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Chapter 1

She smiled at me. Those beautiful brown eyes looked right at me while that full mouth turned up, showing just a peek of teeth perfected by braces in the seventh grade. Kate Monroe smiled at me.

I think.

The first thing I did when I saw that dazzling smile pointed in my direction was look behind me. Because there was absolutely no reason for Kate Monroe—cheerleader, yearbook editor, goddess sent from above to torture me with her beauty—to smile at me. While we knew of each other because we’d been in some of the same classes since middle school, and we were now both seniors in high school, we’d never been particularly friendly. A few comments shared during class or an “excuse me” while bumping into each other at a doorway (okay, those bumps might not had been entirely accidental on my part) had been the extent of our interactions for years. 

So there was no reason for Kate Monroe to smile at me. Except when I looked behind me there was no one else there. No one to my left or right, either. Just me, standing in the middle of the hallway as I came to the slow realization that Kate Monroe may have just smiled at me. 

And now it was two periods later and I was still trying to figure it out. 

Kate Monroe, whose name I couldn't even break apart in my mind because “Kate” and  “Monroe” together made the magnificent person who had overtaken my imagination, was a friendly person. She’d never been a bully, or hung out with people who were jerks. Her group had always been the overachievers who volunteered at the animal shelter on weekends because they liked animals and needed to beef up their college resumes. So it wasn't entirely out of the question for Kate Monroe to just randomly smile at me. She might have smiled at lots of people throughout her day, bringing sunshine and happiness to all around her.

If it hadn’t been made totally clear yet, I had a bit of a crush on Kate Monroe. 

But even if Kate Monroe went around handing out her smiles like candy on Halloween, there was something different about the smile that she shot in my direction. It was pulled up just a little bit more on one side, and the look she gave me was almost shy. Though I’d seen the word “coy” used lots of times in novels, this was the first time I would’ve used it in real life. She smiled at me coyly from beneath her extra-long lashes. 

That kind of stuff happened in romance novels where there were lords and ladies, and dancing at fancy balls, and ladies got their skirts thrown up over their heads in the rose gardens at midnight. 

I may have gone through a phase a couple of years ago. Thank you, public library self-checkout, for saving me from embarrassment about my love of historical romance.

So now I’d spent hours, during which I should have been paying attention to chemistry or calculus (I couldn't even remember which classes I zoned out in!), analyzing a less-than-two-second maybe-moment I’d had with Kate Monroe.

Leaving whatever class I had been in, I wandered in the direction of my locker, automatically dodging other students in the hallway. I would figure out what books I needed for my next classes when I got there. Unfortunately, I was waylaid by the last person I wanted to see—Jenny Jeffries. 

I thought about turning around and running in the other direction, or at least trying to veer around her, but it was too late. We were already standing right in front of each other.

“You’re in my way,” she said, staring me down.

Maybe I was sick of being pushed around for years by the person in front of me, or maybe Kate Monroe’s smile had given me a little extra boost of confidence. Either way, I was feeling bold this morning. I refused to give her the satisfaction of backing down. I stared right back at her.

“There’s plenty of space,” I responded. “Feel free to walk around.” Sweat was pooling underneath my T-shirt and my heart was hammering, but I held my ground.

Her eyes narrowed. Good, I was getting to her. We only had a couple more months of school, and then I would never have to see her again for the rest of my life. I had nothing to lose at this point.

My attention was diverted when some kid came barreling down the hallway. He suddenly lost his footing and went sprawling across the floor, books scattering everywhere. Jenny immediately bent down and started gathering his things while I did the same. As I was stacking the last book near me, I saw her help the kid up and hand him his books. He turned to look for the rest, and I stepped up to hand him what I’d gathered. With a parting “Thanks,” he continued his run down the hallway. Jenny and I watched him go until he turned the corner and was out of sight. 

Her soft expression vanished when she turned back to me. Her glare could have curdled milk. I gulped. I was pretty sure that if she had come even a centimeter closer to me, I would have backed down and run the other direction as fast as my out-of-shape body could carry me, but luckily I didn’t have to test the strength of my resolve. She finally walked past me, but not before giving me a hard bump with her shoulder. 

When she was safely away from me, I let out a sigh of relief and continued to my locker. 

I kept my head down, afraid to make eye contact with anyone. I could not handle any more hallway interactions today. I did not know which one was worse. At least with Jenny I knew where I stood. Kate Monroe was a total enigma.

While the idea of Kate Monroe smiling at me was thrilling, it was also confusing. Because Kate Monroe was a girl. And I was also a girl. Kate Monroe had had boyfriends in the past and identified as straight. And I had accidentally come out to my English class as a lesbian a few months ago. 

If there was anything the Internet had taught me (which had been much and varied), it was that lesbians should never, ever go for straight girls. Only heartache and disappointment could come from that. 

I didn’t know if that was true personally. I had never been on a date with anyone, straight or gay, but it made sense. Approaching someone who was not interested in you, or was interested in only experimenting with you, probably wouldn’t lead to a long-term relationship. 

Not that I was looking for a long-term relationship. But a medium-term one would’ve been nice. One with lots of kissing and cuddling would’ve been ideal. Especially if it was with Kate Monroe.

I let my forehead fall to the front door of my locker in dismay. I should not have been entertaining thoughts of a relationship with Kate Monroe because it would never happen. Even if she turned out to be a lesbian, there was no way that Kate Monroe would be interested in me. I wasn’t particularly pretty or funny or smart. My grades were good enough to get me into one of the state schools, but I’d never been ambitious enough to work for anything more than slightly above average. Kate Monroe would only go out with lesbians who were going to go to one of the Seven Sisters schools and double major in biology and fighting the patriarchy. 

That was only if Kate Monroe was a lesbian, which she wasn’t, so if she had smiled at me, it was not coyly but most likely friendly, and she probably hadn’t smiled at me anyway. 

I took a deep breath and slowly let it out, my head still leaning against my closed locker. Time to leave fantasyland. Kate Monroe would never be interested in me.

“Hi, Haley,” said a voice to my right. I turned my head and immediately stood up straight. Kate Monroe was at my locker and talking to me. “Do you have the notes for history class from yesterday? I had a doctor’s appointment and had to miss class.”

It took me a couple of seconds to respond. I think my brain was shutting down, trying to prevent me from saying something stupid, which was a good move on its part, because what I really wanted to do was babble about how shiny Kate Monroe’s hair looked, and did she always smell so nice, and were those freckles on her cheeks? I had never been so close to her face before. She was now standing next to where I had been resting my face against my locker. She was even more gorgeous up close. 

I was finally able to string a few words together that made some sense. “Yeah, I took notes. You can borrow.”

My voice sounded weird, flat and emotionless, and my arms moved on their own, reaching down to my backpack to get my history notebook. Kate Monroe was actually talking to me. This had gone way past smiles.

“Thanks, Haley,” she said. As she took the notebook out of my hand, our fingers were in no way close to touching each other, but I swore I could feel the heat coming off of her skin. I had to suppress a shiver of excitement. At the same time, it was like I was watching the scene take place, like an out-of-body experience.

I was able to get out a “You’re welcome” before Kate Monroe turned and left. But not without giving me a quick smile first.

Two smiles. She knew my name. I had given her my notebook. She had freckles. The girl I liked had talked to me. 

All in one day. No way was I getting anything done in the rest of my classes.

  



Chapter 2

I needed my best friend. There were too many things floating around in my head, crashing against each other like bumper cars at the state fair. Marie was the one person I could trust to help me sort through everything. In addition to trying to stay motivated for school even though I'd already gotten into college, getting used to being out, and all the little personal stuff I had to juggle, I now had Kate Monroe on my mind. And not in the way she had been on my mind before: a rainbow-colored dream where she had held my hand and given me kisses as we walked the streets of Paris searching for the perfect pastry, my fantasy always coming to an inevitable end when I would wake up to a few seconds of disappointment that it all wasn’t real.

Now it was all too real. Kate Monroe was talking to me, giving me smiles, asking me for favors in real life. It was a long way from Parisian strolls, but it was still more than I had ever thought I would have with her. And what if, by some weird cosmic alignment of the stars, she wanted more? What if she was flirting with me? What would I do?

I was not sure about the answer to that. I would have liked to think I would be brave and bold and meet any attraction head-on, but what was more likely was that I would run and avoid and hide in my room until college started. But how could I live the rest of my life knowing that I’d had a chance with Kate Monroe but had passed on it because I was afraid? That was what it would come down to. Fear.

Of rejection, of heartbreak, of what other people would think. 

Though I was probably way off. More likely there was no flirting going on, and all my interactions with Kate Monroe today had just been a coincidence. 

I was home now, sitting in my room. I barely remembered the rest of the day, or even how I’d gotten home from school. Everything after I handed Kate Monroe my notes was a fog. Did I go to my other classes? No idea. Did I drive home with my sister? Did she catch a ride with someone else? Was she walking along the side of the road, cursing me for leaving her behind? Any of those things could have happened and I'd have no clue. My mind was trying to make sense of what had happened today, and it was having trouble processing it all. 

I needed to talk to Marie. Marie Gills and I had been friends ever since her mom had moved her and her younger brother Bob to our town in the ninth grade. That had been a tough time for both of us, Marie coming to a school where all of us had been together since kindergarten, and me slowly (very, very slowly, in fact) realizing that while the girls were gushing over the football players in their jerseys during game day, I was sneaking peeks at the cheerleaders in their uniforms. Those short skirts had played a large part in my sexual awakening. 

Marie and I had solidified our friendship during junior varsity volleyball tryouts. To this day, I don’t remember the reason I had tried out for volleyball. I had never been athletic. I was actually pretty lazy. I had asked my mom later why I’d wanted to play volleyball, and she had said she’d wondered that herself.

At least Marie had had a reason. She’d been trying to make friends at a new school and had gone out for what seemed to be the easiest sport in which to meet people. What she hadn’t known was that our school was known for its sports programs. Everyone was super competitive, and they had been training since the womb to get on one of the sports teams. And the parents were scary supportive, since athletic scholarships to universities were at stake.

We’d been by far the worst two players on the court, so Marie and I had been the first ones cut. As we’d stood away from the rest of the team, silently gathering up our things in relieved shame, she’d asked in a whisper whether I wanted to go get a cheeseburger. She must have sensed a kindred spirit. I had quickly agreed, and we’d bonded over our shared failures and greasy fast food.

I unlocked my phone and opened the messaging app. Marie's name wasn't there, but Princess Bananahammock was. Too many Friends reruns a few months ago had led to my best friend commandeering my phone and changing some settings. My sister Eddy was now Regina Falange, and I had never loved Marie more.

I pressed on Princess Bananahammock and started typing. 

Me: something happened today

It was only a few seconds before she replied. Marie was probably at home, babysitting her little brother. She picked him up from after-school care when she was done for the day and watched him until their mom came home from work. Marie liked the arrangement since it meant she couldn't stay after school for clubs or sports. The volleyball disaster and her general apathy had soured her on extracurriculars.

PB: let me guess

PB: ok I give up

PB: TELL ME!!!!!!! 

Thank goodness she was also impatient, because I didn't think I could take any guessing games today. 

Me: Kate Monroe talked to me

Me: and she borrowed my notes

Me: and our fingers almost touched

Me: it was the best moment of my life

That last one was probably an exaggeration, but in that moment it felt like the truth.

Marie knew about my crush on Kate Monroe. Right after I had semiaccidentally come out, she’d shown up at my house with an overnight bag and pulled out the spare bedding for a sleepover. I think it had been her way to show that things weren’t going to change between us just because everyone knew I liked girls. One of the fears that I’d had about coming out was how people would react. I was so stupid for thinking Marie would treat me any differently; she was the best. So we’d sat and talked and watched ten minutes of fifteen different movies on Netflix, and at one point Marie had asked me who I thought the prettiest girl in school was. And before I could think about it, I’d said, “Kate Monroe, of course.”

This had just gotten Marie fired up, and she’d asked me probably a hundred questions that night about Kate Monroe and girls in general. I’d answered all her questions, except for the ones that had made me blush. Instead, I’d hit her with a pillow for asking them in the first place. 

So Marie knew how I thought Kate Monroe was basically perfection, and because she was an awesome best friend, she had hardly ever brought up Kate Monroe since that night. I think she knew that I was self-conscious about talking about my crush, and so she hadn’t pushed.

But now I was voluntarily bringing up the subject for further discussion. 

During those few minutes it took for Marie to answer my last text, I pictured her jumping around her room, making that weird high-pitched noise she always made when she was excited about something. I’d seen her do it a dozen times before when a boy she liked acknowledged her or looked extra cute that day. Truthfully, I’d always thought it was silly, the way she reacted to the smallest thing her crush did. But now that it was happening to me, I totally understood where she was coming from. It was both nerve-racking and exhilarating when the person you dreamed of sweeping you away to a private island getaway actually knew your name.

PB: I AM COMING OVER!!!

I was texting to ask if she was going to bring Bob over too—I hoped she didn’t leave him by himself in her rush to get over here, he was only seven years old—when she said: right after I drop bob off at a friends house

I grinned. Okay, that mind-melding was a little creepy, but I was glad that Bob was going to be taken care of. I loved that little guy. He had an old soul to go with his old-man name. While Marie could be a little excitable, Bob was that rare kid who was almost always calm. I’d never seen him throw a tantrum, and I’d been at their house a lot over the years. 

I usually didn’t mind if Marie brought him over, but I was glad he had gone to a friend’s house. Marie and I probably needed a few hours of best-friend time to get through all my Kate Monroe-related anxieties.

On the surface, it seemed like the best thing that had ever happened to me, but my pounding heart and nervous stomach were telling me otherwise. Was Kate Monroe potentially flirting with me really a problem?

I went downstairs with the idea of watching some TV in the living room while I waited for Marie to show up, but the sound of my parents making dinner led me to detour to the kitchen instead. Sometimes they liked to cook together, which meant my mom telling my dad he wasn't cutting the vegetables correctly, while my dad said my mom was ruining the meat with too much seasoning. They seemed to get upset, but I thought they secretly liked the bickering. Everyone’s relationship was different, though I didn’t know that personally, since I’d never been in a relationship before.

Could Kate Monroe be my first relationship?

I slapped my hands to the sides of my head and let out a frustrated groan as I entered the kitchen. Did all my thoughts have to go to Kate Monroe? Couldn’t I have one whole Kate Monroe-free minute?

Over the chopping of the carrots, I heard my mom say, “That’s not a good sound. The world getting you down, sweetheart?”

I threw myself onto one of the stools at the breakfast nook. I felt I was entitled to act like a petulant teenager today—it had been that rough—so I buried my face in my arms across the table. “I hate everything and nothing makes any sense. I can’t wait until I’m not a teenager anymore.”

My muffled voice must have carried. My dad stopped his chopping, and I could hear a smile when he spoke. “Sorry to disappoint, Haley, but if you’re waiting for your twenties to make sense, you’ll be extremely disappointed. It’s the thirties where life begins to really get settled.” 

“Late thirties,” my mom chimed in. She was stirring something at the stove, and the smells of garlic and cumin made my stomach rumble. At least my appetite hadn’t deserted me during my time of internal turmoil. I might combust, but I wouldn’t starve, at least as long as my nervous stomach didn’t advance to the puking stage. So far, my stomach was holding its own, though it did feel like something wanted to force its way back up. The last time I’d felt this way was when I’d had to give a presentation in junior year history. Public speaking had always terrified me. Kate Monroe also terrified me, but just in a different way.

And there she was again. Oh, hello, Kate Monroe. I went two seconds without thinking about you; glad you could take over my thoughts again so soon.

I wanted to melt off my stool, fall to the floor, and just curl up on the tiles for the rest of my life. Feeding time would be easy—just drop some food my way as they headed toward the kitchen table where we took most of our meals. For holidays, I could probably roll my way closer so that we’d all be eating together. There, a totally viable solution to all my problems.

Before I could take the plunge toward the floor, I felt my mom lean against my back, giving me a hug. She was warm, and that great smell from whatever she was cooking clung to her clothing, enveloping me in spices and herbs. I took a deep breath that immediately calmed me down. 

My mom kissed the back of my head. “Do you want to talk about it?” she whispered close to my ear. It was her way of letting me know that she would get rid of my dad if I wanted to talk privately. But I wasn’t up for talking with either of them yet. My parents and I had always had a good relationship, and they had been really supportive when I came out, but this was different. Before, it was all theoretical. I liked girls, they knew I liked girls, but I felt it was still an abstract idea. This was probably why I was taking the entire “Kate Monroe might be flirting with me, but probably not, but what if she is” thing so hard. It was the first time I’d have to get away from the idea of girls to the reality of one girl. And I wasn’t sure I was ready for that.

While still in my mom’s hug, I heard the doorbell ring and then the door open and slam shut. It happened so fast that it could only be one person.

“Haley!” I heard my best friend bellow. She must have thought I was in my room upstairs, because I heard her feet stomping as she ran to the second floor. A muffled “Haley!” made its way down to the kitchen.

My mom stepped back and made her way around the other side of the table. She brought her head down level with mine and gave me a small grin. Her curly hair was a little wilder from the steam in the kitchen, with random gray hairs springing out here and there. She always teased me about having passed on her crazy curly hair genes to me. She attempted to smooth back my flyaways like she used to do when I was younger, and it calmed me like it always had in the past. 

“Looks like this is more of a best friend thing. It's cool, I totally dig it,” she said with the small smile on her face. It looked a little sad, but I didn’t want to think too much about that. I already had enough rattling around in my brain. 

I sat up straight on the stool. “Yeah, I texted her awhile ago. She had to drop off Bob at a friend’s house first.”

My dad, who by this time was done with the carrots and had moved on to the celery, spoke up. “She should have brought him. He makes a great flan.” He turned from his work and gave me a big grin. 

There was a running joke that Bob was the son my dad never had, and they did stuff like cook and bird-watch together when Marie brought Bob over. Their own dad wasn’t in their lives anymore. He’d left a couple years after Bob was born, and they had almost no contact with him. All he did was send his monthly child support check and some gift cards at Christmas. Marie told me that he didn't have another family, and he hadn’t gotten married again. She guessed he’d figured out too late that he wasn’t the family-man type. I was happy that my dad took the time to talk and do activities with them both when they came over. He was awesome like that.

I turned to my dad after I got off the stool. “I’ll let Marie know to bring him over next time. Maybe he can help you with the vegetables, too. Last time, they were salty,” I told him as I walked out the kitchen.

“My veggies are always perfect!” he responded. I heard my mom’s sharp laughter, and their playful bickering followed me up the stairs.

At the top was Marie. Her body was almost vibrating with impatience. “What took you so long?” she asked as she reached for my hand to pull me up the stairs faster and into my room. 

She practically threw me into the room and shut the door behind us, leaning against it as if I were going to make a run for it. Her red hair fanned against the door, giving her a bit of a Medusa look. I wasn’t sure if I should be worried or not. I had voluntarily called her over with possibly life-altering news, so I couldn't blame her for her excitement.

We stood there, just looking at each other. Marie was trying to suppress a grin, and I didn't know what to say. 

She spoke first. “Tell me everything.” I opened my mouth, but before any sound came out she continued. “But first I have to sit down, because Kate talked to you, and that was huge. She talks to a lot of people, but that’s why it’s so big that she talked to you and asked you for notes, because she’s friends with pretty much everyone and could ask about eight different people for class notes, people I know for a fact are actually her friends and not a random classmate acquaintance like you are.” 

She kept talking as she crawled to sit in the middle of my bed, kicking her shoes off as she went. “Not that I’m trying to make you feel bad, but let’s be honest here—you’ve hardly talked to Kate in all the years you two have gone to school together. And she’s not exactly chatting you up all the time either. That’s why I figured something out when I was driving over here.”

She paused, bringing her long legs up to her chest and folding the rest of her body around her knees. She smiled her big smile, her teeth clenched together as if she were holding back an avalanche with the strength of her jaw. But that was what was so great about her. Her enthusiasm showed how much she cared about me. 

I practically collapsed in front of her onto the bed. “Please,” I begged her as I stared up at the ceiling, “give me something to go on here, because I’ve been thinking about this for hours. And I didn’t even tell you the most important part.” 

I flipped onto my side so I was facing her. I could feel my face begin to burn, because it was embarrassing to say this out loud. I didn’t want her to think I was an idiot for reading too much into it, but I needed to talk this out. 

I focused my eyes on the window behind Marie, the closed blinds keeping the sun’s glare from blinding me. “She smiled at me.” I paused for my own effect. “Twice.”

Marie rocked onto her back and then swung back up again in excitement. She grabbed my shoulders. “This just proves my theory is right,” she said with a bit of a maniacal gleam in her eyes. 

I swallowed. I could feel my heart pounding, and there was no good reason for it to be. But what if…?

“What’s your theory?” I asked.

My best friend gave my shoulders enough of a shake to almost send me tumbling off the bed. 

“You turned Kate Monroe into a lesbian and she wants to kiss your face.” She said it with so much confidence, as if that was the only outcome logically possible. I couldn’t help but laugh. 

“That’s not quite how it works. I seriously doubt that I had any effect on Kate Monroe and who she wants to kiss.” Even if Kate Monroe was a lesbian (doubtful) and she wanted to kiss my face (doubly doubtful), I had nothing to do with that. I knew from firsthand experience that someone could not “turn” another person. That attraction to girls, boys, both, or anything in between was just there in a person’s life. For me, I had never been particularly interested in boys. I could appreciate a cute boy like a painting in a museum—I knew that what I was looking at was pleasing to the eye, but that was about as far as it went. I had as much desire to snuggle up to a boy as I did that painting. 

But I figured other people were different. I liked the whole Kinsey scale, and sexuality being on a spectrum. It made so much more sense than just putting these labels on people—gay, lesbian, bisexual, heterosexual—that could change depending on the person and their interactions. All I knew for sure was what I felt. That I liked girls exclusively. So I identified as a lesbian. But I wasn’t going to tell someone who identified as something else that they were wrong or confused. I didn’t know anything about what really went on inside a person’s head, just like no one knew what went on inside mine.

But Marie had brought up a terrifying point. What if Kate Monroe really was flirting with me?

“You never know,” Marie said. “She might have had this crush on you for ages, and when you came out, she saw her chance.” 

My face must have given away my skepticism, because her voice got this eager tone to it when she continued. Like she was trying to convince me of something. 

“What? It’s totally possible. Wouldn’t you have done the same thing if you’d found out that she was a lesbian? And you hadn’t come out yet? I bet you would go around the hallways giving her smiles and asking for her notes. And then you would ask her out and you two would go to prom and be the prom queens and go to the same college, and after graduation and living together for a few years, you’d get married. Would I be your maid of honor, or Eddy? I mean, she is your sister. Maybe I can be the best woman. I’m not entirely sure how these lesbian weddings work, but there’s got to be a guide on the Internet somewhere.”

I blinked at her for a few seconds, trying to process what to respond to first. I stuck out my hand. “Hi, I’m Haley Suarez. I don’t believe we’ve met before, since you seem to know nothing about me, because you think I would try and flirt with the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen even if I knew one hundred percent that she was a lesbian. It’s nice to meet you.” 

Marie swatted my hand away. "You make a horrible sassy best friend."

"That's more of a gay than lesbian stereotype,” I responded. We grinned at each other.

“You don’t give yourself enough credit,” Marie continued.

“You mean I don’t live in an alternate reality. You’ve just described me actively wooing Kate Monroe, which I never see happening.” 

 Marie frowned. “Wooing? How old are you, eighty? Will you be courting her next? All I’m saying is that if you knew for sure that Kate was a lesbian, I think you would at least try to get her attention. High school will be over in less than two months, and then who knows what will happen. You may never see her again.”

Suddenly, Marie got this distressed look on her face, as if she had just realized that something bad would happen. “You may never see Kate again. Even if you’re not totally sure she’s into girls, you’ve still got to take this chance and go for it. Go for her.” She was almost pleading with me. 

I sat in silence, unsure of how to respond.

Marie continued. “So let’s forget the hypothetical. We don’t know for sure if Kate is a lesbian. What we do know is that you are, and that all of a sudden she’s smiling at you and having a conversation with you after not saying more than a few words to you in years. That might not mean anything. Or it might mean she’s interested in you, and if she is, you cannot let this chance go by without doing anything.”

I thought about what Marie had just said. Sure, it was possible that Kate Monroe was flirting with me and wanted to date. But just as likely, and probably more accurate, was that it was all a big coincidence and I was blowing a passing conversation way out of proportion. 

“There’s just one problem with that thought,” I said. “She isn’t into girls. I don’t want to make a fool out of myself by trying to talk to her or ask her out and get rejected and humiliated.” That was what the real issue was—the idea of putting myself out there for the first time and getting laughed at, or worse, getting punched in the face. Okay, Kate Monroe was not the type to punch people in the face, but as a worst-case scenario, it was possible.

