outfit, yoga pants that made my butt look awesome (I really liked Haley a lot, so I had to use every advantage I had) and a tank top that showed off my arms. They were less awesome than my butt, but still not too shabby.

My parents had left a note that said snacks and sports drinks were in the refrigerator for later. I put the note in my pocket and promised myself that I would order as a thank you that DVD on engineering during ancient times that they had mentioned wanting to see. 

I was still practicing my greeting when the doorbell rang. It was time. One last pull on my ponytail and a breath check and I opened the door.

“Hi, Haley!” I thought that was a good opening, but by the look of surprise on Haley’s face, I was wrong. 

She recovered fast. “Hi, Kate,” she responded with a wave. We stood there at the door for a few seconds before I realized that I should invite her in. Not the best beginning, honestly.

“Come in!” I practically shouted at her. I felt myself wincing at my stupid mouth. It didn’t want to cooperate when I was around Haley. 

“Thanks,” she said in a more normal tone than I used. I saw her glance around nervously as she made her way further into the house. 

“Are you hungry? There’s some stuff in the fridge if you want a snack. There are also some drinks if you’d prefer that. Because we shouldn’t really eat very much if we’re going to get on the treadmill or lift some weights. Are those okay, or would you rather use an exercise bike, because we have one of those downstairs too. Or if you changed your mind about working out, we could just hang out instead.” I ended my word vomit with a weak chuckle. 

What possessed me to spew all that out? I became increasingly mystified why Haley would bother with me. 

But then her look of confusion softened into something more fond. A warmth spread throughout my belly, and not just because she was sexy as hell, either. If she wasn’t bothered by my spastic behavior, then I wouldn’t be either. Or I would wait until she left to yell at myself.

“I'll leave the exercise stuff to you,” she said with a smile. “That’s why I’m here, right? I’m totally clueless and you’re going to whip me into shape. I’m still not sure you’ll be able to reverse a lifetime of my bad habits, but if anyone can, you can,” she encouraged. 

A challenge. Poor Haley had no idea about my competitive side. “Right, let’s get started then,” I said in my cheer captain voice. It let the rest of the squad know that the fun was over and that it was time for hard work. Haley must’ve gotten the same message, because she looked decidedly less relaxed than a moment before. Before she could change her mind and back out, I marched over to the fridge and grabbed two sport drinks. 

“Lime or orange?” I asked her as I held one in each hand. 

Hesitantly she replied. “Orange?” It was more of a question than a statement, but I just rolled with it. With one of each flavor, I shut the refrigerator door and made my way back over to my new work-out partner. I was in my super-focused zone. The blinders came up and any distractions would be ignored until I reached my goal. I had been told that the super-focused zone could also be called the super scary-zone, but that was a matter of opinion.

The walk down to the basement was short and silent except when I warned Haley to watch herself on a particularly tricky step about halfway down. When I flipped the switch for the main lights, I was glad to see that everything was set up just as I had left it the day before. All the equipment was newly cleaned, with fresh towels in a pile on a side table. 

I turned to Haley with the intention of asking her what she thought of the space. Instead I caught Haley checking me out while I was inspecting the machinery. It was quick, but there was no way I could have mistaken the quick shifting of her eyes up to my face after I turned to face her. Thank you, favorite yoga pants.

I decided to politely ignore Haley’s small indiscretion, but I couldn’t help myself from having a bit of fun at her expense. “Like what you see?” I asked her, with maybe more than a little sass. At her slightly flustered look, I decided to be merciful. I turned back to the gym equipment. 

“I know it's not the newest or the fanciest equipment, but I think they’ll get the job done,” I said as I gestured to the various pieces.

Haley walked over to the closest item, which was the treadmill. “This is the thing with the little conveyor belt that you walk on, right?”

Had she never seen a treadmill before? “Yeah, you adjust your speed and you can walk or run depending on how fast you want to move,” I answered. She nodded as if she was processing a piece of valuable information. 

Next she moved on to the weight rack. She eyed the different sizes for a few seconds before picking up a twenty-pound dumbbell. Unfortunately, she had to quickly use her other hand to steady herself when the weight seemed to catch her off guard. She very carefully used both hands to place the weight back in its spot on the rack.

She turned to me with a sheepish grin. “Sorry, just a little heavier than I thought.” 

That look was so cute I had to keep myself from going over there and giving her a hug. 

“We’ll save the weights for later,” I said. I then gestured over to the exercise bike in the corner. “You mentioned you wanted to try this out?” 

“That might be more my speed,” she admitted. “I definitely know how to ride a bike, so there’s a good chance I won’t mess it up. Show me how to use it?” she asked.

I walked Haley to the machine and showed her all the settings and gadgets. After we adjusted the seat to her preference and I explained how to change speed settings, she was about to start pedaling when I remembered something important.

“Wait, did you stretch yet?” I asked, even though I already knew the answer.

“Uh, no. I’m just going to use the bike. I don’t think I need to stretch out for that.”

I was appalled, both at my oversight and Haley’s lack of basic fitness knowledge. 

“Nope, we’re both stretching before we start anything. I will not be responsible for you getting a pulled muscle or a strain. Come on, it’ll only take a few minutes.”

She reluctantly got off the bike, and I had a brief worry that I was squashing her enthusiasm before we even started. But it was more important to do things right. I said I would help Haley, and cutting corners wasn't helpful.

I sounded like an embattled gym teacher, scarred by seeing too many kids go down with injuries.

There were a couple of mats stacked up that I used specifically for stretching before and after a workout. I laid out two of them and sat on one with my legs stretched out. When Haley didn't move, I gave a couple of pats to the mat next to me. She sat down on the other mat and positioned herself until she was in roughly the same position I was in. More or less, because she looked uncomfortable when she tried to stretch out as wide as I was.

“Are you okay?” 

“Yeah, just haven’t done anything like this since freshman year gym. Are we going to try and touch our toes? Because I’m not sure I can make it that far,” she admitted as she stared down at her feet dubiously.

“You haven't stretched out in four years?” I blurted out, surprised. It came out a lot more accusatory than I had intended.

Haley just shrugged. “I told you I didn't exercise. If it wasn’t for good genes and a small appetite, I’d probably be a few pounds heavier too.”

Just more of you for me to love. I did not say that out loud, thank goodness. 

“We’ll just ease into it, then. How far can you go?” It made sense to get an assessment of her capabilities before we started anything more strenuous.

After I watched her come nowhere close to touching her toes, and struggle with stretching out even the most basic muscle groups adequately, I finally understood the enormity of the job I had taken on. It was like her body was made out of inflexible plastic. If it bent just the slightest past normal, there was a real risk it would snap. 

That new fact brought a quick pang of doubt about how our physical relationship would go, but I quickly shoved that thought away. It wasn't the place or the time for that type of thinking. Anyway, I was flexible enough for the both of us.

Once I figured she was as limber as she was going to get, I led her back to the bike. 

“You ready?” I asked once she was fully seated. When she responded with a nod, I programmed twenty minutes into the timer and set her for the slowest setting. 

“All right, you’re set. Twenty minutes starts now!” I said while pressing the start button. 

I watched her for the first minute or so. I had the perfect excuse to stare as her unofficial trainer. She really was adorable. An almost comical look of concentration was on her face, and every time the machine beeped with some new information she startled and looked down worriedly as if it were going to break loose and take off across the room. Plus, her baggy shorts would ride up on every revolution of the pedals, giving me a quick glimpse of her thighs. Good thing I wasn’t a real trainer, because I’d be a hell of a creepy one with Haley as my client. 

I shook my head to clear out the dirty thoughts. A good workout would keep me distracted enough to get through the next hour without embarrassing myself. 

I stretched a bit more, the basic maneuvers I did earlier not really enough to get me ready for one of my typical workouts. Before I started lifting weights I checked in on Haley.

“Going okay?” A quick nod in response, which I suspected was due to a lack of breath on her part, was the only answer I got back.

I picked up a couple of dumbbells and started to methodically work on each muscle group of my upper body. I was usually part of the base of a lot of our cheer sets, so I always tried to keep my shoulders, chest, and leg muscles strong. Last thing I wanted was to be responsible for one of my teammates falling and getting hurt.

After fifteen minutes I took a break. Haley was almost through the time set on the bike, and while I tried to keep an eye on her during my weight session, I was a little worried. She had hardly made a sound since she’d started.

I moved until I was standing right in front of her. She sent me a strained smile but otherwise kept on pedaling with the same look of concentration on her face.

“Feeling all right?” I asked gently. I peeked at the control panel, and she had gone a little over a mile. Bless her, she tried hard but had gone nowhere, and not just because she was on a stationary bike, either.

“Yeah,” she huffed back in response. 

I had my doubts, but I was willing to take what she said at face value. “You're doing great, almost done,” I said with an encouraging smile before I picked up Haley's sports drink from the floor and moved it to one of the cup holders on the bike just in case she needed it.

“Thank . . . you.” She was breathing pretty heavily at this point but otherwise looked okay.

As I passed by Haley on my way to the treadmill, I saw her eyes follow me. Feeling bold, I purposely put a little extra sway into my walk. I felt a smile curl my lips, but I didn’t look back to see her reaction. 

I had only taken a couple more steps forward before I heard a crash behind me. I whipped back around and saw Haley lying on the ground beside the bike, looking dazed.

“Haley, what happened?” I asked as I rushed to her side. Thank goodness the bike hadn't tipped over and landed on her. The thing was heavy enough to do real damage if it landed on a person.

“I'm okay,” she said breathlessly, but then she contradicted herself by flopping down fully onto her back. Her chest was heaving, and ordinarily I would have enjoyed the view, but this was an emergency. 

“Did you hit your head? Does anything hurt? What happened?” I asked again.

After a few deep breaths Haley sat back up. She scratched her head. “Not again, this is so embarrassing,” she mumbled more to herself than to me. But I heard her and she had a point. That was the second time she had fallen while around me. I hoped it wasn't a trend.

“No, I'm fine. I didn't hit my head. I just sort of slipped off the bike, and then I got tired from all that peddling, so I decided the floor was a pretty good place to rest. I just got distracted there for a second,” she admitted with a weak grin.

It was official: my butt was an almost lethal weapon. I felt bad about her ending up on the floor because she was checking me out, but also pretty pleased with myself. It was definitely a nice ego boost.

But then I got a better look at her face. She looked so sad and embarrassed, and more than a little cute sitting there on the floor. I sat down next to her, just close enough for our knees to touch. 

“I’m going to be in so much trouble if your parents find out I’ve almost broken you twice now,” I told her. She quickly turned to me with a look of horror on her face, but before she could argue or apologize, I contorted my face into the most exaggeratedly serious look I could manage. Haley went speechless for a moment before she let out a loud laugh.

She covered her face with her hands as she let loose a stream of giggles. It was nice being the one to make her laugh after seeing her so down. 

“You really weren’t lying when you said you didn’t exercise much, were you?” I asked after she settled down.

“What gave me away? That I couldn’t touch my toes or that I fell off a bike that doesn’t go anywhere?” 

“A little of both. I don’t have to call 911 though, do I?” I asked half seriously.

Haley shook her head. “You can hold the ambulance. Plus, my parents had two kids for a reason. Eddy’s just waiting in the wings for her chance to take my place as daughter number one once I’m out of the picture.”

From what little I knew of Eddy, if she really wanted Haley out of the picture, she would take matters into her own hands. I didn't want to be on that girl’s bad side.

It was nice sitting with Haley. Sure, it wasn’t what I had originally planned, but it was better. Her cardiovascular health probably hadn’t improved, and if we ever decided to work out again, I’d make her wear a helmet, but overall I’d much rather sit on the floor of my basement talking with Haley than anyone else.