Maybe if I had actually gone on a date before, with anybody, it would’ve been easier to think of asking Kate Monroe out. But I was eighteen and had never been to the movies or dinner or anywhere with anyone in even a mildly romantic manner. At least I had been kissed before. It hadn't been much, just some guy named Paul at a party during sophomore year that involved a spinning bottle. And, more importantly, my coworker last summer at the ice cream parlor, Sarah. She had been home from college and had cornered me on her last shift before she went back to school. She’d said that she had noticed me looking at her during our shared shifts and that a cute girl like me deserved a good-bye kiss. 

I had heard her talk to her friends who came by to visit her at work about having an ex-girlfriend, and it had been like I was a researcher discovering a new species. I couldn’t help myself from studying her clothes and hair, how she walked and talked. I guess she’d mistaken that for checking her out. I had not been that attracted to her, just to her lesbianism, if that made any sense. 

When she’d said she wanted to give me a good-bye kiss, I had frozen, and not just because we’d been standing in the walk-in freezer. It had been, as I’d later described it to Marie, a surreal experience. I’d seen Sarah coming toward me, her eyes closing as she tilted her head slightly to the side. When our lips met, all I could think about was how much softer her lips were than Paul's and that I was definitely a lesbian. I had been thinking about it for years, but that kiss had been the confirmation I had been subconsciously looking for. It had felt right kissing Sarah in the walk-in freezer in the back of the ice cream parlor. 

“Don’t sell yourself so short,” Marie said. “You are the best, and any girl would be the luckiest to have you as a girlfriend. And Kate is not the type to be mean about it if she isn’t gay or interested in you. I've never actually had a conversation with her, so I can't say with certainty that she's a nice person, but freshman year she did give me a tampon when I got my period and was stranded in the bathroom. She didn't have to do that. And no one has ever said anything really bad about her, so why not at least talk to her? Maybe you'll get a new friend, if nothing else."

I lay on my back on the bed and spread my arms out wide. Marie was right. Kate Monroe wasn't a bad person, and would probably reject me in the classiest way possible. But that rejection was still there. 

While looking at the ceiling, I said to her, "Why can't I just date you? We would be perfect together."

Not missing a beat, she replied, "Because I don't like girls, and even if I did, you're not my type. Too uptight."

She laughed in my face as I indignantly tried to come up with a response.

 



Chapter 3

Marie had left with assurances that Kate Monroe was flirting with me and that I should make a move on her. I was still skeptical. I moved downstairs to the dining room slash house office with my textbooks in an attempt to get my mind off Kate. And now my sister—who, it turned out, had stayed after school for one of her clubs—was standing in front of me looking aggravated, which did not seem fair, since she was the one bothering me as I tried to get some homework done.

"There's been talk."

Forgetting about Kate Monroe for the first time in about ten hours, I felt my chest start to hurt as the panic began to roll over me. This was what I had been afraid of when I’d decided to be honest about who I really was. I much preferred anonymity to notoriety.

I swallowed. "What kind of talk?" I managed to push through the closing of my throat as the panic spread. 

“That Madison Philanuzzi is going to beat me for student class representative.”

“What?” I responded, confusion quickly replacing the panic.

Eddy sighed in frustration. She did that a lot. Her no-nonsense vibe was pretty accurately conveyed through her bob haircut and daily sweater vest/skirt ensembles. 

“I have a pretty good coalition going, but there are a couple of people who are up for grabs. Madison Philanuzzi mentions her two moms every time we are in biology with those two girls who are always posting petitions about male privilege and gender discrimination in pronoun usage. Do you know how hard it is to bring up my lesbian sister in conversation when you don’t do anything?”

I opened my mouth to respond, even though I didn’t really know how to answer, but she didn’t stop there. 

“You had that little bit of personality bump when you came out, but even that was underwhelming. Why couldn’t you have announced you were gay in some big, lasting way that people would still be talking about months later?” The glare she was giving me was so intense, her eyebrows almost met in the middle. But again, no pause for me to answer. “You don’t even post anything on Facebook or Twitter. Are you even a real person?”

After a few seconds of silence, I realized that she was waiting for a response. “Yes, I am a real person,” I began before she cut me off again. 

“And now no one remembers that you’re a lesbian, and Madison Philanuzzi will be student rep, and my four-year high school plan will be ruined. And that means my four-year college plan needs to be modified, which throws my twenty-year plan off. So basically you’ve destroyed my life.”

I rolled my eyes at her dramatics. My sister was incredibly smart and driven, but she was still a teenage girl.

I turned in my chair so that I could look at her face to face. “So to recap: you insult me a couple of different ways, then make it sound like you want to help me, but really you just want something for yourself. Do I have that about right?” 

“Yes, exactly!” she yelled, raising her arms in triumph. My attempt at shaming her went right over her head. I wondered if whatever ailment she had was in her psychology book. 

Eddy continued. “I tried to be tactful, but obviously it didn’t work. Next time, I’ll just cut all the nice stuff and go straight to what I really mean. You are ruining my life and you have to fix it. Be more of a lesbian.”

My mind went directly to Kate Monroe and her smiles earlier in the day. Me wanting to kiss her would definitely be considered more lesbian, but no way was I telling my sister about any of that. About how I could tell it was Kate Monroe in the hallways just by getting a glimpse of her wavy blonde hair. Or that every time she crossed her legs in history class, sitting just two rows in front of me, I wanted to build a temple to worship those perfectly muscled calves. I especially couldn't tell my sister about how I dreamed about Kate Monroe at night, always in her short cheerleader skirt and nothing else. I was taking that last one to the grave with me.

So instead of telling my sister just how much of a lesbian I really was, I deflected. “I’m not changing myself because you want to win an election. What you see is what you get with me. And I don’t need to make a big production of who I am. I’m the same Haley, it’s just that now everyone knows I like girls.”

Eddy stared at me for a few seconds. “I don’t think you’re as comfortable being out as you say you are. I saw your face when I said that there’s been talk. You looked like you were going to have a heart attack. You thought I was saying that people were talking about you, didn’t you?”

Behind that selfish, calculating personality of my sister’s, there was also a perceptiveness that I was now silently cursing. “I’m fine with being out.” 

And I was. It was good not feeling like I was lying to everyone. I’d never dated guys or pretended to like them, so I’d never actually lied about being a lesbian, but inside I’d felt guilty letting people assume I was straight.

“You don’t act like you’re fine sometimes. You haven’t joined the Gay Straight Alliance, even though I know for a fact they invited you because I’m the secretary and I know everything that goes on with that group. You also avoid Jenny Jeffries like she’s looking to murder you.”

In addition to tormenting me, Jenny Jeffries had also been the only out lesbian in school before I’d shuffled my way out of the closet. My school had had a few gay guys throughout the years, but Jenny had been the sole lesbian. Even before she’d said she was gay, everyone had just assumed she was. She always kept her hair short, played on a traveling softball team, and signed up for the auto mechanic class any time it was offered as an elective. Stereotypes exist for a reason.

Sarah, who had been in college with an actual girlfriend, had seemed so much more exotic and interesting than Jenny did, though she had been just as equally out. It probably had to do with the fact that Jenny had always been really mean to me. Ever since elementary school, she had called me names, told people that I smelled bad, poked at me when a teacher wasn’t looking, and anything else she could think of—short of physical abuse—to show how much she didn’t like me. It had always been more annoying than anything else. And to be honest, I had wondered if she'd been so bad toward me for all these years because she was secretly in love with me. Like the old saying that a boy pulls the pigtails of the girl because he really likes her. Jenny didn’t bother anyone else but me. 

So I had avoided her since my English class confession, notwithstanding the occasional hallway staredown, but only because I didn’t know what I would do if she confessed her love to me one day. Actually, I knew exactly what I would do: run away, as fast and as far as my legs could carry me.

“Jenny Jeffries has been awful to me for years. Of course I’m going to avoid her,” I said to Eddy. “I'm not entirely sure she won't murder me.”

“So it has nothing to do with her being the only other lesbian at school, then?” she responded with a bit of disbelief in her voice.

I took a second to think about it. Maybe I did avoid Jenny because she was the only other lesbian. I didn't want people to assume that we would be friends just because we were the only two out females in school. I wasn’t going to magically forget all the aggravation she’d caused me over the years just because we now shared one single thing in common. Being known as a lesbian did not mean I was required to hang out with, or date, Jenny. I was all for solidarity, but Jenny Jeffries and I would never be friends. 

“Whatever,” Eddy said, any empathy she had shown vanishing with a shrug. “All I’m saying is that I have a certain reputation to uphold. I’m a winner. And losing an election would make me a loser and ruin that reputation. So get your stuff together and start wearing flannel or dating or anything that reminds people that you're a lesbian and that a vote for me would be a vote for diversity and inclusion and all that other stuff.”

Before I could again point out the ridiculousness of her reasoning, she had left the room, probably going upstairs to plot more political intrigue. Madison Philanuzzi had no idea what she was in for by going against my sister, who in twenty years would either be super successful or bring shame to us all when she went down in flames. 

If she knew that there was a possibility, even a slight, almost nonexistent one, that Kate Monroe wanted to go out with me, she would do everything in her diabolical fifteen-year-old power to get us together. If we were dating, it would be the biggest news in the school. Everyone would definitely remember that I was a lesbian. 

So it was a good thing that Kate Monroe and I would never be a couple. My drama-free life would come to a swift end with all the attention that dating the most popular girl in school would cause. I shuddered just thinking about being the subject of so much gossip. Just another mark against that entire crazy fantasy. 

But I could not get rid of that little part of me that thought all the kissing and cuddling would be totally awesome.



Chapter 4

I gripped the steering wheel with both hands and stared straight ahead out the windshield. I had been looking at the same tree in the school's parking lot for a few minutes already, mapping out the branches and leaves. It was a good tree. It looked sturdy and healthy as far as I could tell, but then, I wasn't an arborist. Maybe that could be my major in college. Something else I'd been putting off, figuring out what I wanted to study when I got to the university. I had been so preoccupied with getting in that I hadn't thought about what I would do when I got there.

It was now the morning after Kate Monroe had blindsided me by initiating a conversation. She had no idea the stress she had put me through just by acknowledging my existence. The day had started normally for the first ten seconds after I woke up, but then everything from the day before had slammed into my consciousness, and I’d almost tried to fake sick so I didn't have to go to school. But by the time I had thought up a realistic illness, I was already up and out of bed and in the shower. My mind was saying, Stay in bed and pretend you have the whooping cough, but my body was on its own separate track with, Time to start your morning routine, let’s go! Mind over body was a horrible lie.

Eddy had rushed me out of the house, saying that she had a before school meeting she could not miss, so I was out the front door and driving before I knew it. I didn’t think it was safe for me to be driving so much while I was in a mental haze, but the short drive between my house and the high school was so familiar that I was probably okay. Hopefully.

As soon as I’d parked, Eddy had practically jumped out the car, but not before telling me to remember what we had talked about yesterday. I did not want to give her hope by acknowledging her, because as far as I was concerned, all that nonsense yesterday about me not being a good enough lesbian was trash. So she’d left, and that was how I’d ended up alone in my car, staring at trees and contemplating my future as an arborist.

A tap at the passenger-side window had me turning my head to the right, and my body jerked as if all my muscles had decided to spasm at the same time. Kate Monroe was looking in through the window and waving at me. There was no mistake this time, since I was the only one in the car. I stared at her for a few seconds before I was able to give a weak wave back. That must have been a sign for her, since she then opened my door and sat in the seat my sister had just vacated a few minutes ago.

This was surreal. Kate Monroe was in my car. It was just the two of us, alone, in my car in a practically deserted parking lot. Maybe I had gotten into a car crash on the way to school this morning and I was in a coma dreaming all this. At that moment, it seemed just as likely a possibility as actually having Kate Monroe invite herself to sit in my passenger seat.

“Good morning,” she said with a smile. It was crooked on one end. I had to stop noticing stuff like that if I was going to try to talk to her, which it appeared I had to do since she had started talking to me.

“Hi,” I responded. “How’s it going?”

What I really wanted to say was, What in the freak are you doing in my car? You are giving me a heart attack! My chest felt like someone was sitting on it, and I could feel the sweat rolling down my sides underneath my shirt. Weren’t those the classic signs of a heart attack?

I must’ve had a better poker face than I thought, because Kate Monroe kept on talking as if I wouldn’t be needing an AED anytime soon. 

“I’m great. I woke up early today and just felt like getting out of the house, so I came to school early with the idea that I’d get some studying in before classes. But I saw you sitting here and decided to come say hi. So, hi,” she said with another wave. It was the most adorable thing I had ever seen another human being do in my entire life. 

I tried to smile but my face felt weird, as if I’d forgotten the basic mechanisms of moving my lip muscles up in the right direction. Was I having a stroke now, with paralysis of the face? Kate Monroe was unwittingly becoming hazardous to my health. 

She was talking again, saving me from the effort of stringing more than three words together while in her presence. It was good to know she was a benevolent goddess.

“I also wanted to give you back your notes. Thanks for letting me borrow them yesterday,” she said, bending over her backpack slightly and rooting around in it, presumably for the notes. This gave me a few seconds to just watch her perfect profile without seeming like too much of a creeper. Her hair was as nice and shiny as ever.

“No problem,” I whispered. It was all I could manage while Kate Monroe sat next to me, our arms almost touching. Being in such a small space alone made talking with her seem much more intimate than she’d probably intended.

She sat up and turned to face me suddenly. “Got it,” she said triumphantly. She was holding my notebook in her hand, but the only things I could focus on were her eyes. This close, I could tell they weren’t really blue, but more of a green-brown-blue mix. They were the type of eyes that changed color depending on the light or what she was wearing that day. In my car, they were more brown, but I was sure that in the bright sunlight they’d sparkle like the ocean. 

I took the notebook. “That’s great,” I said. “I’m glad the notes were useful. Sorry about my handwriting, most of the time no one else can read what I write.” 

Without the notebook in her hands, she started playing with her fingers. “It wasn’t that bad. Though it did take me a little bit to figure out what all those arrows meant. You have a unique way of taking notes.”

My smile came a little easier this time. “Yeah, Marie hates when she has to read something that I’ve written down. She says it never makes any sense, but it makes sense to me when I’m writing. I understand better later when there are more than words written down. I’m surprised you were able to decipher my code so fast.”

Kate Monroe's fingers clenched for a second, then stilled. I was mesmerized by every little move she made, but I realized that staring down at her lap could be taken the wrong way. I lifted my eyes up and found she was already looking at me. Actually, she was looking at something right behind me. I turned my head a fraction to try to see if there was anything there, but I couldn’t make anything out.

"So," she started, "Marie's your best friend, right? I've seen you two together a lot, and you seem like you're close."

Not sure if that was a question or not, I started talking. "Yeah, best friends since freshman year. Turns out we both sucked at volleyball, and we ended up bonding over our shared failure. Stuck together ever since."

"Cool," she said. But she said it in a distracted way, like she really wanted to be talking about something else. Maybe she’d had more trouble with the notes than she was letting on and didn't want to admit it? She should not have to worry about failing the next test just because I had lousy handwriting.

"If you need help with history, let me know. Maybe we could have a study session before the next test. Or review anything you're not sure of. I know it can be hard to catch up when you miss a class."

Her eyes got very wide for a second and she took a quick breath, like I had surprised her. I probably had. We hardly knew each other, and here I was inviting her to study together. I could be totally hopeless at history and she wouldn't know. I wasn't totally hopeless, but she didn’t know that. 

Before I could either backpedal or try to reassure her that I wasn't trying to sabotage her history grade, she began speaking. "Okay, we can do that, sounds good! How about tonight? At your house?" The imploring look on her face was super cute. There was no way I could turn her down.

"Okay," I replied. I thought quickly about my schedule, trying to remember if Eddy had anything going on tonight, or if both my parents were going to be home. "My place, around six, okay? If you have anything going on, then we could make it later," I said. It was like I was on autopilot and just talking to a regular person and not Kate Monroe. My palms were still really sweaty, though. 

A huge smile formed on her face. It was different from the other smiles I had seen from her yesterday. The other smiles had almost had an unstated purpose behind them. This one seemed more natural and not as forced. It was my favorite.

"No, that should be fine," she said. "I have cheer practice after school, but that's usually done before six. I'll just head over your way after.” I could barely contain my nerves as we exchanged information.

Kate Monroe was coming to my house tonight. Maybe in her cheer uniform. This was the luckiest day of my life. I almost could not believe it, but here I was talking with her. Unless I had died and this was all a very elaborate post-death vision, it was very true. 

We sat in my car not saying anything for a few seconds. I didn’t know what she was thinking, but a few different thoughts were racing through my mind. One, this was unbelievable. Two, she was so pretty. Three, did I remember to put on deodorant today? Because if I hadn’t, then I had to be a stinking mess with all the sweating I had done already before 8:00 a.m. I must not have smelled too bad if she hadn’t gotten out of the car yet. Why hadn’t she gotten out of the car yet? Was I supposed to say more? 

I opened my mouth, but since I couldn’t think of anything to say, a weird creaking noise came out of it. Unfortunately, it was loud enough to get her attention. 

“Are you hungry? I think I have a granola bar in my bag.” Before I could politely decline, she was bending over and looking through her backpack again. The back of her shirt rode up just a bit, and I could see the tiniest bit of skin on her lower back. I bet it was really soft. 

My hormones were in overdrive. She came back up with a granola bar in her hand. I took it when she handed it to me and managed a “thank you.” It would have been rude to refuse when she had already gone to the trouble to find it for me. But no way was I eating it. I might have already used up most of my luck for a lifetime by just having her talk to me for so long, and I didn't want to increase my odds of choking and dying before tonight. I would save it and admire it for the remainder of time. A token of this one special moment. 

I had to get out of this car before I went crazy. If it wasn't already too late.

As if she had read my mind—which would have been the worst thing possible at this second, because then she would’ve known that I was thinking about her in a decidedly nonplatonic way—Kate Monroe grabbed her bag and put her hand on the door handle. 

“I guess I’ll get going, then,” she said. “Class is starting in a few minutes.” Before I could finally relax my nerves, she added, “Do you want to walk together, since we are going to the same place?”

"Sure," I said. I had a real hard time saying no to this girl. That might be dangerous in the future. 

As I turned and got my own bag from the backseat, my face came within inches of her hair. I couldn't help taking a quick sniff. I didn't know what brand of shampoo she used, but she smelled like vanilla and mint. It was nice. Everything about Kate Monroe was nice.

By the time I twisted back around with my bag, my soon-to-be study partner had opened the passenger door and was getting out of the car. Just in time for me to get a perfect view of her behind as she pushed to her feet. I was a lesbian with a pulse—I had to look. Which I did for about two seconds before I turned away and opened my own door. What a great way to start the morning.

Even though I felt like I was going to throw up at any second. 

As we walked out of the parking lot, I noticed a lot more cars than when I’d first pulled up. It must have been later than I’d thought. It was as if the time Kate Monroe and I had spent in my car was outside the regular timestream. I thought we had been talking for just a few minutes, when actually it was probably closer to half an hour. 

It was even more nerve-racking walking with Kate Monroe than sitting with her in my car, which was saying a lot. But as we were walking, I couldn’t help glancing around. I could feel other people staring at us. Were they wondering why Kate Monroe would be walking anywhere with me? She was popular, and despite the brief surge in interest in me after I came out, I was invisible. I did not like being the center of any type of attention. 

Among the different faces around us, I noticed a very familiar one. Marie was standing by her car, obviously having just gotten out of it. She lived farther from the center of town, in the opposite direction of my house; otherwise we would’ve shared a ride in the mornings. She had definitely spotted us. Her eyes were wide with glee, and I could almost see her bouncing on the balls of her feet in excitement. 

For a second, I had a horrible vision of her skipping over to Kate Monroe and me and gushing about how cute we looked together or asking when our first date was going to be or saying something else equally as embarrassing. Thankfully she remained where she was, though I was sure I would be corned by her at some point and asked about a million questions. But that time wasn't now.

We walked to the front doors, and I panicked for a second over whether I should open the door for her. Was that too forward or weird? Did she know that I was a lesbian? I had assumed that everyone in school knew since I had come out during a class and the gossip had definitely spread, but had it reached the higher levels of the school's social hierarchy that Kate Monroe inhabited?

I had never been so glad to be almost smacked in the face when one of the doors suddenly opened. I barely had enough time to jump back before it hit me. I dimly heard a muttered apology before some freshman skittered away. And then my ears started buzzing, because when I had moved to avoid getting hit by the door, I had accidentally backed up straight into the person behind me.

Who, of course, was Kate Monroe.

My back was flush up against her front, where her decidedly feminine attributes were pressing against me. I instinctively jerked away from her, but not before the feeling of her had imprinted itself on my body and mind. I would think more about that later. Most likely in the privacy of my room, with the door locked.

This time, my luck didn't hold. The door opened again, too fast for me to get out of the way. It collided with the side of my head and knocked me to the side. It really just grazed me, so it didn't hurt, but it was enough contact to make me stumble. I was able to keep to my feet, but I was a little disorientated by how fast everything had happened. As I was trying to steady myself, an arm tightened around my shoulders, bringing me against the body of its owner.

It was, of course, Kate Monroe. 

“Holy smokes, Haley, are you okay?” she exclaimed. Had Kate Monroe just said ‘holy smokes’? It was strangely endearing.

I finally got myself together enough to stand fully upright. I was maybe an inch or so shorter than Kate Monroe, so when I stood, her arm slipped down a bit from my shoulders. She now had a firm grip on my upper arm, her body pressed tight against my side as she tried to steady me.

Should I fake a dizzy spell so I could lean further into her? It was so tempting, but the creepiness factor seemed too high to go through with it. So I resisted the temptation and turned to her while also taking a step back. The hardest step I had ever taken.

Her arm slipped from my shoulders, and I thought I saw a flash of disappointment on her face. But most likely my brain, which had just been knocked around in my skull, had made up what I wanted to see—Kate Monroe disappointed by not having me in her arms. Only a brain injury could make that true.

“Yeah, I’m fine. Just got a bit wobbly there. No permanent damage, though,” I said. And because my parents had brought me up right and taught me all about politeness, I added, “And thanks for helping me there. But I’m good. We better get going or we’re going to be late for class.”

Kate Monroe looked like she wanted to protest. But after a few seconds, she just said, “Okay, but if you feel sick or dizzy or anything like that, call 911 to go to the hospital. You might have a concussion, and the school nurse can’t help you with that. Head injuries are no joke.” 

I guess I might have looked a little surprised at how serious she was about all of this, because she continued in a more defensive voice. “At cheer camp, they told us about all the temporary and permanent effects of head injuries. It’s not just about getting a headache. There is also dizziness, memory loss, spinal injuries—some real scary stuff. That’s why we make sure there are spotters and that we practice a lot before doing aerials and other high-risk moves. We try to make it as safe as possible.”

“Wow,” I replied. “I had no idea that you do all that at cheer camp. I’ve never met anyone who’s gone to one before.”

She shrugged like it was no big deal. “I have been going since I was a kid. I really like the tumbling and aerial work. I was never good enough to get into gymnastics, but cheerleading lets me do all the fun stuff without the crazy pressure of competitive gymnastics. Plus, I’ve met a lot of interesting people over the years. Some of them have become great friends.”

I made a quick decision to find out as much as I could about her before she came to her senses and realized there were more interesting people to talk to than me.

“What else did you do at cheerleading camp, aside from learning the dangers of the activity you were there to learn and practice?” I asked. A second too late, I realized she might have taken that as if I was making fun of her rather than as the stupid joke I had intended, but her light laugh let me know she wasn’t offended.

“When you put it that way, I can understand how crazy that can seem. They were basically telling us how to do all the dangerous stuff safely, and even the things they told us not to do were so cool we wanted to try. But it was a great way to learn about how other teams worked, and how to make our squad better.” For a second, her face got pink. Whatever she was thinking about seemed to be making her embarrassed. I was curious about what that could be. The more I talked to the girl in front of me, the more I wanted to know about her. 

She was talking again after her momentary pause. “I also made some memories that I’ll never forget. You know what they say, what goes on at cheer camp stays at cheer camp.” And then she laughed, like she was making a joke. But all she did was make my mind go straight to the possibilities of what went on at a camp where young, fit, mostly female campers spent their days manipulating their bodies in close proximity to each other. For a teenage lesbian, those possibilities were endless.

 



Chapter 5

We finally made it to the classroom where we had our first period history class. When I had planned out my schedule for this year, AP World History had seemed like a good idea. It would look good on my transcript for college admissions, and I could transfer in a few credits if I did well on the AP exam. Fast forward a year and I had my college acceptance letter in my room at home, and thoughts of taking the AP exam in a few weeks had me wanting to curl up in my bed and sleep until next fall. But my parents had already paid for the exam, so I was taking it. It didn’t seem right to waste their money.

For the past four years, adults had been putting so much pressure on me to get good grades, and pick up extra activities, and to be the best student possible for college admissions. Well, now I was in college, or as close as I could be while still actually attending high school, so why should I make myself crazy trying to get good grades in classes I had only taken to get into college? My love of learning wasn’t that strong.