  



The Dinner

Haley looked gorgeous. It was the first time I had seen her in anything other than jeans and T-shirts and she did not disappoint. The dress she wore was simple: black and sleeveless with some pretty embroidered designs on the skirt in a muted gold color. 

She had styled her hair differently, too. She usually left it down, which I adored because it was just wild enough for me to want to run my hands through it in an effort to tame it all down. I hadn’t done it yet though, since outside of a few kisses we hadn’t done anything physical, but I was hoping to have that freedom to touch soon. But when I saw her sporting a sleek bun, I just about split my face in two with the huge grin I wore. 

She looked both cute and sophisticated, and most adorably a little uncomfortable, if the way she kept pulling at various parts of her dress was anything to go by.

In my defense, I didn’t look too bad either. I went the opposite way stylistically Haley had. I left my hair down with just a little curl to give it some volume. Instead of a dress, I looked good in a kick-ass pantsuit I had found on clearance while with Jenny on one of our rare shopping expeditions. If Jenny knew that I would be wearing that same suit months later on a date with the person she irrationally hated the most, I was positive she would have tried to burn it on the spot. Luckily for me, she didn’t have the ability to see months into the future, so the suit was safe for the date.

“You look great,” I told her honestly once we’d finished looking each other over. 

She responded with a shy smile. “Thanks. You too.” She took a second before she added, “You look really pretty.” The sincerity with which she said it made me melt a bit. That’s what I had always liked about Haley—when she said something, she really meant it.  

“Thank you,” I responded with what I hoped was just as much feeling. “Did you want to come in before we go to the restaurant?”

Part of me wanted her to say no, because my parents were due back from the lecture they had attended at any moment. But another part wanted us to go up to my room and make out for a couple hours. That part was probably going to be disappointed.

“No, I think I’m ready. Do you need to get anything before we go?” she answered.

Yup, just as I thought, no make-out session tonight.

I shook my head. After I locked the door, I followed Haley down the front walkway to her car. I had mixed feeling about that car. The first time I had been in it had not been my best moment. My only thought that morning weeks ago had been that she was by herself in the empty student parking lot and I had a chance to talk to her privately for once. It didn’t occur to me until much later that she probably thought I was insane, barging into her car and chattering away about nothing.

I hadn’t scared her off though, because there we were, dressed in our finest on our way to one of the best restaurants in town. Haley had suggested going out for a fancy dinner, which had surprised me. I was more of a pizza or burgers kind of girl, and I had assumed most people our age were too. But she insisted we go, while also offering to pay for the meals, which I immediately objected to. No way would I let her pay for me. I had only one dating rule: go Dutch or go home.

We made small talk about what we had each done earlier that Saturday. I’d had a squad meeting where we went over our end-of-the-year plans and picked the captain for the next year. I told Haley that I would miss cheering next year, but I didn’t mention how emotional picking a new captain had been. Those girls were like a family to me, and I felt a deep responsibility to each and every one of them as their captain. Passing on that responsibility had been a lot harder than I’d thought it was going to be.

Putting that stuff out of my mind, I refocused on Haley. She was a good driver, but the way she held the steering wheel with one hand made me nervous. What if we hit a pothole and the wheel jerked out of her hands and we ended up in a ditch on the side of the road? Those things happened; that was why the ten and two positions were invented.

Breathing came a little easier once we got to the restaurant and safely parked. I looked at the impressive building in front of us, and I couldn’t help but be a little intimidated. Swallowing my nerves, I followed Haley up to the front door. A uniformed man was waiting and opened the door for us as we approached. Haley nodded in thanks and I hurried after her, offering up a wave to the man as we passed.

The inside of the restaurant was magnificent. Chandeliers lent a warm glow over the rich woods and velvets that made up the furniture. My shoes clacked as we walked over the gleaming hardwood floors toward the hostess. I felt self-conscious about the fancy surroundings, but Haley took it all in stride. She stopped in front of the hostess, and they engaged in a quick back-and-forth while I hung back. 

“Ready?” Haley asked as the hostess stood waiting with a polite smile on her face. I nodded and joined her as the hostess led us through the dining area toward a table already set out with silverware and candles. With every step closer, I felt a tightness in my belly. It wasn’t the good one I got when I kissed Haley, but the gnawing ache that typically came in the middle of a routine when I knew we were missing marks but still had to finish. It was going to be a long dinner.

The hostess pulled out a chair for Haley, then circled around to me and did the same. The light push of the chair against my knees as she scooted me in took me by surprise, and I ended up stumbling back into the chair as I sat. I looked up to see that Haley had caught the entire exchange with wide eyes. The hostess said something I didn’t catch and then she was gone. 

The table was round and small, and the firelight cast an intimate glow over Haley’s face, which had me transfixed. She was so pretty. I must have stared too long because she glanced down with a shy smile, nervously touching all the little items laid out in front of her.

That was when I realized that the area right in front of me was super crowded. I was sure there were more forks and spoons and knives in front of me than we had in total at my house. They ranged in size from big and wide to these tiny little things that I worried would snap between my fingers. 

Haley didn’t seem surprised to see the contents of a kitchen drawer laid out in front of her, and that was when I realized something important. Haley had been to fancy restaurants before. For all I knew, the Suarez family dined out at places like this regularly. They had seemed so down-to-earth and friendly that I never suspected a familiarity with high-class cuisine. 

I surreptitiously looked around at the other diners. Mostly older couples, probably out on their regularly scheduled Saturday date night, with a few larger groups spread around. Haley and I likely brought down the average age of the room by about twenty years. 

“What do you think?” Haley asked expectantly.

“This is definitely the fanciest place I’ve ever been to for a meal. Probably the fanciest place I’ve ever been, period,” I answered honestly. 

Haley laughed, a subdued sound appropriate for our surroundings. “I can’t believe that. You’re one of the classiest people I know. I figured you’d be right at home here,” she responded.

That was news to me. Since when did anyone consider me classy? 

A pinprick of worry settled itself in my mind. Had Haley picked this obviously expensive restaurant because she thought that it was what I expected? After the failure of our work-out date, I had insisted she pick our next one (after I made sure that she still wanted to go out with me after I had almost killed her). 

When she picked dinner out at this particular restaurant, I assumed that it would be a new adventure for us both, one night where we could play sophisticated adults for a few hours. I never expected her to be a foodie, or that she thought I was one.

The waiter had perfect timing. Just as I began to freak out, he swept up to our table seemingly out of nowhere. 

“Good evening, ladies,” he greeted us with hands behind his back. “My name is Mark and I’ll be your waiter for tonight. Have you dined with us before?”

“Yes, I have,” Haley said before I could respond. I knew it. There was a pause, and when I noticed both Haley and Mark looking at me, I realized they were waiting for me to say something. Probably the answer to the question he’d just asked. The evening was already not going well.

“This will be my first time eating here,” I said in a voice that I hoped sounded confident. Unfortunately it came out as more of a question than an answer.

“Wonderful,” he replied blandly. “Allow me to describe how your culinary experience will proceed tonight, if I may?”

I nodded. Culinary experience? Didn’t we just order, and then eat the food when it came out to us?

Apparently no, because Mark spent the next five minutes describing a series of courses, curated by the chef specifically for us. I lost track when he got to the fourth course and the only ingredient I had recognized up to then was cheese. Not the type, just that something had some kind of cheese in it. 

When I sneaked a peek at Haley during Mark’s recitation, she looked mildly interested in what he was saying. Definitely not the demeanor of a person totally unfamiliar with dishes consisting of foam and more than one mention of something preceded by the word “petite.” No wonder there were so many courses if everything was small sized.

Mark left as he had come, silently and unobtrusively. He had gone without asking me what I wanted to drink. Or had he asked and I’d totally zoned out in my worry over not knowing what I would be putting in my mouth that night? Before I could embarrass myself by asking Haley about the drinks, another person stopped by our table and wordlessly filled the previously empty glasses with water. He was gone before I could ask for a soda. I needed a soda real bad. Or at least something familiar so I didn’t feel so out of place. 

Wine, which everyone else seemed to be drinking, was out of the question, unless Haley had also acquired us a couple of fake IDs. Just as I was about to flag someone down, Mark popped up again and mercifully asked a question I felt comfortable answering. 

“May I take your drink orders?”

Haley and I each ordered a soda. He left without writing anything down. Show-off. 

My eyes were on the assembly of cutlery before me, but before my nerves got going, Haley spoke.

“I hope you don’t mind that I got the fixed menu. I figured that since this is our first time out somewhere without paper plates, then we should make it memorable. My family has been here before when my parents tried to expose us to ‘a more elevated cuisine’ as my dad put it. He fancies himself an expert, but really he’s just watched too many episodes of Top Chef,” she explained.

“No, it was a good idea. I wouldn’t know what to order here, so thank you for taking the lead,” I said honestly. My cloth napkin was sitting in front of me folded into an intricate design. It looked so perfect, this white square manipulated by some nameless employee just for my enjoyment. I felt bad about possibly using it to wipe gunk off my face.

It couldn’t be good for my digestion to be so nervous about a meal.

“When I was thinking about things we could do together, I immediately thought about this place. It reminded me of you.”

Okay, it was officially time to nip whatever preconceived notions Haley had about me in the bud. If we were going to make whatever we had work, there couldn’t be this much misunderstanding between us.

“Haley, I meant it when I said that this was the fanciest place I’ve ever been to. I grew up with ham sandwiches and spaghetti dinners. My parents are engineers and were more worried about bridges and buildings not collapsing than what we ate. I’m just a regular girl, not some sort of princess.”

Haley’s face fell. I hadn't meant for that to happen. “So you don’t like it?” she sadly asked. 

I shook my head, mad at myself for giving the wrong impression. “I’m glad I’m here with you. Just because I’ve never done something before doesn’t mean I’m not open to new experiences. But please don’t feel like you have to impress me or spend a lot of money on things because you think that’s what I want or deserve.”

She interrupted quickly. “But you do deserve nice things! You’re so pretty and smart and funny, and for some reason you keep on agreeing to go out with me. How else am I supposed to show you how happy I am to be with you?” she exclaimed. Her lips promptly pressed together and her nose scrunched up as if she regretted what she had just said and was trying to keep from saying anything else.

But I was glad we were finally talking freely. Without much thought about decorum, I scooted my chair the small distance around the table so that I was sitting right next to Haley. Leaning down closer to her so I could whisper I said, “You don’t have to prove anything to me. I’m going out with you because I like you. Not because I’m trying to get anything out of you.”

Though I’d like to get something into her at some point. However, I most definitely did not say that. My brain would come up with all sorts of dirty things, but I’d rather stick my head in one of the ovens in the back than say them out loud. 

Instead I reached for the hand resting in a fist on her lap. After carefully unfurling her fingers, I linked our hands together. Her hand was soft and warm, and I held on tighter when I felt her grasp mine. 

Before she could say anything, Mark was back with our drinks. The guy had been gone for what seemed like hours, but he showed up just when things were rolling. Of course that’s the way things would play out with my luck.

“Is everything all right?” he asked with a raised eyebrow as he placed Haley’s soda in front of her and then mine pointedly in my designated place setting. I scooted back to my original position, making sure to make as much noise as possible, like a petulant little kid. I got a perverse thrill from seeing the brief look of annoyance cross Mark’s face before he smoothed it back to a politely bland expression.

After finally settling my chair in the correct position, I turned to our waiter. “Everything is great. We’re just really looking forward to our first dish. I bet it’s gonna be awesome,” I cheerfully told him. His smile tightened just a little before he nodded and turned on his heel. I turned to Haley with a wide grin.

“I know that was mean, but I couldn’t help myself. If he thinks we’re bratty teenagers, then I’m more than happy to act the part,” I said with a shrug.

Haley shook her head. “Don’t get him mad or he’ll spit in our food. That is, if you still want to stay for the meal?” she questioned carefully.