But now that I was walking to my seat with Kate Monroe right behind me, after solidifying plans for our study session later that day, I was glad I had not totally written off my classes. Besides, I did still have to pass in order to graduate. At least in history I felt confident that I knew what I was doing. For the most part. The rest of my life? Maybe not so much. That felt especially true now that I was out.

I tried to pay extra attention to class as it started, but it was so hard with everything that had happened in the last twenty-four hours. When I should have been taking notes on industrialization, I was instead reliving the conversation Kate Monroe and I had in my car. As the teacher pointed to some maps, my brain went to Kate Monroe’s arm holding me tight as she tried to help me after I got hit by the door. By the end of class, I had barely half a page of notes, but I had analyzed every point where Kate Monroe and I had touched that morning. If I didn’t get my act together, this study session was going to be a huge failure.

When I was leaving class, I briefly looked around, hoping to get a quick look at my crush. I found her and, even after all that had happened recently, was still surprised that she gave me a wave when we made eye contact. Before I could wave back, her attention was diverted to someone else calling her name. Megan, who was also in our class and on the cheer squad, must have had something to tell her. I guess Megan wasn’t doing well in the class if Kate Monroe had asked me, instead of one of her friends, for help. 

I walked into the hallway and was immediately pulled by the arm away from the classroom. I saw the back of Marie’s head as she dragged me past students at their lockers, talking in little groups before the next class started. I caught a glimpse of Eddy walking in the opposite direction, but she didn’t seem to see us. Or she pretended not to know who we were. Sometimes it was hard to tell which was which with my sister.

Marie led me to the back area of the school. She found a classroom unlocked and basically threw me inside before entering and slamming the door behind us. I didn’t know how she had gotten us this far from the center of the school building so fast. I would have to run to get to my next class on time. 

Marie let out a loud squeal. “Tell me everything!” she practically shouted. It was a small room, and her voice echoed against the walls. I didn’t even try to hide my flinch.

“Calm down,” I said. “What are you talking about?” I feigned ignorance because I had been dreading this conversation ever since I’d seen Marie in the parking lot that morning. I was a little surprised that she had cornered me so soon and so easily. I’d thought I would get some increasingly desperate texts before she decided to talk to me in person.

With that thought, I took my phone out of my pocket and pressed the home button. I had some texts. After opening my text app, I saw Princess Bananahammock had sent me twenty-two messages. I didn’t have to open them to know they’d be increasingly desperate.

Marie put her hand over my phone and pushed it to the side. “You know exactly what I’m talking about, Haley,” she said with vehemence. “I saw you and Kate get out of your car, together, and walk to the building, together, and I saw her jump to help you when that kid slammed the door in your face. It was so romantic,” she gushed, her hands balling into fists in front of her in excitement.

“You saw that?” I asked. How many other people had seen me almost take a header into the concrete? “I’m doing fine, by the way, thanks for asking,” I said sarcastically. So much for years of best friendship. She was more worried about my nonexistent love life than a possibly serious head injury.

“You’re fine,” she said as she waved away my concern. “That door hardly got you. And don’t change the subject. What were you and Kate doing in your car, alone, before school?” she said with raised eyebrows. I turned red, which I hoped didn’t make her think her assumptions were correct. Just the implication of me involved in anything romantic had me burning in embarrassment.

“Geez, nothing,” I said. “She was just giving me back my history notes. And we set up a study session for tonight. I think she’s having trouble with history,” I added.

I realized too late that had been the wrong thing to say. “Study session?!” she yelled out. Once again, my ears were ringing. “That’s almost a date. You are going on a date with Kate Monroe, the girl you want to smush faces with. I’m so happy for you!” She grabbed me in a hug, her voice almost catching with emotion. I appreciated her enthusiasm on my behalf, but I had to set the record straight.

I disentangled her arms from around me and took a step away from her. “There is no date. Just a study session. We are going to go over some of the notes and review some of the points that will be on the next exam. That’s it. She’ll probably be at my house for less than an hour.” 

Marie’s widened eyes told me I had said too much again. “Your house?” she said. “She’s going to your house? Not the library? This is fantastic. It will be so much easier to seduce her if you’re in your room.”

“What? No!” I exclaimed. “There will be no seducing going on. None. Zero. Never.”

"Well, maybe not seducing, but how about some heavy flirting?" she said, walking back her previously ridiculous statement. It was good to know she hadn't lost her mind completely.

“And what in the world is 'heavy flirting’?” 

Her mouth formed a big smile. "I'm glad you asked. Now, I'm not an expert, but heavy flirting is basically regular flirting, but you're way less subtle. You know, light touching, making googly eyes, laughing at all her jokes, that kind of stuff," she said. I was horrified.

"So you mean I should basically sexually harass her," I said. Did Marie actually believe what she was telling me? I was likely to go to jail if I followed her advice. Last thing I needed was Kate Monroe thinking I was a creeper.

Marie rolled her eyes. “No. You always jump to negative stuff. I mean try and touch her shoulder when you want to get her attention. Not grope her up. Or gently rest your hand on her forearm when you want to emphasize a point. And lean into her personal space. Those things show interest on your part. For googly eyes, just look at her like you do when you’re thinking about her. I’ve seen that look on your face before. It usually happens when someone mentions her name. I call it your ‘Look of Love.’” She then made a dopey face that I was 100 percent sure I had never made before in my life. I couldn’t help but laugh. 

“Now you’re just lying. That look has never been anywhere near this,” I said, gesturing to my own face. She huffed as if I had just insulted her, which I guess I had. 

“I do not lie. You know honesty is one of my defining characteristics. Me and George Washington: nonliars.”

That was true. Marie did not lie, not even to save someone’s feelings. I would know; I’d been on the sharp end of her truth-telling more than once. Marie was, however, very well versed in the art of silence. She most likely had that up on old George.

She continued speaking. “Back to heavy flirting—which, from the way I described it, sounds more like regular flirting, or really just light flirting. The lines are blurry. But anyway, I’m not sure if Kate is funny, so that could be a problem if you tried laughing at her jokes. Does she tell jokes? Does she even have a sense of humor? You’ll have to evaluate that during your date.”

“It’s not a date,” I said automatically. I tuned Marie out as I thought about Kate Monroe and whether or not she had a sense of humor. Remembering our conversation this morning (had it only been a few hours since she’d tapped on my car window?) and how well she had taken my cheerleader camp joke, I thought she did have a sense of humor. 

Huh. Guess I was getting to know her.

After escaping Marie, the rest of the day went by pretty quickly. I was both dreading and getting super excited for the evening. One negative that I couldn't really control was that my whole family was supposed to be in tonight. My mom didn't have a night shift at the hospital, and my dad was definitely staying in. He didn't like going out during the workweek if he could help it. Eddy didn't have any clubs or meetings after school, so she was coming home with me. As I walked to my car, I saw her standing by the passenger door, ready to get in. 

She looked up from her phone when she heard me remotely unlock the car doors and said, "You look like you smell a fart. What's up with your face?"

Why were people commenting about my face so much today? First Marie and now Eddy. I knew it wasn't supermodel worthy, but I’d always thought I had a pleasant face. But apparently to my best friend and sister, it was weird. At least sometimes.

I told her to get in the car as I opened my own door and got in. When we were both in the car with the doors closed, I turned to her. "So I'm having someone over tonight," I started. "We are having a study session for history class. So please try to keep your evilness hidden for a few hours. And there was no fart-smelling going on, thank you very much."

"I know what I saw," she said, "so don't blame me for what your face looks like."

I started up the car and pulled out of the parking space. Once we were on the road for the ten-minute drive, I started talking again. 

“All I’m asking is that you make yourself scarce for a few hours tonight,” I said. “I don’t know if we’ll be studying downstairs or in my room, but I would appreciate your cooperation on this matter.” Now I sounded like a customer service representative. But my relationship with my sister was weird. Sometimes we were oddly formal with each other, like two strangers.

But she was strangely calm at this moment. Maybe too calm. While I debated about whether I should ask her how she was, she started talking. “I thought you might like to know that I sorted out the election. Unless Madison Philanuzzi’s two moms discover the cure for cancer, I have her beat. No thanks to you, by the way,” she added, quite unnecessarily in my opinion. 

“So what happened? You find enough blackmail material to force Madison out of the race? Or did you make promises you have no intention of keeping, like every other politician?” I snarked back. Eddy brought out the worst in me sometimes. 

“Nope, neither was necessary,” she said. “I just convinced those swing votes that I was the candidate who would best represent the interests of all students in our grade, regardless of race, sex, gender identity, blah, blah, blah, you get the idea. Plus, I might have mentioned that Philanuzzi had her eye on some cisgendered guy on the basketball team. Really took her appeal down a notch when they realized that no amount of lesbian moms can make a straight girl anything less than boy crazy,” she finished with a shrug. 

“Ah,” I said, nodding my head exaggeratedly. “Negative campaigning. Sleazy but effective. Congratulations on your win,” I said in my most sarcastic voice. Eddy either didn’t catch it or didn't care. 

“Thanks. All that’s left is for the voting to happen, and I’ll be back on track with my life plan,” she said.

I had to resist turning to her because I was driving. She deserved a double dose of my raised eyebrows. “You’re already taking a victory lap before the voting even happens? You know what they say—don’t count your chickens before they hatch,” I said as we pulled into the driveway at home. I saw that both my mom’s and dad’s cars were in the garage as I parked behind them. I had been hoping that their plans would change and they would both be out tonight. No such luck.

As we walked up the driveway to the front door, Eddy said, “Voting is just a formality at this point. The election is next week, and I’ve got my votes locked in. There will be nothing less than total victory in less than seven days.” 

As I walked through the front door, I saw my dad sitting on the couch with the remote in his hand. The channels on the television were changing too fast for me to see what was on any of the stations. 

“How was school?” he shouted in the general direction of the front foyer. His eyes had not strayed from the kaleidoscope of images on the television.

“Fine,” I responded. “I have a study session with a classmate tonight. Eddy is making a mockery of democracy. So nothing new, really.” 

“Sounds great,” he said in a preoccupied voice. A sports highlights show was on for a few seconds before that too was jettisoned for another channel. 

“Democracy is overrated,” my sister called down from halfway up the stairs. She must have been going to her room to work on her next grand plan. 

My dad turned to where I was standing right behind the sofa. “Do I need to be worried about your sister?” he said half seriously.

“Only if you try to stand in her way. Then she’ll crush you underneath her sensible flats,” I responded. 

“Then we must keep the resistance hidden for all our sakes.” We grinned at each other. I definitely knew where I got my sense of humor from. My dad and I preferred sarcasm and dry wit, while my mom found physical comedy hilarious. Especially if there was the chance for injury. She was maybe one of the last people in the country to still watch that home video show. 

Eddy was a robot whose humor functionality had malfunctioned and ceased to work years ago.

“Where’s Mom?” I asked my dad. 

He turned back to the television and continued his browsing. He raised his arm pointed a thumb toward the kitchen. “In there.”

“And why aren’t you helping?” I asked. 

He mumbled something that I didn’t catch. 

“Sorry, what was that?” I asked. 

He was silent for a few seconds before repeating what he had said, this time a bit louder. “It’s taco night.” 

That was all I needed to know. Ever since an unfortunate instance where he had cooked up some ground beef for tacos when my mom was late coming home one night, he had been banned from contributing anything when tacos were being made. He wasn’t even allowed to cut the cilantro or onions.

Both my parents were Mexican, but they had grown up very differently. My dad’s mother and father, who had both died before I was born, when he was still in college, had been something like fifth-generation Americans. My mom, however, was first generation, so she had grown up with the more traditional dishes. That meant ground beef tacos with hard shells were banned from the house. In my house, tacos were made with chicken or carne asada, mom’s homemade tortillas, and cilantro, onions, and lime. They were traditional and really good.

But when I was in the mood for a crunchy taco, I had to sneak Taco Bell. I was pretty sure my dad made those secret runs from time to time too. 

“Sorry, Dad.” 

He just shrugged and continued watching the television. I always believed that he thought my mom had overreacted to the entire taco incident, but knew not to press the point. 

I walked into the kitchen to find my mom setting some ingredients on the kitchen counter. I spotted the lard and wrinkled my nose. Homemade tortillas were delicious, but I preferred not to acknowledge that it was lard that made them taste so good.

“What time do you think we’re having dinner tonight? A classmate is coming over for a study session at six, and I know that’s around the time we usually have dinner.”

My mom stopped organizing her ingredients and looked up at me. “Why don’t you two have dinner with us, then you can study?” she suggested. “We have plenty of food for another person.” 

I thought about it for a few seconds. Kate Monroe had said that she would be coming straight to my house from cheer practice. Would she appreciate a home-cooked meal after practice, or would she just want to get the study session over with as soon as possible?

“I’ll find out. Give me a few minutes,” I said to my mom.

I pulled out my phone and opened my text app. My thumb hovered over my newest entry: Kate Monroe. Before I could second-guess myself, I pressed on the name and started typing a text message.

Me: Hi Kate did you want to have dinner when you come over ton—

I stopped and rethought what I was going to type, then backspaced.

Me: Hi Kate are we still on for tonight?

I deleted that. It sounded like I was confirming a date. 

Me: Hi Kate is the study session still on for tonight?

I sent the text before I could delete it again. But right after I pressed send, I mentally kicked myself. Her practice had probably already started, and I had a horrible vision of her phone buzzing when she was at the top of the pyramid and it startling her enough to send her tumbling headfirst to the ground. Before my imagination could picture Kate Monroe’s lifeless body twisted unnaturally because of my text message, my phone buzzed. I quickly opened the new message.

Kate Monroe: Yes I can make it. Is it ok for you?

I let out a relieved breath. She was still alive. 

Me: Still ok!

Me: Did you want to have dinner here? My mom is making trad tacos.

A quick thought came to me.

Me: Is chicken ok?

I had no idea if Kate Monroe was a vegetarian, or allergic to chicken, or had any other dietary restrictions. Should I mention the presence of lard? That might have a big effect on her decision to eat here or not.

Kate Monroe: Sure! Thanks! 

Kate Monroe: Should I bring anything? 

I wouldn’t mention the lard unless it came up. I couldn’t worry about that now. 

Me: Nope! See you soon!

I stared at the phone in my hand, but no other texts came through. 

“Haley,” a voice said. I looked up to see my mom. I had forgotten that she was there.

“Oh,” I said. “She’s good with dinner. I just wanted to make sure she was okay with chicken. She said it was fine.” My mom gave me this look like she was trying to figure something out. I hoped I hadn’t looked weird when I was sending those texts.

“And who exactly is coming over? Have I met this classmate before?” she asked.

Here came the tricky part. I tried to keep my facial expressions nonchalant as I responded to my mom's innocent question. “Her name is Kate Monroe. We have history together and she missed a class, so we’re having a study session to cover the things she missed. Plus some studying to get ready for the exam coming up.” I hoped my voice didn’t betray the nervousness I felt.

“Oh, that’s nice that you can help her with the classwork she missed,” she said. “Too bad she doesn’t have a close friend to help her with that class. I know how much you and Marie rely on each other when you two are in the same class.”

I remembered Megan from class and felt a momentary fissure of doubt. 

“Yeah,” I said. “I’m glad I can help her.” 

My mom smiled at me. Just sort of stared and smiled, like she was waiting for me to say something else. 

I broke like she knew I would. “She’s nice,” I blurted out. “I mean, I haven’t talked to her that much, but she seems nice.” I tried to keep my mouth shut, but it refused to listen to my brain. “She’s a cheerleader. She’s coming over from practice, so she might be in her uniform. So watch out for that.” What was I even saying at this point? “I mean, don’t be surprised if she comes in her uniform.” That’s it, no more talking. Seriously, I just had to shut up.

My mom raised her eyebrows. “Thanks for the warning. But I’m not sure cheerleaders practice in their uniforms. But I could be wrong. It’s been awhile since I was in high school,” she said. 

She turned back to her taco preparations and left me feeling like I wanted to sew my lips together so I would never talk again. Then one final shot. “But it will be cool to meet a new…” she started, and here she paused. It was brief, but it definitely happened. “…friend of yours,” she finished, with an emphasis on the word “friend.” She was getting ideas. And worse yet, she was getting ideas that were a little too close to home.

Kate Monroe would be at my house in a matter of hours. She would be having dinner with my family. My mom more than likely knew that something was going on with her. And maybe there was. But probably not.

I was still holding out a slim hope she would show up in her cheer uniform.


Chapter 6

It was almost six. The food smelled delicious. Eddy hadn’t been seen since we’d gotten home from school. My mom had let my dad back in the kitchen once most of the food was ready. Small victory for my dad there. Marie had sent about fifteen texts, all of them asking various questions and making unhelpful suggestions, about Kate Monroe.

Who would be here at any minute. I was strangely calm. At first, I was worried that I was having a nervous breakdown. But I had gone so far past terrified that I was in a whole other, undefined zone of terror. My entire body was tingling, and my mind seemed to be working super slow. At that point, I didn’t even know if I would be able to actually say anything to her when she came. I walked up to my room and then back downstairs again, so I knew my body still worked. 

The couch in the living room had been my base for the past half hour. After my dad had joined my mom in the kitchen, I had taken his place in front of the television. But instead of the constant channel flipping, an infomercial had been on since I sat down. If someone asked me the next day what product that infomercial had been selling, I didn’t think I could tell them if it was a juicer or an exercise bike.

I checked my phone again. It was 5:58. Two more minutes and Kate Monroe would be here. In my home. Under the same roof where I had imagined us on delightful dates together. My worlds were about to collide: home versus school, reality versus fantasy. And I didn’t know what would happen upon collision. 

My parents had left me alone in the couple of hours since I’d talked with my mom. I was almost 100 percent sure my mom had said something to my dad about my reaction to texting Kate Monroe. I thought I should start carrying around a mirror so I could see exactly what my face looked like as I did different things. Both Marie and Eddy had commented on it in the last couple of days. It was disturbing that I was apparently so transparent. I was scared to death what Kate Monroe saw on my face when she looked at me. 

The doorbell rang. It was probably her. My heart started beating faster, and then I was off the couch and on my feet. Before I knew it, I was at the door. I could see a glimpse of blonde hair through the little window by the door, and then I opened it and there she was.

Her hair was up in a ponytail, and little wisps were flying around her head like a crazy little halo. Her face, with her blue, blue eyes, was a little red around the cheeks and across her nose. I guessed cheer practice had been particularly vigorous that afternoon.

No uniform. I was not sure whether to be relieved or not. Because instead of a sleeveless uniform top with a short skirt, she was wearing an oversized white T-shirt with our school logo on it and yoga pants. Yoga pants are simultaneously the best and the worst things ever.

“Hi,” I said, hoping that my greeting wasn’t too late. I wasn’t sure how long I had been standing there, looking at Kate Monroe on my front door step, before I actually said anything to her. This visit was not going how I’d wanted it to, and it had only been a few seconds.

She didn’t look put out, though. She actually looked happy to see me. “Hi,” she said back, giving me a wave. I was noticing that was a thing she did, at least when she saw me. A little wave to accompany her greeting. She really was friendly. 

Shaking myself out of my Kate Monroe appreciation haze, I stepped back and held the door open for her. “Sorry, come in. Dinner will be ready in a few minutes.”

She stepped through the doorway, and now she was officially in my house. I never thought this would ever happen.

“Thanks for inviting me to dinner,” she said. “I didn’t get to eat anything before practice. Usually I grab a snack, but today I was in a rush and didn’t get to have my granola bar. So I’m pretty hungry now. So thanks again. For feeding me.” She trailed off at the end of the last sentence, as if regretting what she had just said. I didn’t think she’d said anything regrettable, but now she was looking around the front area of the house in a way that was less curiosity and more avoidance. 

Trying to make her feel more at ease since she seemed nervous (though I had no idea what she would be nervous about; I was the one whose crush was now in her home after two days of smiles and unannounced car visits), I walked over to where she had wandered, closer to the living room. I noticed she had her backpack on. “You can put your bag down here,” I said, pointing to a corner near the stairs. “We can study in the living room after dinner, or in my room, or somewhere else. My sister might be lurking around, so we can figure that out later.” I momentarily felt bad about giving Kate Monroe a negative view of my sister, but sometimes the truth hurt.

“Your room would be great!” she said enthusiastically. As if she’d realized she’d said that maybe too enthusiastically, she backtracked. “I mean, your room would be fine. Whatever works is fine with me. The living room is fine too. This is your house, so any room you want to study in is fine with me.” She was nodding as if to reassure me. I was amazed that she’d said the word “fine” so many times in so few sentences.

"I guess we can see what my parents will be doing after dinner. If they want to watch a movie or something, then the kitchen or my room would probably be the best bet," I said. She was still nodding, standing in my living room. It was so weird having Kate Monroe in my house. Especially since she looked very uncomfortable. Her fingers were playing with each other like they had in the car this morning. She hadn't moved to put her bag down, either.

I moved toward her with the intention of taking her bag. Before I was able to get any words out, though, her eyes widened and she took a half step back from me. I could tell it was just an instinctual reaction. 

 But I froze, not knowing now if I should ask for the bag or not. So we just stood there looking at each other. She didn't look afraid, just surprised. I guess I had startled her. I could see her throat work as she swallowed, and then she opened her mouth to speak. I had learned while babysitting that sometimes it was best just to stay silent for a little bit to get the information that you wanted from someone. So I just stood there, watching her. And I waited. And waited. 

She continued to stand there almost frozen, just blinking her eyes and breathing. Maybe she had hit her head during cheer practice? 

"I can take your bag from you if you’d like," I slowly said, not wanting to startle her from whatever thoughts had temporarily short-circuited her brain. That seemed to do the trick, because she was moving again now, slinging her bag from her back and holding it in front of her with one hand. 

"Thanks," she responded. She held it out toward me to take. I grabbed it with one hand, mirroring her hold, and promptly keeled over with the sudden weight. Well, that was embarrassing.

Any hope that Kate Monroe had somehow missed my failure to hold up her backpack right in front of her was dashed when she reached for it herself to lift it back up. “Oh, sorry! I should have warned you that it was so heavy. I have a lot of books in there, plus all my other stuff. I guess I’ve gotten so used to it that I don’t even notice how heavy it is anymore.” She then made a show of using both of her hands to set it aside. “I really shouldn’t overpack it. I’m going to kill my back if I keep carrying it around like that,” she said with a little laugh. 

I sighed. “No, I’m sorry. These things”—and here I wiggled my arms around a bit for emphasis—“are mostly just for show. As you just saw, I’m not exactly in the best shape. I really should start working out more.” I paused before I said, “Or at all, really.”

She brightened up at this. “We can be workout buddies if you want! My parents bought some exercise equipment a few years ago for the house, and I’m the only one who uses any of it. You could come by anytime and use the treadmill, or we could lift some weights if you want to build some strength.” She gasped and her eyes lit up. “We could put together a plan, too, so we know exactly what to work on each session. How does that sound?” she asked.

What to say to the girl I had a crush on, who I hadn’t spoken more than a few words to in my entire life, when she suggested we spend even more time together outside of school doing things that would make us both sweaty and out of breath? That naughty part of me that I only unleashed behind locked doors in the middle of the night had some suggestions that didn't include using a treadmill. But that part was currently stuffed in a metaphorical box somewhere in a corner of my mind.

“Sure, sounds good,” eventually came out of my mouth. I had absolutely no desire to follow up on this, though, since the last thing I needed was Kate Monroe watching me flail around on exercise equipment. A girl had to have some pride left intact. 

She looked even happier when I agreed to be her workout buddy. I felt bad, but I wasn't Marie, who refused to tell a lie. I was Haley, more than willing to bend the truth to keep someone, especially Kate Monroe, happy. 

I was saved from further talk of exercise by Eddy, who was coming down the stairs while we were still standing by the front foyer. She came over to us, and I saw her give Kate Monroe a once-over before she stuck out her hand in my new study/workout buddy's direction. 

"Eddy Suarez, how do you do?" my sister asked formally. I blatantly rolled my eyes. She was acting like she was meeting a potential employer at a job interview. 

The introduction didn't seem to bother Kate Monroe, though, who just shook my sister's hand and responded in kind. "I'm fine, thanks. Kate Monroe, it's a pleasure to meet you. I’ll be studying tonight with Haley. I assume you’re her sister?” Smooth as anything. I had to give her credit for taking Eddy in stride.

My sister nodded her acknowledgment. She looked like a professor wisely listening to a doting student. How a fifteen-year-old girl could have the paternalism of an old man was a mystery to me. 

“Yes, I’ve seen you around school. I believe you’re in history with Haley?” Eddy said. I was surprised. I didn’t think Eddy even knew which classes I was taking, let alone who was in those classes with me. My sister was way more perceptive than I’d given her credit for. This could be a very bad thing.

“Yes, I am,” Kate Monroe responded. “I've seen you around also. You do very good work with all the clubs. Good luck on the student representative elections coming up soon. I heard that your class race is going to be very tight,” she continued. I was dumbfounded that Kate Monroe knew anything about Eddy’s election. I knew cheerleaders had school spirit, but she seemed to go above and beyond.

They were continuing their conversation about the upcoming elections and the different clubs Eddy was a member of when I had to interrupt. It was getting too weird. I had to put an end to this little meeting before they forgot I was even there. There might have also been a little bit of jealousy that my sister was taking up valuable Kate Monroe time. I had started off being nervous and dreading this study session, but now I was getting more and more curious about my new partner. She was turning out to be not at all what I’d expected.

“Sorry to interrupt,” I said, not really sorry at all, “but it's probably getting close to dinner now, so we should probably head over to the kitchen.” I gestured to where I could now see my parents standing near the table. I didn’t know how long they had been waiting, but they looked as if they had been watching an interesting show. Unfortunately, that show was my life. 

“Yes, please come on in and have a seat,” my mom said, gesturing to a chair by the kitchen table. The dining room table was full of papers and other stuff, and no one had bothered to clean that up for one extra person at dinner tonight. Anyway, I liked eating in the kitchen better. It was a lot cozier than sitting at the formal dining room table. 

“Thank you so much for inviting me to dinner tonight, Mr. and Mrs. Suarez,” Kate Monroe said as she took the seat that was offered. “And I really appreciate Haley letting me use her notes for history, too. And for suggesting this study session.” She threw me a smile. “It's never too early to start studying for an exam.”

“We are more than happy to have you here tonight,” my dad said as he sat at the round table directly across from our guest. “Haley mentioned that you were studying for history tonight. Are you having much trouble in the class?” he asked her.

“Not really,” she said. “I like world history and I find it really interesting, so it's actually one of my better classes. I was out for a doctor’s appointment and missed some stuff, though, so it's great that Haley can fill me in on the gaps.” She turned back to look at me, and I realized I was the only person still standing. An extra chair had been pulled up to the table, so it was a little more crowded than usual. Eddy was on one side of Kate Monroe, and on the other side was the last empty chair. I gingerly sat myself in the seat and tried my best not to touch her accidentally. This was going to be a long dinner.

My parents were always good at keeping up a conversation. They asked about school and cheerleading and college plans as everyone filled their plates with food. I was silent for most of the back and forth. But when she mentioned that she was going to the same university as me, I chimed in.

“I'm going there too,” I said. “It was actually my first choice.”

My mom added in her own thoughts. “We are so happy that Haley will be going to school close by. How do your parents feel about you staying in state, Kate?” she asked. 

“My dad really wanted me to go out west, where he went to school,” she said. “But my mom is really happy that I'm going to only be a couple of hours away.”

Eddy, who had been meticulously constructing her tacos as the rest of us were talking, took a break from eating long enough to throw a verbal bomb in my direction.

“You and Haley should think about being roommates,” she said. I wanted to kick her underneath the table, but my legs were too short and Kate Monroe was sitting right between us. She was giving me this innocent expression. A little too innocent. There was no way my sister could know that I had a crush on Kate Monroe and was playing with me. Right?

Kate seemed to like the suggestion. “Do you think we could do that? I thought roommates were random. Will you be staying on campus or in an off-campus apartment?” she asked.

Living with Kate Monroe in a dorm room would be torture. It would be sweet torture, but it would probably drive me crazy. I had seen the dorm rooms when I’d gone for a tour last year. Those things were old and tiny. Freshmen didn't get to stay in the new suites, so we would be stuck in the oldest buildings on campus. The dorm rooms had just enough room for two twin beds, two desks, and two dressers. Living in such a small space with the most beautiful girl I'd ever seen was unthinkable. As in, my brain could literally not process the thought. 

“I'll be on campus,” I hesitatingly said, not sure what I was going to say next. Luckily, my dad came to my rescue before I had to think of anything else. 

“We just hope that she doesn't get stuck with the type of roommate I had in college. He was a great guy, but a horrible roommate. Messy, lazy, and always asking for money.” 

My mom jumped in with a comment. "I remember him. Despite all that, he was an okay guy. He always gave us privacy when we needed it." 

My sister and I groaned at that, Eddy covering her ears with her hands. "Please do not talk about your college dating life,” I begged. “We know how the story ends. It's a happy ending.”

"I bet it was," l heard Kate Monroe say underneath her breath. She quickly looked up to see if anyone else had heard her. We made eye contact and she gave me a sheepish smile. "Sorry," she whispered.

And there was another thing I’d discovered about her: she made dirty jokes sometimes. I smiled back at her. I didn't know how long we had been smiling at each other before my mom asked me a question. 

"Haley, why don't you and Kate go up to your room and finish your dinner while you start studying?" That was when I noticed that we were the only ones with full plates of food in front of us. Kate had a mesmerizing effect on me. I was getting in these loops where I didn’t know how much time passed when I was with her. The entire dinner had gone by with me hardly eating anything—and hardly noticing anything other than the girl I was sitting next to. She had made me forget about my mom’s tacos. If anyone had even suggested that such a thing was possible, I would have laughed in their face. But here we were.

At least I wasn’t the only one who had neglected their dinner. Kate's plate was also full. It was a little disappointing that she didn’t seem to like my mom’s food, but I guess no one was perfect. Kate Monroe sure came the closest, though, at least to me.

I looked to my guest, who was looking down at her plate like she was surprised to see food there. She must have felt my eyes on her, because she looked up and we silently agreed to my mom’s suggestion.

“Okay, we’ll get started on studying upstairs,” I said to the table. Kate was putting some more rice and beans on her plate as I stood up and grabbed my own plate. She really was so nice for trying not to hurt my mom’s feelings by pretending to like her food. 

“Thanks for making all this delicious food, Mrs. Suarez. I love tacos callejeros.” She was busy steadying her plate in one hand and a drink in the other, so she didn’t see my mom’s and dad’s surprised but pleased expressions that she knew about Mexican street tacos. She had a pretty good accent, too. 

“You are very welcome, Kate. Stop by anytime you’re in the mood for tacos. It's no problem whipping some up for you,” my mom said with a smile. My dad sent her a surly side-eye.

As we were leaving with plates in hand, I thought I heard the word “girlfriend” from somewhere behind me. I hustled a little faster. 

“My room is upstairs,” I called out behind me as we made our way to the second floor. I was glad Kate couldn’t see my flinch at that obviously redundant bit of news. She picked up her backpack as we walked, and before I knew it we were at the door to my room. I was glad it was open a crack from when I’d left earlier. I nudged it open with my foot, since both my hands were occupied, and when I saw my bed front and center, it officially hit me. 

I was going to be alone, in my bedroom, with Kate Monroe.

 



Chapter 7

We settled on the floor with our food, and I tried not to stare as she practically inhaled two of the three tacos on her plate and most of the rice and beans. It was especially interesting to watch her face. She closed her eyes at the beginning of each bite, and her expressions changed as she relished each flavor. My own food was disappearing at a much slower pace. 

I didn’t dare even glance at my bed, especially not after having seen the somewhat sensual way she enjoyed her food. Too dangerous for my mental health.

After she’d satisfied most of her hunger, she wiped her mouth with her napkin and looked sheepishly up at me. “Sorry I kind of ignored you there. I was just really hungry from practice, and I absolutely love tacos callejeros. When we go visit family in Texas, we always make a point to have these at least once. Your mom is a really good cook,” she said before taking a few sips from her glass of water.

“No problem, I’m glad you enjoyed them. I wasn’t sure if you liked tacos or were a vegetarian or something, so it’s lucky that tonight worked out. Do you visit your family in Texas often?” I asked, curious about her life outside of what I already knew, which admittedly wasn’t much. 

“We visit my uncle and his family a few times a year. My cousins are younger than me, so I usually end up babysitting or just playing with them most of the time, but I don’t really mind. They’re actually really fun to spend time with, though I don’t know if I could handle them for more than a few hours on my own. An eight-year-old boy and six-year-old girl are old enough where you don’t have to look after them constantly, but young enough where you can’t leave them alone too long,” she explained.

I nodded my head. “I babysit the kids down the street. Really good kids, but I totally understand what you mean. I’ve been babysitting them for a few years, so we have a pretty good routine down. I also bribe them with candy, so that helps too,” I said with a smile. She laughed.

“So did your parents meet at college?” she asked out of the blue. I guess she’d gotten curious about the Suarez family after sitting through dinner.

“Yeah, they’ve told Eddy and me this story so many times we’ve lost count. They met on the first day of the first class of the first semester of their first year at school. They started off as friends and then feelings happened, and at this part of the story they both get sentimental and Eddy starts making gagging sounds. They are both gigantic dorks, but they’re sort of my relationship ideal.” 

I paused and had the crazy idea to clarify what I’d just said. I didn’t know why, but my mouth wouldn’t shut up. “For the future. Because I don’t have a relationship now. I’m single.” I was telling Kate Monroe that I was single. Why was I telling my crush this? I’d officially gone mad.

“So no girlfriend, then?” she asked. She was looking straight at me, and it threw me off. I hadn’t been expecting her to ask that question. I hadn’t even been sure she knew I was a lesbian. I tried not to panic. I tried to play it cool. I was pretty sure I failed.

“No girlfriend,” I squeaked. Actually squeaked. My voice had gone up at least three octaves. I cleared my throat in an attempt to get my voice back to normal, but when it still felt constricted, I took a sip of my water.

“Me neither,” she responded. 

If this had been a TV show, I would have spit out my water, or at least choked on it. But instead I just finished drinking and tried not to think that I may have just heard Kate Monroe say she didn’t have a girlfriend.

“I’m single too,” she clarified. Okay, that made more sense. She didn’t mean she didn’t have a girlfriend. She was talking more broadly. About a lack of a boyfriend, not girlfriend. That made much more sense.

Deciding not to comment on her admission of being single—and what could I say to her, that I would be happy to be her significant other? Not likely—I switched to the intended purpose of this visit.

“So about world history,” I started as I set my half-eaten food to the side. “What exactly are you having trouble with?” I stood and got my history book and my laptop from my desk. As my computer booted up, Kate placed her plate to the side, opened her bag, and pulled out her own book and laptop. 

We sat like that, on the floor of my room across from each other with our laptops and books spread in front of us, as we talked about the class she had missed and the upcoming exam. Neither of us were looking forward to the AP exam, and we agreed that it was hard to stay motivated for school when we had already received our college acceptance letters.

“I didn’t get a scholarship, and I don’t think I want to do cheerleading next year,” she was saying now. “I’d rather focus on my classes and get used to college than worry about doing extra stuff. I should probably look for a job, though, something that will let me study when I need to. I’m thinking the library would be a good place to start. What about you?” she asked.

I hadn’t thought that far ahead. “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “I’ll probably have to get a job too. My parents set up a college account for me when I was little, so my tuition and room and board are mostly paid for. And I’ve saved most of my babysitting money over the years. The car I drive belongs to my parents, though, and when I go to school, my sister will get it. The only thing I had to pay for was gas. Next year I’ll have to cover books and any extras, so a job would be very useful. Mind if I get a job at the library too?” I asked half-jokingly. 

“I can see it: me and you ruling the library with an iron fist,” she said. I laughed, though the idea of Kate Monroe and me doing anything together certainly had appeal. 

“How about this?” I said. “You be the brains and I’ll be the muscle. Someone being too loud or giving you trouble? Call me and I’ll take care of it.” I gave her my cockiest look. 

“I’ll have to think that over,” she said. “I’ve seen you go against a backpack, and it wasn’t pretty.”

I groaned and covered my head with one of my pillows. I could hear her laughter. I peeked just a little bit of my face out from under my cocoon. “I wasn’t ready!” I protested. “That backpack was a lot heavier than it looked. Who knew that you were so freakishly strong?”

She pulled the pillow from off my head. I gave no resistance. It was too much fun. 

“That’s why we have to start working out together. I can’t have my library enforcer being taken out by inanimate objects. Come over on Saturday. There are no games scheduled, so we just have a short practice during the morning. Are you doing anything Saturday?” she asked with hope in her voice.

I took a couple seconds to go through my schedule in my head. Without thinking too much about it, I said, “I’ve got nothing planned. But I’ll only agree if you promise to go easy on me. I don’t want to call my parents from the hospital after having a heart attack at eighteen. That might actually happen, since I haven’t ran for more than thirty seconds since freshman year gym class. Which I got a C in,” I added so she’d know the full extent of my lack of physical ability. She couldn't say that I didn’t warn her.

She put one hand over her heart and the other palm up, facing me. “I swear that I will not allow you to have a heart attack, twisted ankle, pulled hamstring, stubbed toe, or any other injuries while on my watch. By the power vested in me as a high school cheerleader, I pronounce you soon to be physically fit.”

I laughed at her solemnly spoken vow of nonsense. She was very good at saying silly things with a straight face. Her serious look dissolved into giggles as she collapsed next to me on the floor. We lay side by side, mirror images of each other with our heads held up against our arms. The nervousness and anxiety I’d had earlier about this study session were vague memories. It was hard to believe that only two hours ago I’d been agonizing over whether or not Kate Monroe had purposely smiled at me in the hallway. Now we were lying together on the floor of my bedroom, sharing smiles and acting like goofy longtime friends. Except I had never wanted to kiss Marie or any of my other friends. While the thought of kissing Kate Monroe had been a fantasy, and then terrifying once it had become a remote possibility, now there was a sense of longing and anticipation. 

After spending a few hours with her talking and eating and making jokes, she was so much more to me than the pretty cheerleader I had a crush on. She was a real person. Which was stupid of me to think, because she had always been a real person. But she was one of the first girls I had ever found attractive after I’d finally admitted to myself that I liked girls. She was literally the personification of my burgeoning sexuality. It was hard to go from dream girl to real girl, but I was slowly realizing that getting to know the real Kate was a thousand times better than dreaming about Kate Monroe. 

Plus, she seemed to like spending time with me too. She hadn’t looked at her phone once since she’d come over, and didn’t shy away from teasing me or laughing at my expense. That was something I appreciated. Some people might have found those sort of interactions rude, but to me it was a sign of comfort between two people. I couldn’t imagine being close friends (or more) with anyone without having some lightness and fun in the relationship. As long as all people involved were okay with it, of course.

Even though Kate and I would most likely never be in a romantic relationship, I really wanted to be her friend. Ignoring her physical attractiveness, which was very hard to do, there were so many great qualities about her. Except for the whole trying to get me in shape thing. If she decided to cancel the workout session, I wouldn't fight her on it.

A knock at the door drew our attention away from each other. "Come in," I called out. The door opened to reveal my sister. I got a queasy feeling in my stomach at the sight of the smirk on her face. She was up to something.

"How's the studying going?" she asked no one in particular. She was leaning against the doorframe right inside the room. 

"Fine," I responded. I would have to have a talk with her later about not listening. I had specifically asked her before Kate arrived to make herself scarce, and here she was interrupting us. I was going to leave it at that and hope Eddy would take the hint and leave, but then Kate chimed in. 

"Haley has really been great about explaining some of the stuff I missed in class. I'm feeling much better about the exam than I was yesterday, that's for sure," she told Eddy. 

"Good thing Haley is in your class, then," my sister said to Kate. Her voice took on a saccharine quality. That wasn't good. "It's too bad none of your friends are in that class though. You had to go ask Haley, who was virtually a stranger, right?" Eddy didn't even stop to let Kate answer. "Though I thought Megan Jones was in that class. Isn't she on the cheer squad?" she asked.

Kate looked surprised for a second but recovered. "Meg's a great friend. Not that great a student, though," she answered. "Let's just say I felt a little more confident about Haley's notes than Meg's." 

That was exactly what I had thought. For a second, I thought about suggesting another study session, including Megan this time, but I kept my mouth shut. I rationalized that Kate should bring it up since Megan was her friend. Not to mention the part of me that wanted to keep any more study sessions just between Kate and me.

"That make sense," my sister said, nodding. She still looked unnaturally innocent with her hands now clasped behind her back. She was still standing by the door, but I almost expected her to start strolling around like a TV prosecutor during a trial, right before the unveiling of a key piece of evidence that would send the defendant to the electric chair. 

I was right. She did have something planned. She was facing both of us as she talked. "I was just under the impression that since Megan is a member of the National Honor Society, she could take pretty good notes. Guess I was wrong." She turned around and walked away from my room without closing the door behind her, leaving the two of us on the floor to think that little bit of information over.

I hadn’t known that Megan was in the National Honor Society. I actually didn't know anything about Megan other than she was a cheerleader and the three of us had history together. Apparently she wasn't that good of a student in history, regardless of honor society membership. That was probably what Kate had meant when she’d said that Megan wasn't a great student. That she wasn't a great student in World History class.

Regardless, my sister was trying to stir up something, but just thinking about trying to figure out what was making me tired.

Kate was looking at my bedroom door with her eyebrows furrowed and her mouth set into a straight line. Instead of getting up and going after my sister as I half expected her to do, she turned to me and her face relaxed into a rueful smile. “It's getting late, and I really should be getting back home,” she said as she started gathering her things together. “I still have to finish my homework for my other classes, and I'd like to get in a quick run before I head to bed.”

I could feel my own eyebrows rise. “I thought you had practice earlier today. Not enough exercise for you?” Admittedly, I had no idea what went on at cheerleading practice.

“No running at practice today; we just did some quick drills and choreography for the last few games of the season. Track, softball, baseball, and lacrosse all have upcoming games or meets that we're scheduled to attend. I always like this time of year. Everyone thinks football season is the big time for cheerleading, but the spring sports are smaller and more relaxed than in the fall. Plus, we get to be a little more creative.” She finished putting her things in her backpack and stood up. I quickly got to my feet.

“Let me walk you out,” I said as I pointed in the direction of the stairs. I didn't want to seem like I was trying to get rid of her, but at this point I didn't know what else to say.

She led the way downstairs, and when we got to the front foyer, I could see my parents sitting in the living room. “Thanks again for dinner, Mr. and Mrs. Suarez,” she called out. Both my parents turned from the TV and gave Kate smiles and waves. 

“Like I said before, stop by anytime, Kate,” my mom said. “It was wonderful to meet you, and I hope Haley will have you over again soon.” 

“It was nice to meet you, Kate,” my dad added. 

I opened the front door and led the way toward Kate's car. When we got to the small sedan, I turned to her. “Guess I'll see you Saturday, then. Unless something comes up. You have my number, so just text me or give me a call if you have to cancel. Or if you want to forget about the whole working out part and just go get some ice cream or something,” I told her truthfully. 

Just as I’d hoped, she smiled. I was getting addicted to her smiles. “You can't get out of it that easily,” she responded. “But I wouldn't be averse to some ice cream after a hard workout.”

“Are you sure we just can't skip to the good part?” I asked. She gave me a disbelieving look and didn't bother responding.

“Bye, Haley. Thanks again for all your help tonight,” she said as she leaned toward me and put her arms around me in a hug. I was momentarily surprised, but soon enough I was giving her a hug back.

“No problem, Kate. Anytime.” 

After Kate left, I went back inside my house to find my entire family waiting for me in the living room. All three looked expectantly at me, my parents hanging off the back of the couch and Eddy standing to the side. I looked at them. They looked at me. Was I supposed to say something?

"Thanks again for tonight," I started hesitantly. "No major embarrassments, which is always appreciated. But"—and here I turned to my sister and pointed in her direction—"what was up with the visit to my room? I specifically asked you for space, and instead you come in and interrupt our study session. Why would you do that?"

"Hey, I was doing you a favor," she said indignantly. "Now you know she likes you, because she made up that whole story about needing your notes and a study session for that class. Megan Jones is super smart and probably does better in history than you do. You should be saying ‘thank you’ instead of attacking me.” She sniffed, piqued. “I'll be the better person, then: you're welcome." With that, she walked right past me and up the stairs, and then I heard her door close. I stood there, shocked at what she had just said.

My head was still turned in the direction of the stairs when I heard my mom say something. I quickly swiveled in that direction.

"Your father and I both like Kate very much, Haley. We totally approve of you two dating, and we're really looking forward to meeting her parents." I understood the words coming out of her mouth, but I was having trouble making any sense of them. 

I quickly tried to clarify. "Mom, Kate and I are not dating. We're not even friends. Today was the first time I've ever even had a conversation with her. Plus, she's straight," I added so they would know they were definitely getting the entire thing wrong.

My dad jumped in. "Honey, I'm not an expert on same-sex relationships. Or the love lives of high school girls. But that girl was definitely into you tonight. And from what your sister said, it sounds like she saw something there too," he pointed out.

I was getting a little grossed out now. I did not want my parents discussing, or even thinking about, my nonexistent love life. "You are all way off," I protested. "I hardly know the girl! She's just a really nice person who is friendly. That's it. There is absolutely no romance involved. And I really want to stress this part again, because I think it’s the most important: she is straight.” 

“Or she might be bisexual. Or questioning, or gay, or on her own spectrum of sexuality. You said yourself that you didn’t know her very well. Why is it so hard to believe that she may like you?” my mom asked with a gentleness in her voice that made me swallow a lump forming in my throat. I didn’t know why I was getting emotional about this nonsense. 

“I won’t be some straight girl’s experiment,” I told them with finality. “So please just drop it.” I didn’t wait for a response. I turned and made my way to my room. I tried thinking about how fun this night had been with Kate, but my mind kept drifting back to what my family had said. I knew they meant well and wanted me to be happy. I also wasn’t deluded enough to think they hadn’t noticed my crush on Kate. As I was learning, I was pretty transparent with my feelings. So they’d put two and two together and got six: I liked Kate, Kate was nice to me, therefore she liked me and we should be dating. 

But that wasn’t how it worked. I was forming a friendship with Kate, and I didn't want to jeopardize that with wishful thinking about romance. It was ironic that, before, I’d been nervous about having any contact with her. Just the idea of talking to her had made me sweat through my clothes. But I’d had such a good time with her tonight that I really wanted to hang out with her again. She was funnier and easier to talk to than I’d thought she would be. Me and my lesbian crush would probably ruin all that if I wasn't careful. 

No matter how well-meaning my family was, I couldn't let my romantic feelings get in the way. Because I definitely had romantic feelings at this point. Kate had gone from being a goddess who I didn't know to this great person that I was getting to know. I still had a crush, but it was more real now because Kate was more real to me. It was amazing that my whole view of her had changed in only a few hours. Looking back to just this morning, it was embarrassing how I’d thought about her. I’d practically dehumanized her with my focus on her physical traits and my complete ignorance of her personality.

I thought about calling Marie to talk some of this stuff out, but I couldn't quite make myself do it. I just wanted to sit in my room and think about things for a little bit, like could a lesbian be friends with a straight girl who she had a crush on? If movies and TV shows were anything to go by, the lesbian usually ended up dead or heartbroken. The idea of either of those things happening to me was very unappealing. 

And there was that last sliver of thought that refused to be dislodged in my mind. What if, against all reason and rationality, Kate actually liked me? Just the thought made me feel warm in the best way possible. Hope was sometimes a little brighter than the harsh light of reality.

 



Chapter 8

School the next day was uncertain. I didn't know how I would act if I ran into Kate. It was great thinking we were friends after a fun night together, but after sleeping on it, the old nervousness had come back to me. Did we actually have anything in common? We shared the same sense of humor and both liked tacos. As far as I knew, that was it. I didn’t think she would ignore me if we ran into each other in the hallway, but did she really want to be my friend?

It turned out Kate was the least of my worries. I got to school at my regular time and parked in the student lot. Eddy and I had not talked during the entire ride over. I was still mad at her for the stunt she’d pulled last night, and she seemed to be mad at me too for some reason. She probably still thought I hadn’t shown enough gratitude for the “help” she’d given me. We were at a stalemate, neither of us willing to back down. I wasn’t too worried, though. Usually when we had a fight, we gave each other the silent treatment for a few days and then silently agreed to ignore what had happened. And honestly, I could sort of see where she was coming from. She thought she was helping me in her own crazy way, while I hoped she was coming to realize that I saw her actions as intrusive and rude. Either way, our mutual silent treatment left me feeling irritated as I locked the car and headed toward the school.

Walking through the front doors alone, my irritation turned to dread. Jenny Jeffries, my archnemesis, was walking straight toward me. I steeled myself for the unpleasantness to come. She had hated me for years, and I still could not figure out why. I had racked my brain after every one of our encounters, where she usually belittled me and made less-than-subtle references to how stupid she thought I was, but I was still in the dark. I had even resorted to asking Marie to fish around and see if anyone else knew why Jenny hated me. She had come back to me empty-handed.

So when Jenny stopped right in front of me and asked with the most pleasant tone of voice she had ever spoken to me, “Haley, can I please speak to you for a moment?” I was shocked.

“Sure, I guess we can talk,” I stammered out. As she led the way down the hall, I wondered if it was a good idea to go somewhere private with a person who enjoyed making fun of me. Maybe today was the day she snapped, and she was leading me to my death in a dark corner of the school. I really had to stop following people into dark corners of the school. 