“Oh, we are definitely staying,” I answered. “No way am I giving him the satisfaction of leaving. We are going to stay for every single course, and I’m going to eat every single bite, even though I won’t have a clue what I'm eating. We will enjoy this night just to spite him.”

“Yes, I’m sure that will really show him,” Haley replied sarcastically. “But I’m confused. Why are we trying to spite him by enjoying ourselves over a nice meal?” 

I looked at her in surprise. “What, you didn’t notice what a snot he was being to us? The condescension was practically dripping off of him,” I pointed out.

Her only answer was, “What?”

We spent the rest of the meal debating if Mark was a douche or not. Haley swore he was perfectly polite, while I argued that he hated us. Points were made and shot down in between the seven (or eight?) courses that came and went throughout the night. I was pretty sure I won, though it wouldn’t surprise me if Haley thought she came out on top.

It ended up being a really fun night. And it was by far the best foam I had ever had.

 



The Picnic

I had never made out with anyone in a car before. It sounded weird when I thought about it, because I’ve kissed and been kissed by a few different people over the years, so the opportunity should have presented itself at least once. I've had a good-bye peck after being dropped off at my house or an enthusiastic hello after being picked up, but there hadn’t been any good, hands under shirts, sweating and panting make-out sessions on four wheels before. 

Until I found myself with Haley in my car, parked in a far corner of the local park’s parking lot, going at it in the front seats like the horny teenagers we were. My hand had even managed to make its way past the hem of Haley’s shirt so that I brushed against the smooth skin of her side. She hadn’t protested or batted my hand away, so I decided to ride my luck as far as I could (though not too far—we were in public, after all).

Our day had started out innocently enough. Lunch in the park on a perfect spring Saturday had seemed like a great idea when I had suggested it and Haley had immediately agreed. 

Our mistake had been to discuss our plans in front of Marie and Jenny at lunch. Bad idea because instead of a romantic picnic with a cute girl, I’d be spending my Saturday afternoon with two extra people who had invited themselves to tag along. For the second time they’d be crashing one of our dates, which was not cool at all. 

I planned to pick Haley up, then we'd meet up with the other two at the park. We all agreed to a potluck-style lunch, and Marie volunteered to bring blankets for us to sit on. Jenny proclaimed that a picnic would be a waste without some games. She was bringing a Frisbee and a paddle ball set she said she had somewhere in her basement. 

Though disappointed with the date being ruined, I had still been excited when Saturday morning brought blue skies and plenty of sunshine.

I’d texted Haley to see if I could come over earlier than planned and received an almost immediate confirmation back. After I’d loaded up my car with food and various other things (napkins, plates, and bottled water, just in case), I’d zipped over to Haley’s house. 

Her dad had opened the door, but right after we had exchanged greetings, Haley had come barreling out of the kitchen holding two bags.  Disappointed in the quick visit, but guessing that Haley felt the same way about her parents that I did mine—namely, embarrassed to have them talking with my friends if it couldn’t be avoided—I’d followed her as she led the march to my car with a quick wave good-bye to her dad.

That’s how we’d ended up at the park two hours earlier than agreed. We had been talking only five minutes before I’d leaned over and placed a light kiss against her cheek mid-sentence. I couldn't help myself. Another couple of minutes had us full-on kissing across the center console of my car.

It was cramped. We both had to twist awkwardly in order to reach each other, and the gearshift kept on digging into my thigh. But it was worth it to finally be able to kiss Haley for longer than a peck. Each of our dates after the first one had ended with a goodnight kiss and not much else. 

I’d recognized a few years ago that being with another person intimately was an experience I really wanted to try. But something kept holding me back from going all the way with the people I had dated in the past.

While I thought about sex, and sometimes joked about it, I was nervous as hell about actually doing it. I didn’t know if it was because I never felt completely comfortable with whoever I was with at the time or because years of lectures from adults about the horrors of premarital sex had given me a complex. Whatever it was had ensured that I remained a virgin up to the ripe old age of eighteen. 

It wasn’t too bad. I scratched the itch, so to speak, when necessary, and I had never gone too long without someone to enjoy my time with. But the trust of what I imagined a long-term relationship was built around had always been missing. So I held myself back.

But when I was with Haley I didn't want to hold myself back. I wanted to fling myself in her direction, to have her catch me and hold on to me. In a metaphorical sense of course, since I was pretty sure Haley would have trouble catching a sack of flour, let alone a fully grown person.

She was different, and not just because she was a girl. I had in the past gone as far with girls as I had with guys, so it wasn’t a gender issue. I was one of those people who formed strong emotional attachments. In other words, when I fell, I fell hard. Which was great, because Haley seemed to be falling right along with me, but there was also a danger that I’d land by myself one day, alone and broken.

I wasn’t alone in that car though. Haley’s breath on my cheek when she pulled back to pepper my jaw with kisses, her hands as they gripped my sides, and the little noises she made that filled the car when I nibbled on her lips all reminded me of that. 

I was amazed how the outside world just drifted away. I normally would have never even thought about engaging in a heavy make-out session in public, but there we were, the only things shielding our activities were the totally transparent windows and the solitude of a nearly deserted parking lot.

But the parking lot wasn’t totally deserted and the transparent windows were of little help when sounds of tapping intruded into our bubble. Haley’s reaction was quicker. She pulled back fast enough to knock her head against the door frame. It took me a few seconds to get my bearings after being pulled so abruptly from our kissing, but when I finally noticed my surroundings, I winced at the way she was rubbing the back of her head. 

The intruders were exactly who I expected. Marie and Jenny were staring through the driver’s side window, Marie waving like a maniac as she kept on tapping while Jenny looked disgusted. Best friends or no, those two were seriously getting on my nerves.

“Can we ignore them?” I asked Haley hopefully.

“I wish.” She let out a sigh and turned resigned eyes to me. “Let’s go get this over with.” 

I reluctantly agreed, but not without first darting forward and giving her one last, swift kiss. 