We ended up in a small classroom by the gym. I remembered taking a couple of written exams in the room when I took gym freshman year. 

I became mildly alarmed when she closed the door behind us. Looking around, I saw that she was standing in front of the only way in or out of the room. If this was a murder plot, then it was going very well so far, at least for her. Me, not so much.

“So, I saw you talking to Kate Monroe yesterday,” she started. This was unexpected. 

“Yeah,” I drew out slowly. That was all I was willing to say until I was a little clearer on what was going on. 

Jenny looked at her feet. She seemed to be having trouble getting out what she wanted to say. Finally, she took a breath and made up her mind. “I don’t think you know this, but Kate is actually one of my really good friends. We grew up on the same street together, and I used to go over to her house so much that I practically lived there. She doesn’t have any brothers or sisters, so I sort of took over a sibling role.” 

She paused and gathered her thoughts again. I’d had no idea she was close to Kate. I hadn’t even known that they knew each other. 

“Look, what I’m trying to say is, don’t even think about hurting her. Kate is one of the best people I know and deserves to be with someone who recognizes how awesome she is. For some reason, she likes you. I don’t know what she sees in you, because you have always been really annoying and whiny, but I’m not the one who wants to date you. So don’t be a jerk to her and we’ll be fine,” she said, sending my world off its axis.

My legs got really weak all of a sudden, and I had to sit in the nearest chair or I was going to end up on the floor. I was shocked. I was sure I had heard it all wrong, and that Jenny Jeffries of all people hadn’t just announced that Kate liked me. This had to be a joke. It was just like her to find the cruelest thing to say to hurt me. 

“Why are you saying this?” I asked her. I couldn’t control the weak sound of my own voice. It got even worse when I felt the urge to cry. I put my hands over my eyes in an attempt to stifle any tears. 

“What's the matter with you?" she said, exasperated. "I just told you that a beautiful girl likes you, and you're falling apart. You should be jumping around with joy. Actually, you should be celebrating the fact that anyone likes you despite all your deficiencies. I can't be the only one who can't stand you."

I couldn't help it. The pressure behind my eyes finally broke and I was crying. It was one of the worst things that could have happened. I was crying over a girl who was my tormentor’s best friend.

"Oh my god, you're crying now. This is pathetic. Why in the world are you crying?"

I didn't answer. I just kept my head down on the desk and let the tears flow. At least I wasn't sobbing. This was already embarrassing enough without big, ugly sobs and snot everywhere.

Just when I thought things couldn't get worse, they got worse. I felt an arm go around my shoulders. Then my back was being patted awkwardly. I cried harder when I figured out that Jenny Jeffries was trying to console me. I really was pathetic.

"There, there," she muttered halfheartedly. It was obvious she didn't want to be sitting there with me. I didn't blame her. I wouldn't have wanted to be with me either, in the state I was in.

There were a few more seconds of awkward patting, murmured attempts at consolation, and my sniffling. Finally, Jenny seemed to have had enough, because she pulled back and grabbed my shoulders to straighten me in the chair.

“Look, you better get yourself together. I have no idea why you’re crying, and frankly, I don’t really care that much. If you don’t like Kate—and you’d be an idiot not to, because she is awesome—don’t worry about it. She’s a big girl and she can take rejection. But if you do like her, then woman up and go get the girl. Sitting there crying isn’t accomplishing anything.” She gave me a little shake to knock some sense into me before letting go.

I wasn’t sure if it was the force of her words or from being manhandled, but my crying tapered off and I took a deep breath. When I got myself together, I voiced my doubts. 

“I don’t believe you. Kate doesn’t like me. She hardly knows me. How can she like me?” I reasoned. 

Jenny rolled her eyes at me. “That’s what dating is for, you idiot. To get to know someone. And I wish I were lying, but I know when Kate likes someone, and unfortunately she likes you. She has not stopped talking about you for a few weeks now. How funny you are, how smart, how nice you are to everyone. I had to double-check who she was talking about, because it didn’t sound anything like you.” Her words were not exactly nice, but my hopes lifted just a bit. Could she maybe be telling the truth?

“I didn’t know you and Kate were so close,” I said. The change of topic took her by surprise, if her widened eyes and raised eyebrows were any indication, but she recovered quickly. 

“There’s no reason you should,” she responded. “You’ve never hung out with either of us, and the three of us have never had a class together. It’s a big school. You can’t know everything about everybody. Plus, it’s not like we’re joined at the hip. She has her cheerleading and I’ve got my own things going on. But that doesn’t mean she’s not family. Because she is,” she pointed out again, with more than a little bit of menace.

“But isn’t Kate straight?” I asked. “I might not know everything about her, but I do know that she’s had boyfriends. How does that fit into what you’re saying about her maybe liking me?” 

Jenny threw her hands up in exasperation. “Seriously, have you never heard of bisexuals?” she threw back at me. “They're not like unicorns. They do exist in real life. Not everything is so black and white, or in this case, gay or straight. Geez, you really need to broaden your circle of knowledge. There’s this thing called the Internet that’s great for looking stuff up. Try it, maybe you’ll learn something.” 

It was unnerving to hear her say almost exactly what my mother had said last night before I’d shut down my parents' attempts at telling me that Kate might like me. So far, there were now five people who had said that, and even discounting the fact that three of them were related to me, that was a good number of people who somehow might have been seeing what I couldn’t, or refused to. 

I looked at Jenny. She didn’t look happy in the way she might have if she were feeding me a bunch of lies I was eating up without question; I would have expected to see more slyness in her expression if that were true. Instead, she looked put out, like she couldn’t believe she was sitting here with me of all people, trying to help me sort out my love life. Honestly, I couldn’t believe we were in this situation either. 

Once she realized I finally understood what she was saying, she let out a sigh of relief. “All right, so do you get it now? A girl likes you. Everyone knows that you like girls, since you decided to announce it in the middle of a class, so this is a good thing.” She shook her head. “Who the hell comes out in English class? When I heard about that, I thought it was the dumbest thing ever. So of course I wasn’t surprised when I found out it had been you,” she said matter-of-factly.

These insults were getting old. “Why do you hate me so much?” I asked. This was my chance to finally get some answers for all the years of abuse. “I’ve tried to think of reasons why you don’t like me, and I’ve come up blank. One day you just started being an ass to me, and it’s been really annoying, especially since I have no idea why.”. 

I was surprised to see her nonchalantly shrug. "I think I've been pretty clear over the years why I don't like you. You're annoying, whiny, boring, your voice is too high-pitched, your hair looks stupid…I could go on all day. All of these things I've mentioned before, by the way. It's not my fault you never listen."

"So there wasn't one event that triggered all this hatred?" I asked. I had been operating under the assumption that I had done something to make her dislike me. Finding out that there wasn't a reason actually made me feel a little better. I couldn't change who I was, and if she didn't like me, that was her issue, not mine.

"It's more that the whole package is offensive to me," she answered, looking me up and down. "Crying over absolutely nothing just increases my dislike for you. How can I let one of my best friends potentially date a basket case? You're lucky I respect her so much, or I would be doing everything in my power to prevent her from even getting close to you. But for whatever reason, she sees something in you that I don't, so I'm just going to be a supportive best friend and console her when you eventually break up."

She stood up from the chair she was in and grabbed her backpack from a desk. Taking that as a cue that our conversation was done, I did the same. Apparently I was wrong, though, because she turned to me and asked a question.

"What was up with all the crying just now? I mean, you like Kate, don't you?"

I nodded. This was only the second time I had ever admitted to liking anyone out loud before. It was amazing who my two confidants were: my best friend and my worst enemy. 

“Then what’s the problem?” she asked. After everything that had happened in such a short period of time, I was beginning to figure out what the problem was, but was hesitant to acknowledge it. 

Suddenly the bell rang. We had been holed up in this room for long enough to be late for class. “Damn,” Jenny said under her breath. To me she said, “Thanks to your emotional fragility, I’m going to be late. I thought this would take five minutes tops, and then you had to go and have a breakdown right in front of me. Typical you,” she accused, “messing up what should be something easy.” 

She walked to the door, but before she opened it, she threw one last warning at me. “You better get your stuff together before trying to get with Kate. Last thing she needs is all your baggage bringing her down.” With that, she left the room, leaving me with my thoughts and a few ideas of what to do next. The first thing was getting to class, because I was beyond late at that point. 

I slipped into history class, but when I chanced a glance at the teacher, it was clear that I had been seen. A detention slip would be forthcoming, which I deserved. My eye caught Kate’s. She was sitting a few rows up, looking worried, but once I gave her a smile, the tension on her face eased and she turned back to the teacher.

I tuned out the lecture and instead tried to analyze my thoughts (hey, I had a study buddy in this class now, so I could afford to slack off a little). Jenny was right, I did have to get myself emotionally in shape before I started anything with Kate. Because I was ready to face the truth. Everyone close to me said that Kate liked me, so I should start listening to them. By taking off the blinders I had set up regarding anything romantic, I could finally see that all the smiles and offers to study and workout on her part were actually flirting. If some boy had been acting the same around Eddy or Marie, I would have come to the same conclusion they had about me and Kate. 

But I did give myself some slack, because there was no way I could have known that Kate wasn’t straight. At least, not entirely straight. I wished people would wear signs announcing their orientation. If Kate had been wearing a button that said “Lesbian” or “Bisexual,” it really would have saved a lot of time and stress on my part. Because I never wanted to be that lesbian who hit on straight girls or got her heart broken by someone just having fun until she met the guy of her dreams. I’d blame popular culture for saddling me with the idea of the sad lesbian destined to die alone with dozens of cats. 

My heart had been too guarded, but I was ready to see if Kate could take good care of it, at least for a little while. I wasn’t deluded enough to think that anything long-term would come of being with Kate, but it would be nice to finally go out on a proper date with someone. Maybe even have an official girlfriend. That idea caused a warmth that traveled from my toes all the way up to the top of my head. A silly smile formed on my face, but I couldn’t get it to leave. Cuddles with Kate Monroe might happen in real life soon, not just in my daydreams and fantasies.

But first I had to be brave. So far, Kate had done much of the work in trying to get my attention, and while she definitely had it, now it was my turn to show her that I was interested too. No more crying about the possibility that I would make unwanted advances and be rejected, or that Kate would just be using me. It was time to have faith, in both Kate's trustworthiness and my own appeal. 

Jenny Jeffries deserved a thank-you for making me see the light and face my fears. Some cookies would be appropriate if I wasn’t sure she would just throw them in the trash once she saw that they were from me. And at least now I could put aside those stupid fears that she was secretly in love with me. It was quite liberating to know that she hated me for totally invalid and irrational reasons. That said more about her than me, honestly.

I vowed to spend the rest of the day working on a plan so that when I saw Kate alone tomorrow for our scheduled workout, I would be prepared not just for the treadmill or weights or whatever else she planned to torture me with, but for any opportunities that arose that would allow me to show my more romantic nature. 

If everyone was right and Kate liked me, then I should see an immediate positive reaction to my attempts. If everyone was wrong and she didn’t like me, then I could use one of the weights to knock myself out and spare me the embarrassment of her rejection. Either way, I would have some clarity after tomorrow. 


Chapter 9

My clarity had to wait, though.

When I got home after school, after different strategies and scenarios regarding my meeting/date with Kate had taken precedence over anything my teachers had said in my classes, there was a note on the front door of my house. When I read it, I was relieved that nothing bad had happened to any of my family members (Eddy was staying late for a club meeting and catching a ride later with another student, and my dad and mom were probably running errands before their regularly scheduled Friday date night that they said kept their marriage fresh). But something bad had happened to one of our neighbors.

Mrs. Jessup, who lived down the street and whose kids I babysat regularly, had left the hastily written message. Apparently Mr. Jessup was in the hospital and needed surgery the next day. She’d left her cell phone number and asked me to give her a call. 

I took my phone out of my backpack and found a few text messages waiting for me. I usually didn’t check my phone very often during the day. A couple were from Marie, complaining about whatever class she had been in at the time, and one was from my mom, reminding me to keep the driveway clear so they could park in the garage when they got home later that night. The last message was from Mrs. Jessup, saying basically the same thing her note had. I also had a missed phone call from her that was a couple of hours old. No message had been left on my voicemail.

I hit reply and waited while my phone connected to hers. I was hoping that whatever had happened with Mr. Jessup had resolved itself, but I had a feeling that all my plans for tomorrow might have to be scrapped. 

When Mrs. Jessup answered, I knew immediately they were in trouble. She told me what I had expected: Mr. Jessup needed surgery tomorrow, and he would be in the hospital for a few days. His mother, who was supposed to watch the kids while Mrs. Jessup was with her husband, could only come in late in the afternoon on Saturday. When she asked if I could watch the kids from five in the morning until around seven at night, I immediately agreed. The Jessups had always been good to me, and I wanted to help them out any way that I could.

But that meant no workout session with Kate, so my plans for romance would have to be put on hold. When I got off the phone with Mrs. Jessup, I texted Kate, letting her know that an emergency had come up and I had to cancel for tomorrow. I was a little surprised when she texted back immediately, asking if there was anything she could do to help. I’d thought she would be getting ready to cheer at a game or go to some party rather than texting with me. We had a brief back-and-forth while I explained what was happening, and I was really surprised when she asked if she could join me for a couple of hours while I babysat. The Jessups had always been fine with me having Marie over when I was at their house, so I gave Kate the address and we set up a time when she would come over. 

I scrambled to adjust my flirting plans, which had all been based on us being in her home gym while I tried to look at least comfortable in training gear. This could actually work to my advantage, since I could step it up from comfortable to cute. I thought I always looked a little funny in sweats and a T-shirt, and I was especially awkward in shorts. I always had to pull them down when they rode too high on my thighs, and I never knew if I should wear long or short socks. Yoga pants were definitely out of the question. Some people, like Kate with her perfect physique, could pull them off. The rest of us had to face the fact that stretch fabric could contain thigh jiggle only up to a certain point. 

So gone was the gym wear, and instead I planned on wearing my best jeans and a shirt that always got me compliments when I wore it. If I looked good, I reasoned, I would feel more confident when I talked with Kate. I already knew that we could keep a conversation going from our study session, but this time my end of the conversation would have a purpose. Actually, there would be two purposes: show that I liked Kate, and not embarrass myself doing so. Accomplishing both of those things was not guaranteed. All the confidence in the world couldn't ensure that Kate would find my attempts welcome. Or that I wouldn't make a fool out of myself.

Sometimes you had to take a leap of faith. But I didn't have to take that leap blindly. Instead of letting myself into the house, I turned around and got back in my car. I sent a quick text, and when I got an affirmative answer back a few minutes later, I pulled out into the street and set off for my best friend's house. 

Marie lived on the other side of town, but since it wasn't a very big town, it didn't take me long to get to her house. We were technically just a suburb of the city, but had grown large enough to act like our own town most of the time. There was even talk about splitting away and officially incorporating as our own separate entity. I didn't care that much either way since I hoped to live in the city permanently after college. Life in the big city would be so much more fun and exciting than here, where both the houses and the people all looked the same. 

When I pulled up to Marie’s house, she was waiting for me by the front door. I had always liked her house. It was smaller than mine, but there was this great porch that ran the length of the entire front of the house. Her mom had put out a couple of rocking chairs, and Marie and I would sit there for hours talking and watching Bob as he played in the yard and with the neighborhood kids. I had a lot of good memories at this house.

But now was not the time for reminiscing. I was focused solely on the future as I climbed up the steps to the porch and stood in front of Marie.

“Tell me everything,” she said without preamble. So I did. I told her about the study date with Kate, and what my family had said afterward, and about Jenny Jeffries and her accidental intervention into my life, and finally about the plans for when I was going to meet up with Kate the next day. We sat there on the rocking chairs talking for real about all the things we had dreamed of talking about when we were lowly freshmen in the same place. Love and when it would happen for us. Not that I was in love with Kate. I hardly knew her, but now that I had finally opened myself up to the possibility of a romantic relationship with her, it wasn’t so farfetched to think that maybe we’d get there one day. 

Or I might, at the very least, get a kiss. But I wasn’t pushing my luck too much there. Better to take things one step at a time and not get ahead of myself. I said all of this to Marie, who reacted just as I’d thought she would.

First: “Jenny really came through for you. It sounds like she did it entirely by accident, and probably regrets it by now, but you have a lot to thank her for. And I never knew she and Kate were so close. I wonder what else we don’t know about our classmates. Like, did someone have a secret baby that no one knows about, and we’ll only find out when she walks the stage at graduation with a baby strapped to her back? That would probably make the ceremony more exciting.”

Then: “So now do you get what I’ve been telling you for days? The girl likes you. She’s been trying to get your attention, and you were worried about history class. What else could she have done to get through to you? Corner you in a bathroom and take off all her clothes? Knowing you, you’d just offer to go get her a jacket to put on.”

And finally: “Your plan sucks, this is what you should do.” 

There was no way I could go through with her ideas. I had thought any sort of touch was pushing the envelope. What she was suggesting took the envelope and ran it through an industrial shredder.

“There is no way I’m going to kiss her as soon as I see her,” I said to my delusional friend. “Unless I want her to slap me and hate me forever.”

Marie rolled her eyes at me. “I wasn’t thinking of a French kiss or anything like that,” she clarified. “More like what Europeans do, with the cheek kisses. Just make yours linger so that your faces are pressed together extra long,” she said, bringing her palms together, supposedly mimicking Kate’s and my faces as we European-cheek-kissed.

“How is that a good idea?” I asked. “What would I accomplish by pressing my face against hers? Do you want her to feel how oily my skin can get? Because I sure don’t want that. And we’re American, not European. Kissing on the cheek is reserved strictly for grandmas on this side of the Atlantic,” I pointed out. 

Before she could rebut what I had just said—because there was no way Marie could let something go if she thought she was right—the front door opened and Bob walked out. 

He gave me a hug, which I returned, because how could I not? Little kids gave the best hugs because they used all their strength, hugging with conviction. When they got older, they’d start with one-armed hugs, and little semihugs where they lightly placed their hands on the other person’s shoulders, nominally leaning in. But Bob was giving me a full-body hug, and I wasn’t going to waste it. 

When he pulled back, he looked me right in the eye and asked, “You having girl trouble?” I gave a quick look to Marie, who just shrugged back. He was still looking at me when I turned back to him. 

“Uh, I…I’m doing okay, Bob,” I stuttered out. “Thanks for asking.” I hadn’t even known Bob knew I was gay. It was a reminder that little kids, in addition to giving out top-rated hugs, also understood a lot more than people gave them credit for. 

Bob gave me a serene smile in return. “Don’t worry, I know some people don’t like girls liking other girls, or boys liking boys, but it’s none of their business. You got to be happy, and love always makes people happy. And my friend Danver P. has two mommies who always bring in cupcakes and juice for the whole class, and they’re really nice. Danver L. has a mommy and a daddy, and they never bring in anything.” He then went back into the house, leaving us pondering his seven-year-old words of wisdom.

“He has two kids in his class named Danver?” I asked Marie. “I don’t think I’ve ever met even one person with that name.” 

“Danver P.'s sister goes to our school. I think she's in the same grade as Eddy. They have one of those last names that are joined together when a couple gets married. Phila-something, I think. I don't know, the kid never comes over here to play with Bob, and I have enough trouble keeping track of my own school, let alone his too,” she pointed out. 

But she had said enough for me to know exactly who she was talking about. “That's Eddy’s nemesis at the moment. Madison Philanuzzi. Eddy's been trying to figure out a way to crush the poor girl, who has unwittingly thrown my sister's life plan off course. Their moms are pretty popular at the high school, too,” I added. Maybe I should try to meet these two ladies. They seemed like great role models for me. Plus, there was the added benefit of pissing off my sister. Though I did risk getting thought of as a traitor, and I wasn't sure what she would do to traitors. 

“I still think you should try for the European kiss,” Marie said, bringing us back to the conversation. “It's both classy and seductive, if you use it right.” She paused for a couple seconds, squinting her eyes in thought before she spoke again. “Actually, let's trash that idea. I can't really picture you correctly pulling off anything seductive. You would probably end up breaking her nose by accident. Though that would bring up a nurse/patient scenario, which could work for you. If you play it right, you might end up giving her a sponge bath,” she said lecherously with a smirk.

“You are the worst,” I declared. She pulled an exaggerated hurt face and then draped herself over my shoulders. 

“I am not. You know there are probably millions of people worse than me. I'm trying to help you, and you just throw insults straight in my face. Remember, you called me. I don't have to take this,” she threatened as she made to get off my back. I grabbed her arms to keep her where she was.

“You know I love you in a totally platonic way, and that all I say comes from a place of longtime friendship,” I said, trying to placate her. 

Marie gave me a squeeze and then sat back down in her seat. “Are Kate and Jenny the you and me of lesbians? Friends through thick and thin, supporting each other in our romantic tribulations?”

“Interesting theory,” I responded. “Except I'm a lesbian and Kate is more likely bisexual, so it's not a perfect analogy. And neither one of us is evil, so, once again, not perfect.” I sent her my most innocent face, which she quickly saw through.

“Oh, come on, Jenny isn't that bad,” she argued. “Evil is such a heavy word. She's always been perfectly pleasant to me, and Kate seems to like her just fine. Don’t be mad she finds you repulsive.”

“When you put it that way, how can I take offense?” I replied sarcastically. However, I wasn’t interested in talking about Jenny Jeffries. 

“But what should I do tomorrow?” I asked, trying to get the conversation back on track. “And no more suggestions about sneaking in kisses,” I added in before she could respond with another useless idea. “I need help for real.”

She looked at me seriously for a few seconds. As she gave me a rueful smile, she said honestly, “I don’t know. It’s not like I’m an expert on dating or relationships. At this point, we’re in the same boat with our love lives: nonexistent. Actually, at least you have the possibility of something with Kate. I’m looking at a continuation of my long dry spell,” she lamented.

Marie was right. She was so much more outgoing and confident than me that I forgot we had the same lack of experience when it came to dating. She’d shared with me her crushes and the ups and downs of the couple of dates she’d been on, but there hadn’t been a boyfriend for us to gush or grumble over together. I suddenly realized I was being a bad friend by focusing on my issues without showing even a token interest about what she had going on in her life. 

“Hey, let’s forget about all the lesbian drama,” I announced in a chipper voice. “What’s been happening with you? How’s your mom doing?” I asked, eager to find out if Ms. Gills’s life had finally settled down from the days of being a single mother of two children in a brand new town. Most people wouldn’t have been particularly interested in the life of their best friend’s parent, but Ms. Gills had always had my respect. For years, I had been a third-party observer of her struggles to make family, a job, and life work together so that nothing got shortchanged. Now that Marie was graduating high school and Bob was old enough and low-maintenance enough to be with friends and babysitters without causing too much worry, I hoped she could finally breathe a little easier. 

Marie suddenly began fidgeting, which for as long as I’d known her had been a sign that she was working out a way in her head to avoid the truth without lying. I kicked myself for not realizing something was bothering her earlier.

“Hey, don’t pull your evasive nonanswer answers with me. What’s going on?” I asked, worried that any number of things could have gone wrong in my best friend’s life while I’d been obsessing over a girl.

She sighed. “Nothing is wrong. Mom is freaking out a little about college and financial stuff for next year. It’s just her usual overreaction to any type of change in our lives. She’ll get over it,” she tried to reassure me. 

Her body language contradicted her words. When I held on to her fidgeting fingers to stop their movements, she suddenly clutched at my hands. I didn’t say anything, instead letting her take her time to process what she wanted to say. 

“My dad wants to pay for college,” she blurted out. I was surprised at this news. Her dad paid child support for her and Bob, but I’d figured that the payments meant for her would stop once she turned eighteen. The man had been so absent from their lives, I’d assumed he’d jump at the chance to be rid of any obligations he had toward his kids. Needless to say that I did not have a very high opinion of her father. 

“That’s good,” I slowly started, unsure if it really was a good thing or not. Marie was pretty tight-lipped about her father, and even as her best friend, I never got a good idea of how she really felt about him. 

“I don’t want his money!” she exclaimed, dropping my hands. I leaned back at her outburst. But she wasn’t paying much attention to me. “My mom has money saved up for college for Bob and me, so technically I don’t need his money. I don’t mind taking out some loans to cover what's left. So when he called and said he wanted to pay for college, I didn’t know how to respond,” she explained. “My first thought was to tell him to go to hell and take his money with him. But then I thought of all the things my mom could do with the money she saved for me if I already had college covered. So I just told him I’d think about it and hung up.” She ended by slumping down, as if all the talking had deflated her.

I tried to process what she had just said. I had no idea what to say since this was so far outside of my experiences with parents. I tried my best to come up with something useful. 

“You have to think about the pros and cons,” I started, not sure where I was going with my thoughts. “You wouldn’t have to take out loans, and your mom would have extra money—both great things. But on the other side, if you don’t feel comfortable taking the money being offered, then it might taint your entire college experience. And that would be bad, since college is like a life-changing time for some people. But it might not be for you. And ‘taint’ might not be the right word. Maybe ‘negatively affect’ would be better?” I rambled, lost in my own word salad.

“I know all that,” she said as she threw her hands up. “I’ve been over all this in my head so many times now, but I still can’t make a decision. My mom isn’t much help either. She keeps telling me the money is for me and that she wants me to have it, but I’m not stupid. I know that she could use that money for Bob, or herself, or just as an emergency fund. Like, what if Bob needs braces in a few years, or she wants to go on a vacation with her friends for once? It just seems selfish of me to take her money when it could go to better uses,” she reasoned with me. Or maybe herself. 

“And what about the other side?” I asked. “Could you take the money your father is offering?”

Immediately, I could tell that I had asked the big question. She ran her hand through her hair and exhaled weakly. “I don’t know,” she whispered with real uncertainty in her voice.

I scooted over and squeezed myself next to her in her rocking chair. I put my arm around her, and she let her head fall heavily on my shoulder. 

After a few minutes, she lifted her head and stood up. “This is stupid. We haven’t even come close to figuring out what you’re going to do tomorrow. I mean, this could be a total life changer for you,” she said as she turned to me. This was her way of saying she didn’t want to talk about her issues anymore, and I followed her lead. If she wanted to focus on my dating misadventures, I’d let her. At least I now knew that something was going on and I could be there for her, whatever she chose to do.

I stood up too. “I think you’re exaggerating just a tiny bit,” I told her. “Most likely scenario is that Kate realizes I’m boring, which I am, and never talks to me again. And Jenny Jeffries cackles with glee at getting my hopes up only to be dashed and stomped on and ground into dust,” I said matter-of-factly. Sometimes the truth hurt.

She pointed a finger at me. “That is enough. We’re just going around in circles. She likes you, she doesn’t like you, blah, blah, blah. We’re done with all the useless talking. Now it’s time for action. First, what are you going to wear?”

I told her my plans for the outfit I was going to wear the next day, but I couldn’t get away from the one thing that had been bothering me the most.

“I’m still not sure she likes me,” I revealed to Marie. “I mean, my talk with Jenny points in that direction, but that’s still not a guarantee that she likes me, or even girls in general. Like, what if she wants to get together because she wants to talk about a boy she likes and needs another opinion?” 

I wondered if all lesbians felt this way at some point. The uncertainty of my affections not being reciprocated was almost paralyzing me from moving forward with Kate. If she wanted to kiss me or go on a date, it would have been easier if she had been like Sarah and just asked me outright. Although, I didn’t know if Sarah had always been so bold, or if experience had cultivated it within her. Too bad I didn’t have her number or email so I could ask for some advice. What I really needed was a lesbian mentor. Would the Philanuzzi moms be willing to take me under their lesbian wings? 

But Marie wasn’t having any of my doubts. “Now you’re being an idiot,” she said. “Stop worrying about if she likes you or not. You’ll know soon enough. Either she shows that she’s interested or she doesn’t. Have you thought that maybe she’s wondering the same thing about you? Sure she knows you’re a lesbian, but maybe she thinks she’s not your type. The only way things move forward is if one of you takes a chance. Are you ready to do that?” she asked.

That was the question. Was I ready? Hopefully when I saw Kate tomorrow she would make it very clear whether or not she was interested in me. If she didn’t and it fell on me to initiate something, then we could be at a stalemate for a very long time.

My silence must have given Marie the answer, because she came and gave me a big hug. I didn’t realize how much I needed one until I was tucked safely in her arms. 

“You’ll be all right,” she whispered in my ear. She pulled back and gave me a smile. “I know that you’re braver than you think. You wouldn't have gotten this far if you weren’t willing to try with Kate. There are no guarantees, but you won’t know if you don’t give it a go. And one of us has to lose our virginity soon,” she said, smiling. 

I gave her a raised eyebrow in return at her cheekiness.

“Don't get me wrong, I was looking forward to sharing a house full of cats with you in the future, but I’d be happier if you got together with a totally hot cheerleader instead. Just promise you’ll have me and at least two of my cats over for dinner sometimes.” The totally serious expression on her face was only ruined by the mischievous look in her eyes.

I did not bother responding to her. It would only encourage her in the long run.


Chapter 10

I was up by four the next morning. Mr. Jessup was set to go into surgery by six, and Mrs. Jessup wanted to get to the hospital before then to make sure everything was ready for him. I guess there was hospital paperwork and other stuff to take care of.

Our houses were on a side street that was usually quiet, but walking down the street just as the sun was coming up and before anyone else was awake was a bit unnerving. I was glad when I saw some lights on as I neared the Jessups’ house.

Mrs. Jessup must have been waiting for me, because the door opened before I had a chance to knock. “Haley, thank you so much for coming over on such short notice,” she said distractedly. She was already grabbing some bags that had been set down inside the front door.

Mrs. Jessup was one of those ladies who seemed to have it all—husband, kids, the big house in the suburbs, and a career. As a financial analyst at a small firm outside the city, she always wore coordinating outfits and perfect makeup. But today Mrs. Jessup looked different than I had ever seen her. She had on an obviously well-worn sweatshirt and jeans that led down to a pair of scruffy-looking sneakers. None of her ensemble was color coordinated, and only matched in the shared dinginess of all the clothing. She was not wearing makeup and had her hair pulled back in a simple ponytail. The pair of glasses surprised me the most, since I’d never known she needed them. I had been babysitting this woman’s children for years, and I didn’t really know anything about her other than what she chose to show me. 

“No problem, Mrs. Jessup. I’m just glad I could help,” I responded. I wanted to ask about Mr. Jessup, but she was already halfway out the door and on her way to the car, all while giving me some last-minute instructions. 

“The kids are still asleep, but they know you’ll be here when they wake up. Pancake mix is on the counter for breakfast, and there’s plenty of food for sandwiches and snacks. Peter’s mother will be here around seven tonight, and hopefully her flight will be on time. The kids know Grandma is coming, so it shouldn’t surprise them,” she said as I obediently followed after her, looking for any opportunity where I could ask a question that had been eating at me.

When she paused to open her car door, I saw my chance. “Would it be okay if a friend stopped by later?” I asked, thinking that it might be better if I kept it as vague as I could get away with. I wasn’t sure what I would say anyway. That I had a girl coming over who I was looking to make a move on? That didn't seem like an appropriate way to phrase my request. Luckily, she trusted me and was distracted enough not to want to get any more details. And truthfully, chances were high that everything that happened with Kate today would be totally innocent. Whatever moves I had to make wouldn't be impressive.

“Of course, that’s fine. Let me know if an emergency comes up, but I’ll be at the hospital where the coverage is spotty. I’ll step out and check my phone regularly, though.” Before she got in her car, I was able to ask her to give Mr. Jessup my best. When she looked at me, her face crumbled for a second before she pulled herself together with a deep breath.

“I will tell him, Haley. Thank you again for coming over on such short notice.” Then she got in her car and drove off. I watched the car until it turned the corner at the end of the block and was out of my sight. 

I had the next few hours to myself until the kids were scheduled to wake up. I thought about taking a nap, but figured that by the time I fell asleep on the couch, I would probably have to get back up. So instead I checked the kitchen and planned breakfast. I was sure the kids were worried about their dad, so I thought chocolate chip pancakes would be a nice treat for them. 

The rest of the time was filled with checking social media and thoughts of Kate, both good and bad: little daydreams of us dating and doing couple-type things together (mostly G-rated); her rejecting me in a way that a kick in the gut would hurt less; us trapped in a space station, battling invading aliens, with love being our greatest weapon against them. (That last one may have been a product of waking up before dawn and then having a couple cups of coffee to stay awake when I didn’t usually touch the stuff.)

I was glad when Max, still in his pajamas, stumbled down the stairs at a little past eight and flopped down next to me on the couch. I was silently thankful, because he’d stopped me from obsessing so much about later that day that I’d almost convinced myself to text Kate and cancel. 

Max yawned and snuggled his face into my side. “Is Mom gone?” he asked in a still-sleepy voice. I ruffled his hair and was grossed out when I came away with something sticky on my hand. I made a mental note to make sure he took a shower before he got dressed for the day. 

“Yup, just you, me, and Ellie today. Plus chocolate chip pancakes for breakfast,” I added.

“Why are we sitting here, then?” he exclaimed. “Come on, I want pancakes!” He tugged at my arm, trying to get me off the couch and into the kitchen. 

“Hold on,” I said, pulling him back to the couch. I might have been a weakling, but I was at least able to prevent a nine-year-old from bodily moving me. “We have to wait for your sister to wake up, and then I’ll start cooking.” 

I realized my mistake as he yelled, “Okay!” and ran up the stairs, presumably to wake his sister. I tried calling him back, but it was too late. I thought of following him, but gave up on it a second later. Ellie had to get out of bed at some point. A few hours earlier than planned was fine.

When I heard a yell, a thump, and finally a door slamming, I got up to start the pancakes. And find an ice pack for any bruises caused by the mystery thump.

Ellie came down after Max had polished off two pancakes (and taken a shower; I’d bribed him with a promise of extra cookies later if he washed his hair extra well). She sat at the kitchen table, and I placed a plate and silverware in front of her groggy form while pushing the stack of pancakes closer so she could reach them easier. Ellie was thirteen, at the age when she was trading Gogurts for Greek yogurt and chicken nuggets for plain salads. I hoped she wouldn't be one of those girls who obsessed about her weight, but she had a good head on her shoulders, so all I could do was trust her to stay healthy and not go overboard. It was a good sign that she added two pancakes to her plate, even if she skipped the syrup. 

“What are we doing today?” Max asked as he ran his fingers through the syrup on his plate and then licked it off. I grimaced, but figured it was better than him trying to drink it straight from the bottle.

Ellie looked up, too busy chewing to say anything, but the questioning look on her face indicated that she was curious too. Now was the time to tell them that I had a guest coming over.

I wiped my mouth with a napkin, mostly for something to do while I tried to think of the best words to use.

“So,” I started, looking from the syrup-covered face to the semi-bored one, “I don’t really have anything planned, except for around one. A friend of mine is supposed to come over to say hi and stay for a little bit. I told your mom, and she said it was okay, but before then we can do anything you guys want.” I hoped no other information would be needed. I was wrong.

“Is it Marie?” Max asked excitedly. “If she’s coming over, can she bring Bob? I have a new video game we can play if he can come,” he said. I had forgotten that while Max was two years older than Bob, they went to the same school and knew each other. When Marie had come over while I was babysitting in the past, she’d sometimes brought Bob with her, and the boys would be glued to their games for hours. 

“No, Marie isn’t the friend who's visiting today. But I’ll let her know to set up a time where you and Bob can hang out together soon,” I reassured Max. He looked disappointed, but not for long. 

“Is your girlfriend coming over?” he asked with a sly smile. I could feel my face heat up. I had never told the Jessups I was gay.

“No, she’s not my girlfriend. And don’t go saying that to her,” I scolded, already picturing the awkwardness if Max were to call Kate my girlfriend while she was here. “I don’t have a girlfriend, Max. Kate’s just a regular friend.”

“Relax,” Ellie chimed in. She looked at me in exasperation. “We all know that you’re a lesbian. My mom and the short Mrs. Philanuzzi are in the PTA together at my school, and they were having a meeting here. Mrs. Philanuzzi told Mom that Madison told her that everyone was talking about how you came out during chemistry. Mrs. Philanuzzi said it was a lot easier to be gay now than when she was a teenager,” Ellie explained, rolling her eyes to show her annoyance.

I was speechless. The story of my outing had traveled outside of school to the community at large. For some reason, I had thought that it would stay confined to school, but I’d been so wrong. It should have been obvious. Kids talked to their parents and parents talked to other parents, and before you knew it my neighbors were discussing the fact that I was gay. I was a little annoyed at the unnamed Philanuzzi mom who was spreading details of my life to whoever would listen. I really had to meet that family soon.

“I came out in English, not chemistry class,” was my response. For all my gripes, that was the part I had chosen to rebut? Maybe it was just easier to focus on the mundane details than the more worrying idea that I was a subject of gossip.

Ellie shrugged, not caring about my inconsequential correction of her retelling. She stood with her plate and walked it over to the kitchen sink. “I’m just saying that no one cares that you’re gay. You like girls, so what? You're exactly the same person you were before. So no big deal, unless you get, like, a supermodel for a girlfriend, but even then it will only be interesting because there aren’t a lot of supermodels around here.” She rinsed off her plate and placed it in the dishwasher.

As she walked away, I tried to come up with something to say, but nothing was coming out. Deciding that the conversation had gone about as well as could be expected, I told Max to put his own plate in the dishwasher and then proceeded to clean up breakfast. 

Max and Ellie were self-sufficient enough not to need that much supervision, but I still checked that they weren’t looking at websites they weren’t supposed to and weren’t eating too much junk food. Ellie was mostly on her phone, and a couple of times I casually strolled behind her to make sure she wasn’t sexting or being lured to a rendezvous by an online predator. Each time, she was playing some innocuous Internet game, which was a relief. 

Max was alternating between his video games and a building project he was working on with Legos. One entire side of his room had been cleared out, and he was constructing a perimeter of some larger structure. He wouldn’t give me a straight answer when I asked him what he had planned, and when I asked Ellie, she said that he hadn’t told anyone what he was doing. All they knew was that it was going to be big and that he had been planning it for a long time. Every birthday and Christmas, the only things he asked for were Legos. He had over a dozen boxes of different sets, which he was cannibalizing for his project. 

“Mom and Dad are hoping he’s not planning anything that will blow up, and I’m pretty sure it’s going to end up being something super nerdy, like a giant wizard or something. You want to throw in any guesses about what it might be?” she asked as we sat on the back deck. Max stayed in his room, having declined my invitation to join us when Ellie and I had decided to sit outside.

I thought about it for a few seconds. “I’m going to say a truck. No, wait, I’ll change that to spaceship. He still likes spaceships, doesn’t he?” I asked. Before trucks and spaceships had been rocks and animals. Every time I came over, it seemed that Max was fascinated by a new topic. He would bury himself in the subject, asking for help finding websites and books for weeks, and then one day it would pass and he would be on to the next thing. 

“No, he was done with spaceships last week. Now he’s all about the ocean. My dad was planning on taking him to the aquarium this weekend, but then they found something wrong with his heart when he went to the doctor on Thursday. That’s why he had to go in for emergency surgery.” Her eyes slipped away from me and looked out at the backyard.

So that was why Mr. Jessup was in the hospital. “I’m sure he’ll be fine, Ellie. It’s actually good that they found whatever was wrong early. It’s easier to fix these things before anything bad happens.” I could only imagine what it would feel like if my dad were in the hospital for major surgery. Both kids looked to be holding up fine, but I did notice that neither was as talkative as normal. 

Ellie didn’t respond, only continued staring. I was distracted when my phone buzzed with a new text message. When I saw that it was from Kate, I sat up straighter in my chair and hurriedly opened the message. I was half hoping that she was canceling today, but instead she asked if she could come over early. I texted back that she could and then quickly received a response. She would be over in ten minutes. 

I stayed frozen in my chair until Ellie asked, “Who was that?” 

“My friend Kate is coming over earlier than originally planned. She’s on her way. Do you want some lunch? Let’s go ask Max if he’s hungry.” I needed a task to occupy myself with until she got here or I’d worry myself into an ulcer.

Ellie got this shrewd look on her face. “Oh,” she drew out. “It’s your friend. Who is not your girlfriend. But do you want her to be your girlfriend?” she asked with a raised eyebrow. That was a look I would have expected from Marie, not the thirteen-year-old girl sitting next to me. 

“Let’s go get lunch,” I attempted to repeat, but my voice had suddenly gotten very high, and I wasn’t sure she understood what I had just said. 

“I’m not hungry. Do you like this girl? You can tell me, I can totally keep a secret,” she encouraged. Then her face truly brightened for the first time that day. “I can help you!” she exclaimed excitedly. “I’ll mention what a great babysitter you are and how nice you are, you know, stuff like that. And how you’re looking for a girlfriend, and then I’ll tell her your type, which will be a description of her. It’ll totally work, I saw it on a show once,” she promised.

Oh geez, now a kid was trying to be my wingwoman. Why were all the people in my life trying to play matchmaker? Did they all really think I was that clueless and hopeless on my own?

“Thanks, but I don’t think I’ll need help,” I said quickly, trying to derail Ellie’s current line of thought. “She’s just coming over to hang out, that’s it. Please, please don’t do any of that,” I begged. 

“But you like her, don’t you?” Ellie pressed. 

Before I could answer, I heard Max at the door that led out to the deck. “Who does Haley like?” he said loudly. “Is it that girl who’s coming over? I knew it!” he shouted with glee.

At that moment, the doorbell rang. 

I was really hoping that it was not Kate at the door, but I had a feeling my luck wasn’t that good. By the way the two kids had frozen when they heard the sound of the doorbell, I figured they had the same thought. The three of us stared at each other until Max broke his gaze away and disappeared back into the house. I quickly followed, Ellie behind me, because if it wasn’t Kate at the door, I didn’t want him talking to strangers. And if it was Kate, I definitely did not want him talking to her. 

He ran fast with those short legs of his. The front door was already opened when I reached the entranceway. Just as I had predicted, Kate was on the other side of the opening. She moved her gaze from Max to me when I came into her view. She went from looking politely interested in whatever Max had been saying to excited at the sight of me. Or I was reading way too much into a friendly look.

I put my hand on the edge of the door just above Max’s head to open it wider. He turned to me when he felt the door move seemingly on its own.

“Your friend is here,” he said unnecessarily. 

“Yes, I see that,” I responded not unkindly. “Thanks for getting the door, Max, but I think I can handle it from here,” I said, subtly trying to get him away from the doorway. I guess subtle didn’t work on him, though, because he didn’t move. Grabbing the back of his shirt, I gently pulled him backward into the house until he was behind me. 

I smiled at Kate. “Hi,” I said, sort of dopily. It was just so great to see her again. I had not realized I’d missed her until she was standing in front of me again. 

She smiled almost impossibly wider. “Hi,” she almost giggled back. “I’m glad I got the right house. I mean, it wasn't too hard, your house is just down the street, but I got a little nervous when I heard some shouting as I was walking up. Was that you guys?” she asked, concern on her face. 

Before I could think of a plausible answer, Ellie came to my rescue.

“That was my brother,” she said as she smoothly stepped into the doorframe. “He can be a loud idiot sometimes.”

Max yelled out a disgruntled “Hey!” that everyone else ignored.

“I’m Ellie, and that was Max,” she said as she held out her hand for Kate to shake. Wow, the Jessups had taught at least one of their kids good manners. 

“Hi, I’m Kate,” she responded as she shook Ellie’s hand. I belatedly stepped to the side.

“Sorry, come in,” I said. As Kate walked through the doorway, she passed Ellie, who gave me a thumbs-up behind Kate’s back. I gave Ellie a sideways glare, but Kate must have seen it because she gave me a confused look. I tried to play it off as an itch near my eye, but I didn’t think she believed it.

Max came running past us, not satisfied with the lack of attention he was getting. He slid to a standstill and was almost bouncing with the excitement of a new person around. Poor Kate had no idea what was coming.

“Kate, how long have you known Haley? She’s been babysitting us since I was little. She lives three houses away that way”—he pointed in the opposite direction of where my house was—“and she has a sister and her best friend is Marie and Marie has a brother named Bob and—”

“Max!” I interrupted before he described to Kate every person he knew. “Why don’t you give Kate a tour of the house?” I suggested, knowing that if he had a task to complete, he would be less likely to blurt out something that would embarrass me.

It worked. Kate and I followed Max as he led us through each room of the house, describing what each room was used for and seemingly every piece of furniture located within. When we got to the kitchen, while Max was narrating the contents of each drawer and cabinet, I whispered an apology to Kate about suggesting the tour. It was probably not what she had expected when she’d agreed to come over today.

“That’s okay,” she whispered back. “He’s very cute, and I don’t mind. How long have you babysat him and his sister?” she asked as Max described how the water dispenser on the refrigerator worked.

“A little over four years. Their parents needed someone to watch the kids after school for a couple hours until their dad came home from work, and they knew my family from the neighborhood. It’s been pretty good timing. When I go to college next year, Ellie should be old enough to stay by herself with Max. So they won’t need me anymore anyway,” I explained.

Max announced, “Let’s go to my room next. It’s upstairs,” and we dutifully followed him. The tour continued this way for about twenty minutes until we were back in the front hallway. Ellie had stayed in the living room, watching television, while the rest of us had been traipsing through the house. We joined her, and that was when I got nervous. It turned out to be for good reason.

“So, Kate,” Ellie started with false nonchalance, “did you know that Haley likes girls?” I had to give her credit for being straightforward, but I still wanted to crawl into a hole and bury myself for years and years. Kate didn't give any outward sign that she was surprised by the question, but she surprised me with her response.

“Yes, and I also know she's single.” I was even more surprised when she looked away from Ellie and said, while staring at me, “And she knows that I'm single too.”

Was she sending me a message? As she turned back to Ellie and they started talking about movies, I furiously analyzed what Kate had said. She could have just been confirming that I remembered our previous conversation in my room (as if I would ever forget it), but I knew immediately that I was stretching. Or trying to talk myself out of believing something good. If she was sending me a message, then I was reading it loud and clear for once. Now I just had to figure out how to act on it.

I tuned back into the conversation as they were talking about a new movie that had come out yesterday.

“We were supposed to see it yesterday,” Ellie said, “but then all the stuff with my dad happened and my mom said that we have to watch it another weekend.”

Kate was sympathetic. “I'm really sorry that your dad is in the hospital. Haley told me when we were making our plans for today. I'm sure he's going to be fine and home soon.” 

Ellie mumbled a quick “Thanks” in that awkward way people did when they didn’t know what else to say and wanted to change the topic. Kate must have picked up on it, because she immediately switched the conversation. 

“I was going to see that movie tomorrow, but my best friend backed out at the last minute,” she said, obviously disappointed. “I already bought the tickets, so I have to find someone else to go with now,” she continued.

Ellie perked up. “Haley isn't doing anything tomorrow, are you, Haley? You can go with Kate,” she said as if it was the ideal solution to Kate's problem. 

I gave her a quick glare to let her know her meddling was not appreciated, and she returned it with an innocent smile.

“That sounds great,” Kate exclaimed. “If you're not doing anything, I would love it if you came with me. If you don't want to see this movie, we can try to see something else,” she added. 

Before I could think about it, I heard myself saying, “No, that's fine, I've actually been wanting to see that movie. I read that the dust storm scene looks really good on the big screen, and I don't have any plans for tomorrow. Like Ellie mentioned,” I added pointedly.

We agreed to meet at my house tomorrow before the movie and drive to the theater together. Max began complaining that he was hungry, and since it was lunchtime, I told the kids I would make them sandwiches and snacks. Kate immediately offered to help, so we both went to the kitchen, leaving the kids in the living room. It was the first time we had been by ourselves since she’d arrived. 

I got the bread, meats, and cheeses from the refrigerator while Kate went to the pantry to check on which snacks were in stock. She came back out with bags of pretzels, chips, and cookies. 

“Are these okay for them?” she asked as she set the bags down on the counter. 

“Yeah, we’ll just add some carrots and apple slices from the fridge, and they should be good. Mrs. Jessup is pretty cool when it comes to feeding the kids. I’ve been doing this long enough that she knows I’m not going to give them a tub of ice cream and two spoons and leave them at it,” I said with smile. 

Kate laughed and said, “I don’t think I want to be here if Max is full of sugar. I’ve seen my little cousins on a sugar rush, and it wasn’t pretty. You don’t even have the luxury of giving them back to their parents if they get extra crazy. How long do you have to stay with them today?” she asked as she began putting a little of each snack on the kids’ plates. 

I went back to the refrigerator for the vegetables and fruits. Over my shoulder, I said to her, “Their grandmother is flying in at around seven tonight.” I came back to the counter and said in a lower voice so the kids couldn’t overhear, “I think it’s pretty serious, with their dad in the hospital. The doctors found something with his heart, and they rushed him into surgery. He’s probably going to be in the hospital for a while if they have a relative flying in to stay and watch the kids.”

Kate’s eyebrows furrowed in distress. “That’s awful. The kids are still so young. Is their dad a young guy?” she asked.

I nodded. “He can’t be more than forty. At least they caught it early.”

There was silence for the next seconds before Kate blurted out, “We’re going on a date tomorrow, aren’t we? Because I’m under the impression that this is a date, and I didn’t want you to think it was more of a friend thing, but if you do want it to be just a friendly hangout, then that’s cool too, I just wanted us to be on the same page. It would be embarrassing if we each thought it was one thing but the other thought it was something else and wires were crossed and stuff happened that would not be good,” she ended limply. 

I saw her face scrunch up as if she regretted everything that she had just said. I couldn’t help smiling at her rambling. It was adorable. She was adorable. 

My smile melted away when I thought about what she had just asked me. Here was the clear-cut sign I had been looking for, so it was easy for me to agree with her. Even though my heart was beating furiously.