The interlopers were on my side of the car. They had to take a step back when I opened my door to exit. “You two are really screwing me over,” I whispered before Haley made her way around the car to where we stood. Marie's expression went quickly from surprised to guilty, while Jenny rolled her eyes. 

“Please, I almost vomited. There are some things that shouldn’t be done in public, and you two going at it is one of them,” she argued. 

“Nobody made you look,” Haley said as she joined us. 

“It’s hard not to when it’s done right in front of my face.” Jenny zeroed in on me. “Is this how you spend your time now, slumming it in parked cars?”

Haley bristled. “Hey, don’t you talk to her like that!” But I'd been friends with Jenny long enough to know how to handle her.

“Don’t be an ass,” I told my friend before she could say anything else. “You invited yourself on our date today, so behave. I want you to be nice to Haley.” 

When Jenny opened her mouth to argue, I amended my request before she could get anything out. “I want you to be civil to Haley.” At her continued sulking I added, “Please.”

Several seconds passed. Haley rolled her eyes, and Marie’s gaze kept bouncing between the three of us as if she was waiting for one of us to blow up. Finally Jenny huffed, and she turned her back to us as she grabbed a bag that had been sitting on the ground nearby. She started to march to the picnic area, and when she noticed that none of us were following, she stopped and looked back.

“Well, are we going to eat or what? I got fried chicken and I’m hungry,” she announced as she shook the bag she held to illustrate her point. That was as close to an agreement as I was going to get out of her. 

The picnic area was surprisingly empty despite the perfect weather. We claimed a table easily and set out the food. Just as I thought, no one else had brought plates or napkins, though Marie had brought a twelve-can pack of fruit punch. (“She’s addicted to it,” Haley whispered in my ear when Marie’s back was turned. I shivered at the sensation.)

Things started out fine. Everyone dug into the food, and the conversation picked up slowly as we ate. The four of us had been having lunch together for a few days now, but before Haley and I’d started dating, there had been no social overlap between us, except for Jenny and I, and Haley and Marie. As Haley and I were getting to know each other, so were Marie and Jenny, and Marie and me. Haley and Jenny ignored each other for the most part, which I figured was the best I could hope for with their history. 

My one attempt at trying to find out why Jenny had so much animosity toward Haley had been a bust. After needling and prodding Jenny for a good half hour, I’d come to the conclusion that Jenny herself had no idea why she hated Haley. It was just a visceral dislike that made no rational sense. Which was weird because Haley was a very likable person.

After most of the food had been eaten, I was more than content to lounge around on the blankets and enjoy the weather and the surprisingly nice company. Haley kept on glancing over at me, and a couple of times I saw her hand move as if to take mine. Her nervousness was sweet, but I wished she’d just grab my hand already. Finally I felt her hand rest against my palm and I immediately tightened my fingers around hers.

Just as I was debating whether or not I should lean back and close my eyes for a few minutes or spend that time sneaking glances at Haley (the sneaking was winning), Jenny stood up from the table and pulled a disc out of her bag.

“Who’s up for some Frisbee?” she asked the group. Jenny loved all sports, which made her a great work-out partner. She liked to joke that the ladies loved a sporty lesbian. It seemed mean of me to point out that if a girl even looked in her direction, she became a stuttering and blushing mess. 

Surprisingly Marie jumped up. “Sounds fun!” she said as she pulled her thick red hair into a ponytail. “But I’m warning you now: I suck, so don’t get all mad or huffy when I can’t catch or throw that thing properly.” 

Marie was not lying. She wasn’t quite hopeless, because she had managed a couple of catches, but every time she threw, it missed Jenny by at least a few feet. But Jenny was a good sport and had even given Marie some tips on how to make the disc go straight instead of the haphazard direction whenever Marie threw. I got jealous of them laughing and running around, so I turned to Haley to ask if she wanted to go play.

The question froze on my lips when I caught Haley wearing a totally gooey expression as she blatantly stared at me. She guiltily looked away when I caught her. I let a grin form as I shifted to look at her better.

“I was going to ask if you wanted to join them, but I see you’re already busy,” I teased lightly. 

She ignored my teasing and instead got to her feet. “Yeah, let's go play,” she said.

I raised an eyebrow and she quickly continued, “With them. We should go play Frisbee with those two.” A fond sigh escaped me as I watched her march away for a few seconds before I followed.

I didn't get very far before I saw the disc zoom across the air, headed straight for Haley. I meant to call out a warning to her but she managed to duck just in time for it to sail harmlessly over her head I heard it thunk loudly on a tree with the force of the throw.

“Heads up,” a voice called out dryly, way too late. Jenny had a self-satisfied look on her face, not at all sorry that she had just tried to decapitate Haley. 

Haley’s eyes narrowed at Jenny. Without saying a word, she picked the disc up from where it had landed behind her and, with a flick of her wrist, sent it straight at Jenny. If Jenny had been a millisecond slower, it would have hit her right in the gut, but her reflexes were good enough that she snatched it out of the air before it did any damage.

“I think that’s yours,” Haley called out. A challenge had been issued, by Jenny or Haley, I wasn’t sure, but it was out there. Marie and I were helpless bystanders as the tension mounted between our respective best friends. Jenny had sent it flying back, once again at Haley’s head, but this time Haley was ready and plucked it expertly from the air. She might not have had much athletic ability or a top-notch cardiovascular system, but she could handle a Frisbee like a pro. 

They went back and forth like that for a while, using the Frisbee as a weapon to try to inflict the maximum amount of damage to the other. Heads and soft bellies were targeted, as well as knees and ankles. I winced when Jenny made contact with Haley’s thigh with a particularly zippy throw, but Haley hardly reacted. When the Frisbee slipped past Jenny's hands and hit her on the forehead, I stepped in. Enough was enough.

All I wanted was a nice, relaxing spring picnic with the girl I liked, and instead I got warfare by flying disc. I felt more than saw the Frisbee zoom by my ear, and then Jenny yelled at me to get out of the way.