“Yes, a date tomorrow is good. I mean tomorrow being a date is fine. Me and you on a date at the movies sounds super,” I said, and now it was my turn to cringe. I wouldn’t blame her if she canceled right then and there after that word jumble I just spat out. 

But she was nodding in affirmation. “Okay, great! It’s a date, then.” She continued nodding for a few more seconds until she abruptly stopped, as if she had just realized what she was doing.

Now it was my turn to blurt something out. “So you like girls?” But before she could answer, Max and Ellie came into the kitchen looking for lunch. I silently cursed their timing. So close, but still so clueless.

I turned from Kate and set the kids up at the kitchen table with their lunches. The doubts started to creep in. Should I have asked her that question? Did I have the right? Jenny had mentioned that Kate may be bisexual, but I got the impression that she wasn’t 100 percent sure. If her own best friend didn’t know, then why should I?

I lingered at the table, asking the kids if they needed anything else. I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear Kate’s answer. If she said she was straight but wanted to try dating a girl for fun, I would have to end whatever we had before it even started. I liked her, but I had to protect myself first. 

After getting the kids some juice, I couldn’t put things off any longer. Kate was waiting at the kitchen counter where I had left her, and I took up my previous position. I was fiddling with cleaning up the counter when she put a hand on my shoulder to get my attention. I looked up to her solemn face. She leaned in close to my ear and whispered so I was the only one who could hear. 

“I’ve liked boys before, and I’ve liked girls before. And right now I like you,” she said to me. When she pulled back, she looked at me nervously, trying to gauge my reaction. 

“I like you too,” I said honestly. She smiled, and I couldn’t help but smile back. 

“No duh,” Max said from the table. “You guys are all lovey-dovey; of course you like her.” I guess I had been a little louder than I’d thought, but I didn’t care. Kate and I liked each other, and we were going out on a date.

Awesome.



Chapter 11

After lunch, Kate and I just hung out with the kids until she had to go. I walked her to her car, and even though I knew the kids were looking, I felt brave enough to lean in and give her a good-bye kiss on the cheek. She responded by pulling me in for a tight hug and telling me that she couldn't wait for our date the next day. 

After she’d driven off in her car, I walked back to see both Max and Ellie standing in the open front doorway, grinning like maniacs. 

“You owe us for setting you up on a date,” Ellie crowed. 

Max jumped in. “Yeah, like a hundred bags of candy!” 

“No way,” I argued, but I was already planning some gifts as thanks. Because honestly, their meddling probably had helped in the end. 

When I got home after the kids’ grandmother arrived, I was glad that my parents' cars were gone and Eddy was holed up in her room. I was able to call Marie, who had spent the day shopping with her mom, and had arrived home exhausted a few minutes before I called. I gave her all the updates about what had happened. At the point where I mentioned Kate’s suggestion that we go out to the movies together, she squealed, and when I told her that Kate had admitted to liking me, she screamed so loud that I heard her mother come in and ask what was the matter. 

“I told you so,” she said with relish. “You should always listen to me; I am a sage. Just let me run your life. I'd do a much better job at it than you.”

“Yes, okay, you're smarter than me. Let's get to the important stuff. What am I going to wear for my first official date with Kate?” The smile on my face must have translated over the phone, because Marie quit her teasing. We talked about what I should wear for the date, and where we should sit in the movie theater, and if I should try to put my arm around her while we watched the movie. I reminded Marie that I wasn't going out on a date in a 1950s movie.

But I did feel more comfortable after talking to Marie. She had such a way of instilling confidence in people that I seriously suggested to her that she become some sort of counselor in the future. Or one of those people who warmed up the crowd at a basketball game. She joked that her college dilemma could be solved by going the second route, since she didn't think a college degree was needed for that particular job.

“Have you gotten anywhere with figuring out about taking the money offered by your father?” I asked, since she’d brought it up. 

I heard over the phone as she took a deep breath. “Yeah, I think I'm going to take the money. It would make too much of a difference for my mom. One less thing for her to worry about.”

“That's a good reason,” I reassured. 

“Yeah,” she responded absentmindedly. She changed the subject by asking if I was going to make out with Kate in the movie theater. I gave her the reaction she was looking for by sputtering some denials and telling her she was ridiculous. 

After a few more minutes on the phone with Marie, we said our good-byes, and then I went to bed. I was too tired to think anymore. I was glad that I had talked to Marie, because otherwise I would have spent the night making myself crazy over the fact I had a date with Kate. 

The next morning, everyone else in the house was downstairs by the time I made my way out of my room. I was a little surprised, since it was still early for a Sunday morning. We were not a particularly religious family, so church wasn't a regular event. 

“Good morning,” I said to the room at large as I entered the kitchen. My parents were drinking coffee at the kitchen island while Eddy was at the computer on the dining room table. 

My dad was the first to answer. “Good morning. How was babysitting yesterday?” he asked. 

“It was fine,” I said as I prepared myself a bowl of cereal. I wasn’t quite ready yet to share with them everything that had happened yesterday. But then my sister spoke up. 

“I heard you had someone over at the Jessups’ yesterday,” she announced. My parents both looked up at me quizzically.

“I didn't know Marie was meeting you over there,” my mom said.

“It wasn't Marie, was it, Haley?” my sister continued, baiting me. It worked. I bit.

“Shut up, Edwina,” I told her through gritted teeth. 

“It was Kate,” she said to our parents. “You know, Kate, who came over for dinner, where we all saw Haley totally fail at flirting and be totally oblivious to Kate trying to get her attention. And when we all tried to help her take her head out of her butt and just ask the girl out, she got angry and sulky.” 

She could be such an ass. 

“But it turned out all she needed was a couple of kids to do her work for her, because she has a date with Kate today,” Eddy continued. I couldn’t say anything. She may have been technically correct, but she didn’t need to say it in such a patronizing way. I guess she was still mad about my rejecting her so-called help from before. Or more likely she wanted everyone to know she’d been right, because she could never deal well with being told she was wrong. 

“How do you know I’m going out with Kate?” I asked, bewildered. 

As she stood up from the computer, she said, “Ellie and I are Facebook friends,” and then left the kitchen. Now I knew why she had woken up so early and had been in the kitchen when I’d come downstairs. All part of her master plan to prove me wrong.

“Haley, do you have a date with Kate?” my mom asked excitedly. This was why I’d wanted to keep my date to myself for just a little longer. Eddy and her bruised ego had ruined that for me, and now I was bracing myself for the inquisition.

I tried to deflect. “Mom, Kate and I are just going to the movies later. It’s no big deal.” But she was having none of it. 

“Have you picked out what you’re going to wear? What movie are you going to see? Will Kate be stopping by here first?” she asked with rapid-fire precision. 

I sighed and gave up. I knew I’d never win with her anyway. “I’m just wearing some regular clothes, a shirt and jeans, nothing fancy. We’re going to see that new movie about the dust storm that destroys Las Vegas. And Kate is going to pick me up, so please don’t make a big deal about it,” I pleaded. “It’s just a movie.” But I could see by the gleam in her eyes that her excitement on my behalf was ratcheting up instead of lessening like I had hoped. 

I looked at my dad and begged him with my most pathetic expression to save me from any more questions. Luckily, he understood what I was trying to get across, because he jumped into the conversation.

“Daniela, leave the girl alone,” he said to my mom. “There’s no need to get yourself all worked up about it. She’s just meeting a friend for a movie. Isn’t that right, Haley?” he asked me innocently.

I hesitated just a fraction too long. 

“Wait, is it really a date?” he asked, surprised. I was a little insulted that he would be so surprised, but I got over it when I realized that I now had no one else on my side. I was going to have to fend them off on my own. 

“Listen,” I started, addressing both of them. “Okay, technically I am going on a date with Kate today”—both sets of eyes widened in glee, and I pressed forward a little louder, trying to preempt any more questions they had—“but it’s just a movie, and it’s a first date, and please don’t read too much into it. And, this part is very important,” I stressed. “Please, please don’t embarrass me by asking her questions or acting weird. Okay?” I finished, hoping that they would be cool about this.

They were not.

“Oh, honey,” my mom exclaimed. “It’s your first date! Of course it’s a big deal, and of course we’re excited for you.” She wrapped me up in a big hug. I hung there limply, not returning it, and then my dad joined us with a hug of his own. I stood there, sandwiched by my well-meaning parents and dreading the next few hours before Kate arrived. No way were not they going to make a big deal about this.

I was able to settle them down after all the hugging by again pleading with them not to go overboard with the fact that I had a date. They agreed, but it took a lot of convincing. I’d never known they would react this way to me finally dating. It was like I was giving them an early Christmas present. 

I had to wonder, though, if they would have reacted positively if I were straight and going on a date with a guy for the first time. Eddy had not been on a date yet either (she was too busy plotting her uprising and others' downfalls to worry about something as pedestrian as a love life), so I had no idea if their reaction would be the same. 

After the awkwardness of my date being revealed to my parents passed and I finished up my breakfast, I spent the next few hours thinking. It seemed that all I’d done these last few days was think. 

I was actually glad that my parents were so supportive of our date, because I knew that things could have gone very differently. Having your daughter announce that she was a lesbian and being okay with it was very different from having said daughter actually date another girl. One was theoretical, the other was real. I kept going back to a question I’d wanted to ask when I had first come out to them. I figured now was as good a time as any to finally get that answer.

I found my dad in the backyard, puttering around with a section of the perimeter fence that had been broken for a couple of years now. Every now and then my mom would say we should get someone out to fix it, my dad would insist he could fix it himself, he would mess with it a little, and in the end it would still be broken. I secretly thought it was his way getting out of chores. No, he could not go grocery shopping, because he had to work on the fence. 

Right now I could see that he was even more halfhearted than usual as he pretended to work on the fence. He had not even brought out any tools with him. 

“Hey, Dad,” I said when I was a few feet away. He turned, a guilty look on his face, then relaxed when he saw it was me. 

“Don’t worry, I won’t rat you out to Mom,” I reassured him. I walked over to him and we both looked at the fence together. A couple of the wooden boards had somehow broken away, leaving a hole big enough for a small animal to crawl through.

“Sorry about this morning, Haley,” he said as we were standing there. “I guess your mom and I got a little carried away. We didn’t mean to embarrass you, but we got so excited when we heard your news. We both thought Kate was great when she came by for dinner. We’re so happy for you, Haley,” he said sincerely. 

I appreciated his words and the confirmation that he and my mom supported me. So it was easier to ask my question. 

“Hey, Dad,” I started. When he looked up questioningly, I said, “Do you remember when I told you and Mom that I was gay?” When he nodded yes, I continued. “Why were you crying when I told you?”

The sight of him shedding tears on that day had stuck with me. It seemed to me that he had not cried in sadness or disappointment, but more like relief. But I wanted to know for sure what he had been thinking about at that moment.

He was silent for a few moments. Finally, he looked at me and said quietly, "Because I knew your life was now going to be a little harder, and parents don't want hardships for their kids." He slung his arm around my shoulders and brought me close into his side. He smelled like detergent and pine. “But you have to be true to yourself, and I am so proud of you for doing that. I—actually, your mom and I—just want you to be happy, Haley. That’s all we want.” He finished by bringing me in closer with a final squeeze.

I turned and wrapped both arms around his waist, and we stood there for a little bit, comforting each other. He stepped back and looked me in the eye.

“Is that an okay answer?” he asked. 

I nodded. “Thanks, Dad. I guess sometimes it's better to ask than wonder about some things.”

“You can always ask me anything you need to, Haley. Please always remember that. Your mother and I are always here for both our daughters. Even if one scares me a little,” he said with an exaggerated frightened face. “And hint: it’s not you.”

“You and me both.”

He smiled. “Let’s go back inside. I believe you have a date to get ready for.” 

Before I knew it, I was dressed and back downstairs, waiting for Kate to arrive. I had considered waiting in my room so that I could make a graceful descent down the stairs as she waited for me at the bottom. But then I’d pictured myself crumpled at her feet after I had tripped and fallen down the flight, which was more likely to happen in real life. I’d decided it was pretty lame to try to recreate the classic movie scene of the girl walking down the steps to her date. I almost slapped myself for my momentary descent into unneeded sentimentality.

So now I was pacing the house, my nerves on edge. I sat on the living room couch, biting my nails. Then I stood and walked to the kitchen. I looked around aimlessly and then walked out to the deck. But I hadn’t been there for thirty seconds before I was getting back up again and going back to the kitchen, looking for something to eat and then closing the fridge without even searching. Even though I told myself that it was only a stupid movie, I couldn't help but feel anxious. None of my family members were around, so I guessed that my parents had told Eddy not to bother me before my date. I was so desperate for a distraction that I sort of wished Eddy were around to at least keep my mind off Kate.

Marie had sent me a text wishing me luck on my date. There were a lot more emojis and smileys involved, but her excitement for me came through clearly. She also told me to call her as soon as I got back home, but that she understood if I somehow got too busy. The three winking smileys conveyed her innuendo pretty well also. I sent her back a quick thank you and continued with my waiting. 

As I was making my third circuit from the living room to the kitchen, the doorbell rang. With a final deep breath, I went to the door and opened it. 

Kate was dressed just as casually as I was. A tiny little bit of my tension lessened. I had feared that she would dress up, which was stupid of me since we were just going to the movies on a Sunday afternoon. 

“Hi,” she said somewhat shyly. She was fiddling with her fingers. Seeing her nervous made me feel less so, so it was easy for me to smile and respond with my own greeting.

“Hi, Kate. Ready to go?” I asked, wanting to be on our way before my parents decided to jump out from wherever they were hiding to smother Kate with questions and goofy smiles. 

“Are your parents around?” she responded. “I just wanted to say hi to them if they were here,” she explained. I had the urge to tell her that she didn’t have to try to impress my parents because they already thought she was awesome. 

Instead, I said, “Sorry, they're around here somewhere, but I haven't seen them for some time. But I can tell them that you said hi if they’re still not around when we get back.” Although I wasn’t sure having her within speaking range of my parents after our date was a good idea. If I thought pre-date conversation could be embarrassing, a post-date meeting with questions about how everything had gone could turn disastrous. And maybe I was being paranoid and overly cautious, but since this was the first time I had been on a date, I honestly had no idea how my parents would act. Better to be safe than mortified. 

I grabbed my bag and followed Kate to her car. It was an older car, probably a hand-me-down from her parents. I was a little surprised when she moved to the passenger door and opened it for me. 

“You get the full service when you ride with me,” she joked, and then immediately followed it with a wince. I couldn't help but laugh a little. It was a pretty corny attempt. 

To make her feel better, I cracked out my own corny attempt at humor. “Then I'll just have to ride with you more often,” I said. After she had closed the door, I realized how what we were saying could be construed in a dirty way. That was definitely not how I wanted to start our date.

Once Kate got in the car and started it, we sat for a few minutes. “So the movie starts in about forty-five minutes,” she said. “It will take us about twenty to get to the theater. Is there anywhere you'd like to go before? Are you hungry? We can stop and get something quick if you like,” she said eagerly.

“I could go for some ice cream,” I said, “if you're up for it. The ice cream parlor by the theater is pretty good, and we can make sure we're not late for the movie by staying close by.” 

Kate liked my idea, and we were off. We drove in silence for a couple of minutes. She was holding the steering wheel with both hands clenched tight at two and ten. 

“So how was the rest of babysitting after I left yesterday?” she finally asked, not taking her eyes off the road. I wondered if she was always such a careful driver, or if today was an exception.

“It was fine,” I said. “The kids’ grandmother came soon after you left.” I was quiet for a minute, not wanting to intrude. But then I decided I was just going to have to get over it. It was going to be a long night if I kept second-guessing myself about everything I said. “Did you do anything fun last night?” I asked. 

“Jenny came by and we hung out a little,” she said. “I believe you know Jenny Jeffries?” By the trepidation in her voice, I understood that she knew exactly what type of relationship Jenny and I had. But if I knew one thing, it was that I couldn't say anything bad about Kate's best friend, no matter how horrible she'd been to me. I would probably never talk to anyone again if they ever said anything bad about Marie. But I wouldn't sugarcoat it, either. 

“I know Jenny. She probably wishes she didn't know me, but there's nothing I can do about that,” I said honestly. 

Kate shoulders slumped. “Yeah, I've tried telling her that you're awesome and that you guys would probably be good friends, but she doesn't listen. It's like she has this blind spot about you that's filled with this weird stubborn dislike. Usually she's pretty chill with people, but for some reason she hates you,” she said honestly. 

When we reached a red light, she glanced over at me. “That doesn't mean I won't go out with you, though. She's my best friend, so I can call her out when she's being a jerk face. And trust me, I've done that a lot of times.”

The light turned green, and as we continued driving, I said, “Thanks. I don't want to come between you guys, so I'm glad you know Jenny and I probably won't be braiding each other’s hair anytime soon. But you never know, weirder things have happened,” I added halfheartedly. I still thought the only reason Jenny Jeffries would be touching my hair would be to pull it or try and strangle me with it.

Kate let out a little laugh. I almost fainted with how adorable it was. “Is that how you measure female friendship? How last century of you,” she teased. 

“Well, I only churn butter and milk the cows with my very best friends. I braid the hair of people I only tolerate,” I shot back. When she laughed again, I felt this swell of pride within me. If I could make her laugh for the rest of my life, I would consider it time well spent.

“Are there any other early twentieth-century practices that you reserve for only those closest to you? How long do we have to know each other before we can take a carriage ride together?” she continued. 

“That’s a tricky one. Carriage rides can be horribly improper if there isn’t a chaperone along. We wouldn’t want people to think we were of loose morals, now would we?” I said in a pompously serious tone.

“No, we wouldn’t want that,” she responded just as seriously. By this time, we had gotten to the shopping center where both the movie theater and the ice cream parlor were located. Kate parked in a spot about halfway between the two. 

As I was taking off my seatbelt, I felt her hand touch my shoulder. When I looked up at her, she said, “But I hear women of loose morals have more fun.” A wink, and then she was opening her door and was out of the car. I stayed frozen for a couple of seconds in mild shock. She was going to give me a heart attack by the end of our date if she was going to be saying stuff like that. But that just meant I had to toughen up. With that thought, I got out of the car and we went to get our ice cream.



Chapter 12

“Since you got the movie tickets, I'll get the ice cream,” I told Kate as soon as we entered the ice cream parlor. It was a local chain and was known for having super creamy ice cream and a large variety of toppings. If you were a kid who had grown up in the area, you had definitely begged your parents at least once to take you to Mama and Joe’s Ice Cream. Rumor had it that there had never actually been a ‘Mama,’ but that the original owner, whose name had not been Joe, had thought it made the store sound more wholesome with it in the title. The ‘Joe’ was tacked on for a more blue collar feeling. So basically our little local ice cream parlor was totally fake, but it still had delicious ice cream, so nobody really cared. I’d always felt that it represented current American culture perfectly. 

It was not the same place where I’d worked and had had my first kiss with a girl. Things had been too weird after Sarah kissed me, so I had quit and hadn't been back to that ice cream parlor since. There was no way I could take Kate there, or any other girl, for that matter. Mama's had better ice cream anyway.

She argued, but I got my way in the end. We got to the counter and put our orders in, and after I paid, we got a small table against one of the back walls. The ice cream was good, and I tried not to eat too fast, to avoid getting a brain freeze. Also, I didn't want to come across as a pig in front of Kate. I'd been known to spill food now and again, so I tried extra hard to avoid that. 

“Are you ready for the exam next week?” I asked in between bites. Kate seemed to be enjoying her food, if the speed at which she was eating was any indication. 

After swallowing a spoonful, she said, “There are still a few more concepts I'm having trouble remembering, but I think with a few more study hours I'll be ready. It really helped that we went over some of the more complicated concepts at our study session. Thanks again for taking the time to help me with that.” 

I brushed off her thanks. “It wasn’t a problem. History is one of the classes that I actually like. I don’t know if I study more because I like it, or if I like it because I understand it better than my other classes.” I shrugged. “Either way, it helps with my grade.”

After another bite of my ice cream, I asked Kate, “What’s your favorite class? Or at least the one you hate the least,” I joked. 

She immediately answered. “Definitely physics. I like all of the science classes I’ve taken so far in school, but physics is my favorite. The theoretical ideas and the practical applications are all so interesting. I know it’ll be hard, but I’m seriously thinking of majoring in it in college,” she revealed excitedly. 

I felt myself melting. Not only was she gorgeous and nice and willing to go out with me, but she was smart, too. I considered anybody who liked math or science to be smart, because whoever actually liked those subjects had to have major brainpower to understand what to me was basically an alien language.

“That’s impressive,” I said sincerely. “Your parents must be really proud of you. I think mine would dance for joy if I told them I’d picked my major already, never mind choosing something useful like physics. I see in my future a general humanities degree, and then the next forty years of my life spent in an office processing paperwork for some huge corporation,” I told her with a shrug. “I’ve come to the realization that no big, exciting career awaits me. I’m sort of complacent about my future role as a cog in the machine of the greater international economy.”

“Hey, you sound like you’ve already given up and you’re not even out of high school yet,” she admonished. “What are your dreams, your secret goals? You like history, why not try something with that? I could definitely see you as a professor,” she encouraged.

“Wow, you can take the girl out of cheerleading, but you can’t take the cheerleading out of the girl,” I said flippantly. By the look on her face, I could tell she wasn’t amused. “I’ll think about it,” I capitulated, not wanting to rock the boat too badly on our first date. Otherwise there wouldn’t be a second one, which I was looking forward to. This early into date one, I knew I wanted there to be a date two.

“Good. So what are your dreams?” she asked. I was taken aback by the question. Here I was worrying about prying too much into her life, and she was cutting right through the niceties and getting to the chewy center of my innermost thoughts.

“I don’t know, honestly. I have those that most other people have—visit faraway countries, buy a nice house, get a high-paying job that will pay for the first two, and settle down eventually. Nothing too crazy.” I shrugged. “I went through my doctor/lawyer/firefighter/astronaut phases when I was little, but at this point, none of them really appeal to me. Especially astronaut. I went on one of those simulators at the museum once and felt dizzy and nauseous for the rest of the day.” I shuddered just thinking about that experience.

“Okay, astronaut is off the list, then.” She drew an invisible line through the air. “But you do have dreams, and you can turn those into goals, and goals were made to be achieved. You just have to work hard and never give up. I know you can do anything, Haley,” she said, taking my hand and giving it a squeeze. It felt nice holding her hand, but her words made me feel even better. Hearing someone put that much faith in your abilities was a rush. I wanted to do something big and great so that I could prove her right. 

We finished our ice creams (or, more accurately, I saw that Kate had finished hers, took a couple more spoonfuls, and declared myself done) and walked over to the movie theater. Since we already had our tickets, we went straight to the concession stand. 

I insisted on buying something, and Kate grudgingly agreed to share a popcorn with me in addition to a couple of sodas. Even though we had just had ice cream, I had a feeling Kate might still be hungry. She probably burned through lots of calories with all the physical activity she did. 

Doing my best not to drop anything, I walked with Kate to our theater. We were about fifteen minutes early, but it was a new movie, so the theater was already half full.

“Where do you like to sit?” Kate asked me in a whisper. Looking around, I noticed two seats next to each other about three quarters of the way up. I pointed them out to her, and she agreed to sit there.

Once we were settled in our seats and snacking on our food and drinks, she leaned closer to me and whispered again, “Good choice. I was worried you were one of those people who liked to sit in the front row. Although I would have suffered through two hours of a sore neck for you, so keep that in mind for the future.”

My breath caught when she mentioned the future. That second date was looking like a sure thing now. But there was still time for me to screw things up if I wasn’t careful.

I whispered back, “Do I look like a crazy person to you? The only time I’ve sat in the front was when I showed up to a movie after it had started and those were the only seats left. I have vowed never to let that happen again.”

“And I assume you’ve kept your vow?” she asked.

“Definitely. Once I’ve made a vow, I keep it for life,” I assured her.

“Then you’ll make some girl very lucky in the future,” she said before leaning away from me and properly back into her seat. I sat looking at her profile for a few extra seconds before I turned away. 

When our fingers touched as we went for the popcorn bag at the same time, I was proud that I didn’t get flustered. I was making progress. It was amazing that I felt as comfortable with Kate as I did, since we’d spent a relatively short amount of time together. 

As the lights went down, I remembered to pull out my phone and silence it. I saw Kate do the same, and just as the previews were starting, a few more groups of people trickled in. Some stayed below us while others went up to the seats at the top. 

The movie was pretty good. A few people kept on whispering, but the sound effects were so loud that they drowned everything else out. At a few of the cheesier parts, which these big action movies always added in to make those few minutes between explosions try and seem interesting, Kate and I shared an eye roll or a disbelieving look. 

In the end, the hero got the girl and saved the dog, while the thousands of deaths that had to have happened amid all the buildings being destroyed went unmentioned. So basically your standard Hollywood movie ending. 