“No way, you idiots are done playing ultimate Frisbee,” I called out to them both.

Marie, who had watched mostly silently but with decreasing interest as time went on, chimed in. “I don’t think that’s the way ultimate Frisbee is played.”

I leveled my stare at her, and she immediately went quiet again. But she didn’t turn away from the standoff between the three of us.

“You,” I pointed to Jenny, “go and cool off at the table. You,” I then pointed to Marie, “make sure she calms down.” Marie look confused as to how she would accomplish this but followed directions and shuffled over to Jenny, who was already stalking toward the picnic table.

I turned my attention to the only person left. “And you,” I said much less fiercely than how I had spoken to Jenny. I couldn’t work up much more than disapproval when I saw Haley’s hangdog face. She didn’t look up when I moved closer to her. 

“Hey,” I whispered. When that failed to get a response, I took her hand. She immediately threaded her fingers with mine. “That was a little extreme, don’t you think?”

Jenny’s voice cut into the moment. “Don’t be blaming all of it on me! She was throwing that thing right back at me!”

“Damn straight I did!” When I felt Haley move as if to storm over to where Jenny was, I tightened my hand on hers to keep her still. 

“Enough of that,” I tried to soothe. The way she stilled—not quite relaxed but with a tension that could snap at any moment—let me know I was at least partially successful. After a few seconds she abruptly faced me. She looked livid.

“She just gets me so mad! She started it by almost taking my head off. I’m actually good at Frisbee, and there’s no way I can beat her in a fight, so when I saw the opportunity, I took it! If that makes me the smaller person, then fine, I stooped to her level. And it felt great!” she stubbornly declared.

I took a deep breath. One bright spot was that she knew better than to get into a real physical fight with Jenny. She’d get crushed and she knew it. How was I supposed to deal with my best friend and my girlfriend (future girlfriend?) wanting to maim each other?

As I looked at Haley and the sulky expression on her face, I couldn’t stop the bubble of laughter that built up and then made its way free. My laughter continued long enough that Haley asked a few times if I was okay and Marie and Jenny came to see what was going on.

When I thought I had a handle on my giggles, they would start up again. It got to the point that I had to make myself stop because my stomach hurt so much. When I got myself under control, it was to see three faces in varying degrees of worry and confusion staring back at me. 

“You two were trying to kill each other with a Frisbee. A stupid piece of plastic that you were throwing around like a grenade. Seriously, how much damage did that thing actually do?” I asked with a disbelieving amusement in my voice. Both Jenny and Haley were sheepish enough to stay silent. 

“I think I saw a bruise forming on Jenny’s finger earlier. It’s hard to tell because it’s so small, but that might have been caused by one of Haley’s missiles,” Marie said with a seriousness that only made more of a mockery of the entire thing. 

“Shut it,” Haley said to Marie, accompanied by a little push to her friend. She added self-deprecatingly, “We could have poked an eye out, that’s how dangerous it was.”

Jenny jumped in. “Or knocked out a tooth. That’s a real casualty there.” She surprised us all by shooting a grudging smile in Haley’s direction. Haley, to my relief, smiled back. They might never be the best of friends, but I could live with them being civil to each other. With the four of us there together and laughing, I believed it could actually happen.



The Lunch

There were days I really didn’t want to go to school. Maybe it was a test I hadn't studied for enough, or I just wanted to sleep through my alarm. Whatever the reason, sometimes I just felt like ditching.

The Monday morning after the picnic lunch/Mortal Kombat reenactment had started off as one of those days. I was ready to bury my head under my pillow and try to grab a couple more minutes of rest when a thought entered my brain at a hundred miles an hour: I would see Haley that day. Over twenty-four hours had passed since we’d last seen each other (texts were great but not enough—maybe I should snap some pics of her to have on my phone for emergencies?), and I was less than an hour away from seeing her in person again. What was I doing still in bed?

I got to school extra early, which in the past had been a great way to see Haley alone. My luck ran out though, because when I pulled into the parking lot it was totally empty. I didn't want to wait around, so I left and headed for a cafe not too far away. A chocolate scone wasn’t Haley, but it was the best consolation prize under the circumstances.

I moped so much at the cafe that I lost track of time, and I ended up being late to my first class. Which also happened to be the only class I had with Haley. Instead of enjoying my morning by spending extra time with Haley, talking and laughing and maybe even getting in a kiss or two, I rushed into class ten minutes late and barely had time to send Haley a quick wave before being chewed out by the teacher. 

Throughout class my eyes kept on drifting to Haley’s seat, which wouldn’t have been so bad if I didn’t sit in front of her. My stealth skills needed work because the teacher caught me most of the time. By the time she finished yelling at me after class, it was too late to catch Haley before the bell rang. 

That morning I had gotten a chocolate scone and a lecture. What I hadn’t received? A hello, or hug, or anything else from the girl I was dating, who might or might not be my girlfriend. 

Classes dragged until it was lunch time. Feeling better since I would finally see Haley for more than a couple of seconds, I walked with a bit of a bouncier step than usual to the cafeteria. As I was about to enter, I felt an arm hook through mine and redirect me. My heartbeat picked up when I recognized the wild hair attached to the person dragging me along the emptying hallways.

“Haley, what . . .” I started before her wicked smile silenced me. 

“Our previous lunch date got hijacked. I know a place that’s private. For twenty-five minutes it’s just going to be you, me, and the contents of this bag,” she said as she lifted up a bag to show me.

I tightened my arm, which brought my body closer to hers until our sides were completely touching. “Can’t wait,” I excitedly responded. 

She led us near the gym, down another set of hallways. A couple of times she paused as if remembering which way to turn, but soon enough we were entering an unlocked classroom, too small to be useful but just perfect for a secret rendezvous. 

I wandered over to one of the small tables set out as a desk while Haley closed the door after us. The addition of a second chair converted it into a lunch nook for two. I helped Haley lay out the food as we sat. 

“How did you find this place? I looks like it’s been abandoned for years,” I asked as I lifted the lid off a container. Homemade guacamole. A quick search found some chips. Awesome.

“You know, wandering around, you stumble across interesting things,” she replied vaguely. I was too busy unwrapping a couple of delicious-looking subs to think any more about it. 

Once all the food was out in the open, I pulled Haley into a hug. “Thank you so much,” I whispered against her ear. She squeezed me tighter in response. I let myself rest against her shoulder for longer than was probably polite. The way she scooted closer let me know that she didn’t mind. 

When I tried to lean back the arms around me tightened even more as if protesting my movements. I froze, our faces only inches apart. It was natural for both of us to lean forward until our lips met in the middle.

We started slow, with just a few light pecks. Our noses kept brushing against each other, which was cute until I realized it was preventing us from kissing deeper. I tilted my head and our lips met more fully. 

The kisses lasted longer when the contact became more intense. Gone were the shy pecks. They were replaced with lips grasping at each other, eager to go harder and deeper. My arms around Haley’s neck had loosened enough for my hand to slip against the sides of her neck. My thumbs pressed into the underside of her jaw with enough pressure to hold her in place as my tongue swept her mouth. Her hands were clutching at my sides with an almost painful grip that thrilled me.

The car had been cramped, but in the empty classroom we were free to bring our bodies closer, to move more freely and more adventurously than the last time we’d been alone together. We took advantage of that freedom. 

Haley’s hands alternated between wrapping fully around my torso to gripping along my back and my ribcage, unsure or unable to let her hands rest anywhere for long. Every so often little noises escaped from her, sighs that sounded almost painful to me, but whenever I made even the slightest move back she’d follow me, refusing to let go of my lips for longer than absolutely necessary.

I wasn’t thinking about the food sitting in front of us, or classes, or anything other than how Haley tasted and smelled and felt beneath my hands. It was like I fell into a dark hole that encompassed all my senses. Nothing else mattered except me and Haley.

I finally understood how people could get carried away enough to have sex in a bathroom at a party or some other place that had always seemed gross to me. When a body felt like mine did, then any way to satisfy it would seem like a good idea in that moment. Basically I wanted to grind up against Haley until I got off, the place or time not mattering one bit.

I was seriously considering hoisting Haley up onto a nearby table and taking things to the next level (I had to touch more skin really, really bad) when the bell cut shrilly through our moans. The next sound that left my mouth was less turned on and more frustrated. Just when things were getting good, real life had to get in the way. 

“Can’t we just stay here the rest of the day and make out?” I asked half seriously. If Haley agreed, I’d risk detention if it meant more time alone together. 

When she pulled back, I knew that the rest of my day would be spent daydreaming about the last fifteen minutes. It was amusing to see Haley suddenly go shy, studiously avoiding eye contact as she tried to fix her hair into something more presentable. I had the urge to slap her hands away. She looked good all rumpled, more so because I knew I was the one who’d caused the mussed hair and the breathlessness. 

After pulling herself together, she started putting all the food back into the bag. “Come on, there’s only a few minutes until the next class starts,” she prodded when she noticed me not helping. I reluctantly began shoving food in her direction for her to pack. 

Noticing my lack of enthusiasm Haley stopped what she’d been doing and tentatively reached for one of my hands. “Sorry we didn’t get to eat lunch. You can have half of it. Maybe you can sneak some bites in before class,” she said in an attempt to make me cheer up. But I wasn’t upset at missing a meal. 

“This has been one of the best lunches I’ve ever had,” I told her honestly, even though I hadn’t had a bite of food. Being alone with her with no interruptions for a few minutes was the highlight of my day. 

She rolled her eyes, not believing that I was totally serious. Food was placed into my arms as she grabbed her bags to leave. I quickly stuffed everything in my backpack and caught up to her as she was entering the hallway. 

“We should definitely do this again soon,” I said. “With or without food,” I added with a wink. She let out a strangled sound that I took for agreement. 

As we walked back to the school’s main hallway, I took out my phone. It had been a while since I last checked it. The few missed texts were from the same person.

“Looks like we were missed at lunch,” I said to Haley, holding up my phone so she could read Jenny’s texts asking where I was. Haley fished out her own phone from her pocket.

“Yeah, Marie sent some texts too,” she said as she flicked her thumb over her screen. I saw her eyebrows raise. Then the power button was quickly pressed to darken the screen before she slipped it back in her pocket.

“What did Marie say?” I asked curiously. 

“Nothing much, just wondering where we were,” she responded quickly. I didn’t know Marie very well yet, but what I did know about her kept me from asking any more questions. The pink tinge to Haley’s cheeks was enough of an answer.

When we reached the point where we would have to go to our separate classrooms, I stopped walking. “Thanks again for lunch, Haley. It was so sweet of you to plan it,” I said as I looked her straight in the eye. I wanted her to know that I meant every word that I said.

A shy look came over her. “No problem. At least you have lots of leftovers,” she joked as she glanced over to my backpack where I had stored my half of our uneaten lunch. 

We smiled at each other until the late bell rang.

“Talk to you later?” I asked as she took a step back to leave.

“Yeah, definitely,” she said. 

I couldn’t leave her without a proper good-bye, so before she was out of reach I grabbed her shoulder. I meant to pull her in for a kiss, but the way she jerked away at my touch warned me that it might not have been welcomed. Her eyes darted around the hallway, stopping at the last stragglers making their way to class. I settled for a wave, which she returned with a smile. If she noticed my smile was strained, she didn’t mention it. 

I watched her go until she turned down a different hallway and was out of sight. My breath left in a sigh. It was great being with Haley when we were alone, or with our close friends. But she got so nervous when there were other people around and there was any hint of physical contact between us. Shaking my head, I started walking to my own class. 

Maybe she needed time to adjust to dating someone. She admitted I was the first person she had ever dated. It wasn’t too weird that she was nervous. The more time we spent together and around other people, the more comfortable she would be with showing affection. 

I ignored the thought that I was trying to convince myself of something I desperately wanted to be true.
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