As we waited for people to file down the aisles, Kate and I agreed that the special effects were great, the story was less than mediocre, and the acting was absolutely horrible. We sat there so long discussing the movie that the credits had finished running and the lights were back on. As we got up to leave, I happened to glance at the back rows and did a double take. Sitting side by side and making a pathetic attempt to hide behind some soda cups were our respective best friends.

“Not cool!” I shouted the first thing that popped into my head as I pointed accusingly at them. Kate turned around at my exclamation and gasped. She stood with her hands on her hips and shook her head in disgust.

I moved to the aisle and marched up to where Marie and Jenny were sitting. Kate was right behind me. We stood at the end of the aisle and waited for them to explain themselves. 

After some silence and avoidance of our gazes on their part, Kate got fed up with waiting. “What a coincidence that you two are at the movies together. I didn’t know you were friends. What a great surprise,” she said sarcastically. “And, Jenny”—Jenny seemed to shrink further into her seat—“I thought you couldn’t make it today. At least, that’s what you told me when you canceled after I bought the tickets.”

“You know, things change,” Jenny responded weakly. Marie was staring determinedly down at her soda cup. If we were going to get answers, that was where they would come from. The girl who couldn’t lie.

“Marie,” I said quietly. Her head shot up and she looked at me. I looked back. Once I raised an eyebrow at her, she broke.

“Fine!” she relented. “I came here to see what you two were doing. I just wanted to take a peek and make sure everything was going okay. But then I ran into Jenny in the lobby, and I asked her what she was doing and she asked me what I was doing, and we started talking and ended up buying a couple of tickets and here we are,” she explained forlornly.

“Don’t you bring me down with you,” Jenny warned Marie. She looked at Kate. “I don’t know what she’s talking about. I came here looking for you! My thing got canceled and I wanted to surprise you. She followed me in here and sat down next to me for no reason.” She cupped her hand around her mouth. “Confidentially, I think she’s a little off,” she whispered, but we all still heard her.

“Hey!” Marie said, but Kate waved her away. 

“Don’t worry, I know she’s full of it.” She gave Jenny a glare. “Now please stop lying and tell me why you you canceled on me and then showed up here today,” she ordered. I had to admit, if only to myself, that it was pretty hot.

“Fine,” Jenny relented. “You kept on talking about how awesome you thought that one was”—here she pointed at me—“and you were nervous about visiting when she was babysitting, and honestly I still have no idea what you see in her, but never mind that. I thought that if I gave up my ticket, then you’d be smart enough to invite her, and then you could see how awful she is and never want to go out with her again, and then I would never have to listen to you say how great Haley is or how funny and smart she is for the rest of my life,” she concluded.

I looked at Kate. “You think I’m funny and smart?” I asked with a goofy grin. 

Kate quickly responded with, “Yes, but there’s more I want to know first.” It seemed like she hadn’t finished with her interrogation of Jenny yet. “And what about Marie? Did you two plan to spy on us together?” she asked.

“I said that already,” Marie interrupted. “We didn’t plan on it, but we both had the same idea of coming down here to see how you two were getting along. Really, you both should feel lucky to have such great best friends who care enough to go through all this trouble to make sure your date is going smoothly. It’s a compliment, really.” But I wasn’t having any of that.

“Uh huh. Well next time, both of you just stay at home like normal people and don’t go around snooping on other people’s dates. It’s rude and creepy,” I said sternly.

There was an “excuse me” from the front of the theater. The four of us looked down at a theater employee standing awkwardly in the aisle with a broom and dustpan.

“Sorry to interrupt, but I have to clean up before the next showing. So if you could just…” He trailed off as he gestured to the exit.

We trudged our way down the steps and out of the theater. In the lobby, we stood silently until Kate said, “Since you two are here, do you want to go get something to eat with us? If that’s okay with you, Haley?” she added hastily.

I was a bit bummed that Kate’s and my date had been hijacked, but looking at the two guilty faces of our best friends, I couldn’t stay mad.

“Sure, let’s go get a pizza. But you two are buying,” I warned the interlopers. They were smart and kept their mouths shut, though Jenny gave me a glare, which I was more than used to by now.

We all got along surprisingly well at dinner, as long as Jenny and I did not interact. Marie and Kate liked the same television shows with pretty people doing stupid things, and Jenny was actually funny when not trying to make my life miserable. The one time we talked, she called me an idiot, and I was ready to stab her with my plastic fork. Kate had to admonish us, and after that we just ignored each other.

The four of us parted in the parking lot. I reassured Marie that I wasn’t mad and that I would call her later. I heard Kate say something in a low voice to Jenny, which she followed up with a hug. Jenny looked relieved and grateful. We all said our good-byes, and then Kate and I walked to her car.

After we got in and Kate maneuvered us out of the parking lot and back on the road, she opened up about how she really felt about our unexpected companions.

“Can you believe those two? I mean, who does that, spy on someone else’s date? Why would they think that was an okay thing to do? I am so confused about their thought processes.” She glared through the windshield at the oncoming road.

“I don’t know what they were thinking,” I responded. “I’d like to say that Marie isn’t the type to do that sort of thing, but actually she is exactly that type. I’ve just never been on a date before, so I had nothing to base her reaction on.”

That got Kate’s attention. “You’ve never been on a date before?” she asked incredulously.

I immediately regretted letting that slip out. But rather than trying to backtrack and make up an excuse that would be transparent, I went with the truth. “No, I haven’t. It never came up in the past. I wasn’t out, and I didn’t want to date some boy just for appearances. There was this one girl, but it was a quick thing and we never actually went out,” I explained, hoping I had not revealed too much information. 

“Oh,” she responded. That was it. One word and then silence. It was not very encouraging.

Right when I was going to start apologizing (even though I wasn’t sure what I would be apologizing for), Kate spoke up. 

“That’s fine. That makes a lot of sense. I can see where you’re coming from,” she said. She continued after a slight pause. “I dated guys. You might have known that from seeing us around the school, but if you didn’t, I wanted to tell you. I’ve also been with a couple of girls.” She chanced a glance at me, and then her eyes widened. “Not all the way being with girls. More like the making out way. I haven’t been with anyone yet, male or female, in that way. I’m still a virgin,” she hurriedly announced. 

I had not been expecting the conversation to go in that direction. It appeared neither had she. 

“Oh my god, I can’t believe I just said that,” she said out loud to herself and, by extension, me and the universe at large.

At a loss for what to say, I mumbled out something that sounded like “Yeah, that’s cool,” which didn’t seem to be the right thing.

Kate suddenly swerved the car into the first parking lot on our right. It belonged to a big box store. She drove a bit too fast to a corner of the lot where there were no other cars and stopped. After putting the car into park, she turned to me with a bit of panic.

“I didn’t mean to say that,” she announced with a slashing motion of her arms. “It is way too early to be talking about those sort of things. We've had only one real date, and you’re great and awesome, but we haven’t even kissed yet, so we should definitely not be talking about more advanced things.”

I don’t know what prompted the next words to come out of my mouth. “You mean sex, right?” I asked with the absolute stupidest voice I had ever heard come out of a human, let alone myself. It was like the majority of my brain had turned off and the only sliver that was still working was dysfunctional. At least both of us were embarrassed now.

“I’m sorry,” I started at the same time she said, “You can call it that,” and that just made me more confused.

“What else would I call it?” Another A+ question from me. Would it be too distracting if I just kept my mouth taped shut for the rest of my life?

“Yes, I'm talking about”—she cleared her throat before continuing—“sex.” It was very obvious that Kate was uncomfortable talking about this particular subject. I tried to hurry the conversation along, though at this point I had no idea where it might have been heading in the first place.

“Listen, we don’t have to talk about this now. Like you said, we’ve only been on one date. And now we know each other’s romantic history, so we’re on the same page there. We can take things at whatever speed we both need,” I tried to reassure her. It seemed to work.

“Great,” she exhaled. Her shoulders dropped as if a weight had been lifted with my words. I liked the idea of taking her burdens from her. 

She looked so relieved, and her hair was a little messy from being loose all day, and she had a smudge on the side of her chin. She looked absolutely beautiful. With a surge of confidence that seemingly came out of nowhere, I was able to ask her the question I had never thought I would ask her in real life.

“Can I kiss you?” It came out a little needier than I’d intended, but it was out. She looked at me and just nodded.

And that was the how, where, and why of my first kiss with Kate.


Chapter 13

My new normal was actually really weird. As I sat at lunch, with Kate next to me and Marie across from me, I had a hard time reconciling how fast things had changed. Kate going from a crush to something more (too early to call her my girlfriend) in such a short time had my head reeling. What was tripping me up even more was the fourth member of our new lunch crew: Jenny Jeffries.

The girl who had belittled and provoked me for years, who’d turned out to be the lifelong friend of my dream girl, had unpacked a huge sub, a salad, a tub full of fruit, and one single chocolate pudding pack and plopped herself right next to Marie. She immediately joined in the conversation, and it was clear that I was the only one who objected to her sitting with us. Both Kate and Marie were laughing at whatever Jenny was saying while I sat bewildered.

“So we were on the treadmills, and when I sped up a notch, I saw Kate do the same thing. So of course I had to go up one more. After a few minutes, we were both sprinting at full speed because neither one of us would back down. Just as I thought I was going to face-plant because the machine was going so fast, I saw Kate's arms and legs flailing right before she managed to press the emergency stop button. I then pressed my button because I was laughing too hard. I will never forget the sight of her losing her balance on that machine and the way her arms just sort of went crazy,” Jenny said, moving her arms like wet noodles in imitation of Kate. Marie was laughing and Kate was cringing. 

“Not my best moment, I'll admit. But I can still outrun you when we're not on some stupid machine,” Kate defended, spearing some of her salad with her fork. 

“And I can still bench press two of you,” Jenny responded, flexing her admittedly muscular arms. Jenny's words over the years had been so cutting that the fact she was also pretty ripped had been a secondary concern of mine. It was like she’d been made in a lab to be the perfect bully. One whose biceps my best friend was playfully squeezing, much to my chagrin. 

While having Jenny sit with me at lunch was not doing much for my digestion, having Kate next to me was worth suffering through the bully's presence. And it was interesting to see this different side of Jenny. I had to admit to myself that she was funny and definitely knew how to tell a story well. Plus, she was totally ignoring me, which was a big plus from my perspective.

“Haley and Kate,” Marie said as she pointed to each of us in turn, “Jenny and I are going to the mall after school today. My brother has science club tonight, so I have a couple of hours of freedom before I have to pick him up. Interested in tagging along with us?” she asked. 

“I can't,” Kate replied before I had even thought about it. “Cheer practice after school. But you should totally go, Haley, and hang out with the girls.” 

I glanced at Jenny, and the look she was giving me did not communicate a desire to hang out with me. “I have homework tonight, so I have to pass too. Thanks for the invitation, though,” I told Marie, while very consciously keeping my eyes away from Jenny. She might have been cool with my friends, but years of animosity between us wouldn't disappear in a few days. 

As Marie and Jenny dug into their meals, I felt something brush against my knee. When I looked down, I saw Kate's hand resting there, her fingers lightly curled around my kneecap and her thumb brushing against the side. I immediately glanced around, afraid someone had seen this show of intimacy. Kate snatched her hand back, and I felt like an idiot. Kate started talking to Jenny about meeting up for a workout session soon, leaving me to stew in my own thoughts. 

An awesome, beautiful, intelligent girl wanted to show me affection, and all I could think about was if anyone had witnessed it. My nervousness around Kate had morphed from worrying about interacting with her to worrying about how others saw us interacting with each other. Even though everyone knew I was a lesbian, I still had hang-ups about being affectionate with another girl. Intellectually, that was ridiculous. But my emotions were currently overriding my brain. I had to get a handle on this before I did something stupid, which was a very real possibility for me.

Marie, in all her best friend glory, brought me out of my funk. 

“How did dinner with Kate's parents go last night?” she asked. “You never responded to any of my texts, so I've been dying with curiosity for hours,” she added with a dramatic flair.

Kate and I let out simultaneous groans.

My first meeting with Mr. and Mrs. Monroe had probably been one of the more embarrassing situations I had ever been in, which was saying a lot. They were perfectly nice people who, on the night I’d met them, had fallen into the category of “trying too hard.” 

Before I met them, Kate had explained to me that she had never brought a girl home to meet her parents before, because the two times she had been previously involved with a girl had been at cheerleading camp. After crushing my initial excitement at hearing this (“That happens at cheerleading camp? I thought that sort of stuff only happened in movies.” “What types of movies are you watching?”), she’d revealed that she had only come out to her parents after our first date, and while they had been supportive when they’d heard the news, they were not 100 percent comfortable yet.

That had worried me a little, but it was understandable. So when I had gone over to their house for dinner the week after our date at the movies, I’d been ready for some awkwardness, maybe even a little veiled (or not so veiled) hostility. What I had not been ready for was the virtual pride parade that had greeted me when I stepped through their front door. The first thing I’d seen was a huge rainbow flag draped over the railing of the upstairs landing, lightly fluttering from whatever breeze had been present in the house.

The second thing I’d seen was Kate standing underneath the flag, staring up at it with a look of mortification on her face. Trying to ignore the multicolored metaphorical cloud hanging over us, I’d thanked Kate’s parents for inviting me for dinner. I’d also seen for the first time since they had opened the door that they were wearing matching shirts with the words “I support my gay daughter” written prominently on the fronts. They each had had big smiles on their faces as they’d greeted me with hugs and exclamations of how happy they were to meet me.

As I had been led through the house to the dining room, I’d noticed smaller pride flags and the logo of the Human Rights Campaign sprinkled liberally throughout. Kate had apologized in a whisper, telling me that she had been up in her room most of the day and had no idea that her parents had redecorated in such a colorful way. I’d whispered back that it was fine, and I had meant it. I would’ve rather been awkwardly embraced than scorned as I had feared.

Kate’s parents, Mark and Julia, were both engineers, and freely admitted that they were more comfortable with numbers than people. But there was no doubt that they loved their daughter. I could tell by the looks on their faces when they talked about Kate or when Kate was saying something that she meant the world to them.

Kate had inherited the best physical features of both her parents so that their unassuming individual looks had come together to form a very pretty daughter. There had been a fond exasperation in the way Kate had talked with her parents, as if she had wanted to be mad at them for going overboard with the pride paraphernalia but could not quite muster up the needed emotion.

The high point (or low point, depending on your perspective) had been when we were all sitting around the table about halfway through dinner. The conversation had turned to our first date, despite Kate’s attempts to steer it to less personal matters, when Mr. Monroe had said with a laugh, “At least I don’t have to worry now about becoming a grandfather anytime soon!” Mrs. Monroe had scolded him with a sharp “Mark!” while Kate had chimed in with her own “Dad!” I had just smiled uneasily, at a loss for what else to do or say.

The rest of the night had gone much smoother, and I’d left feeling wholeheartedly, if a bit overenthusiastically, embraced by them.

“It went fine,” I vaguely said to Marie, not wanting to get into all the embarrassment from last night while at lunch. Or ever, really. Kate concurred, and before Marie could grill us on our nonanswers, the chime signaling the end of lunch went off. Thankful to escape an interrogation, I quickly gathered my things and got up to leave. After nodding halfheartedly at Marie's threat of calling me later, I awkwardly stood, facing Kate as the rest of the students filed out of the cafeteria.

“I'll text you later?” she said quietly as she fiddled with a strap on her backpack. 

“Yeah, I'll look forward to hearing from you,” I said, wincing as I realized too late how desperate that sounded. Trying to shrug off my mistake, I added, “Have a great time at practice today.”

Kate smiled and I melted. If she hadn't turned to leave after thanking me, she would have witnessed me slumping back down to the table in bliss. 

The next two weeks went by in a rainbow-hued flash. Eddy had won the race for student class representative, so she was even more insufferable than usual. Kate and I went on a few more dates, some more successful than others. My parents absolutely adored Kate, which didn’t seem like it would be a problem, but definitely was. They always wanted me to bring her over to the house so they could feed her, and my dad kept on asking if everything was going well with her, as if he were worried I would mess things up. It was a bit insulting. The worst was when my mom sat me down and started a sex talk. I covered my ears and immediately fled. Parents shouldn’t give sex talks anymore. We had the Internet for that now.

And I did not want to find out what my straight mom would say in her presumably lesbian sex talk. We’d had the traditional sex talk when I was eleven, right when I was beginning to realize that I maybe looked at girls the same way my friends looked at boys. I had not mentioned anything to my mom about not liking boys enough to let one do what she had been describing to me at the time. Instead, I’d sat there silently and tried to keep the growing disgust off my face, because even at that age I’d known that wasn't the “normal” reaction to the thought of having sex with boys.

Sex with girls, though, was entirely more appealing to me. 

It was confirmed one afternoon when Kate had come over to study. In contrast to our first study session, where the bed had been avoided at all costs, we were now lying on top of the bedspread, furiously dragging our mouths against each other. What had started out as an innocent make-out session as we sat on the edge of my bed—leisurely exploring each others’ mouths with our tongues and teeth, our fingers slowly caressing backs and shoulders and necks—had evolved into Kate pressing me into the pillows as my hands slid against the smooth skin of her lower back. They had somehow wandered under her shirt. My fingers and palms reveled in her warm skin, igniting my nerve endings. 

There was an urgency in our kisses and touches that had been hinted at but never before fully unleashed. Her mouth wandered from my lips to my cheek to my neck, alternating between sucks and bites that had me gasping. I tried to return the favor by nuzzling the spot right underneath her jaw that made her eyes flutter in pleasure. I hoped I was making her feel just as good as she was making me feel. 

Kate shifted over me so that more of her weight was resting against my chest. I liked it, so I pulled her closer, my hand drifting higher so that my fingertips brushed against the back of her bra. Just as I was wondering if I should slip my fingers under that strip of cloth so I could feel even more soft skin, Kate maneuvered her left leg between my thighs, and when she gently rocked into me, it felt so good I let out a whispered expletive. 

She pulled away from me slightly, and I immediately missed her warmth. “Are you okay?” she whispered, out of breath. 

“Yeah,” I responded in between gasps of my own, staring up at her swollen lips and tangled hair. I brought my hands to the sides of her face, and she gave my right palm a quick kiss before she slipped off of me and rested against my side on the bed. Instead of gentle blue eyes, I was now looking at the white of my bedroom ceiling. I took a deep breath in an effort to calm my pounding heart.

“Sorry about that,” she whispered into my shoulder. Her hands were tucked up underneath her chin, and when I looked down at her, all I could see was the top of her head.

“There's nothing to be sorry for,” I said, turning over onto my side and sliding down so that our faces were level. “That was great. Probably a bit too great, but nothing to apologize for.” I hoped the smile in my voice matched the one on my face. Just thinking about the last few minutes had me suppressing a shiver of pleasure.

Kate was still for a few seconds before she unfurled one of her arms and pulled me closer to her body. I, of course, willingly went. I was beginning to suspect I would go anywhere she led me.

“I got a little carried away,” she admitted when I was finally able to cajole her into meeting my eyes. With a little smile, she said mischievously, “But since I never hear you curse, I guess I did something right.”

Now it was my turn to hide my face. We giggled on the bed, lying next to each other and exchanging chaste kisses. We could not stop touching each other, whether it was me tucking a lock of loose hair behind Kate’s ear and taking the opportunity to ghost my fingers over her cheek, or Kate running her hand up and down my exposed side, investigating all the ridges and flats of my body. We talked some, but not much, mostly focusing on how cute we thought the other was. If I’d been an outsider looking at us, I would have been sickened by the sappiness we were displaying.

After some time, I stretched and rolled over onto my back. Kate sat up and looked down at me, a line forming over her furrowed eyebrows.

“Are you sure your parents are okay with us being in your room together. Alone?” she asked worriedly. This topic had come up before, and I reassured her just as I had previously.

“Stop worrying. They aren’t going to knock the door down and barge in here demanding that you stop corrupting their daughter.” I was pretty sure my parents knew we were not really studying up here, but I would rather not get into a discussion with them about what exactly we were doing. We were only making out, but as demonstrated, lately things had been getting more heated between Kate and me. I knew we should probably talk about that soon, but I pushed that thought to the side and focused instead on enjoying my time with the girl on my bed.

“I know that. It’s just sort of weird that your parents are so cool about us. I don’t know, I guess I expected a more parent-like reaction from them,” she said as she shrugged.

I gave her a disbelieving look. “Do you want them to act more like your parents did the first time I came over to your house?” I asked archly.

“Oh god no!” she exclaimed.

“I'd much rather not discuss either of our parental units,” I said.

She poked me in the side. “Yeah, don’t ever mention my parents whenever we are alone on a bed together.” We burst into fits of laughter. 

“Well you’re the one who brought up the subject of parents in the first place.” I was rewarded with her tongue stuck out at me. It was somewhat arousing.

After calling a truce, we lay side by side on my bed, staring at the ceiling and just enjoying each other’s presence. Kate broke the silence after a few minutes.

“So,” she started hesitantly, “prom is coming up in a couple of weeks.”

She left the statement hanging, and I wasn't sure what to say. I had of course been aware that prom was coming up—it was hard to ignore all the posters up at school, in addition to Marie dragging me to stores in the search of the “perfect dress.” She had been asked by a boy from one of her classes and was excited to be going to dinner and sharing a limo with a group from school.

Marie had actually brought up the prom last week. She’d asked if Kate and I were going and if we wanted to go with the group she had set up, or if we were doing something on our own. I told her truthfully that Kate and I had not talked about the prom and that we probably were not going.

Now that Kate was bringing it up, though, I was second-guessing the way I’d dismissed it with Marie. Did Kate want to go to prom? With me?

Kate was even more hesitant after my lack of response. “Have you thought about going? To prom? I know we haven't talked about it, but I thought it might be fun. Jenny told me Marie is going, and Jenny is planning a group thing with a couple other girls who don't have dates, so if we don't want go with them, we could do our own thing. If you want to go.”

That was something else that had happened over the past couple of weeks. Marie and Jenny Jeffries, my best friend and my worst enemy, were basically friends now. I had let my feelings of betrayal be known, but Marie had brushed them aside and pointed out that as long as I was going out with Kate, then Jenny, as Kate's best friend, was going to be around, so why shouldn't she be friends with her?

She ignored all of my very well-thought-out reasons why.

Kate paused for a few seconds before adding, “I'd like to go with you. It might be fun.”

That snapped me out of my stupor. “Oh. That's interesting. I didn't know you wanted to go.” The way her face fell after I said that had me hurriedly trying to fix the mistake I had made. “But that's okay! Just because we haven’t talked about it before doesn’t mean we can’t talk about it now. We can go to prom. You’re right, it could be fun.” I smiled, trying to show some enthusiasm. I didn’t think I was very successful, because she didn’t look any happier.

“No, I don’t want to make you do something you don’t want to,” Kate said. “I should have mentioned it earlier. But we only started dating, so I didn’t want to ask you too early, but it’s gotten closer to prom, and if we’re going to go, we would have to make plans, like getting dresses or whatever formal wear you’d want to wear, or if we wanted to do anything before or after, so I thought I should ask, so I did,” she ended with a shrug. 

“Hey, you aren’t making me do anything I don’t want to,” I said in what I hoped was a soothing voice as I moved forward to envelop her in my arms. I was being a jerk, and she was getting upset, and I really had to fix this. Like now. 

She was stiff at first, but then I felt her relax against me, and I relaxed as well. I had not realized how nervous I was at the possibility of Kate being mad or, most likely, disappointed with me. I wanted to be the person in her life who made her happy, not the person who let her down. I guess this was what being in a relationship was about: thinking of the other person first and compromising if it would make her happy. 

Because going to prom would definitely be a compromise. I honestly had little desire to get dressed up in a constricting, usually itchy dress and try to dance in a way that did not look like I was having a seizure. All done in front of gossiping classmates, though with graduation right around the corner, I thankfully would not have to deal with high school pettiness for much longer. 

As if she had been reading my mind, Kate said against my shoulder, “Are you nervous about being with me in front of people?” She moved back to look me in the eye. “Because I’ve noticed that you won’t hold my hand or give me a hug if there are other people around.”

I looked back at her beautiful face and decided right there that I would take a page out of Marie’s book and never lie to the girl in front of me. “I’m not very comfortable with public displays of affection,” I admitted. “I’m not sure how to explain what I feel when we’re together and there’s a possibility of someone seeing us being more than just friends. Even that’s a little weird. We were never really friends.” She furrowed her eybrows at me, and I continued trying to explain to Kate what I was having trouble understanding myself. “I don’t like when people notice me. My sister calls me boring, like it’s a bad thing, but I don’t see it that way. The attention of others makes me nervous, so I try not to do or say anything that would make me stand out. There have been flaws to this approach,” I conceded, thinking specifically of my accidental public self-outing in particular. 

Kate was patiently looking at me, letting me talk. I wished she would interrupt me so I wouldn’t have to continue, but she stayed silent. “I’m nervous about what other people would say if they saw us together or if they knew we were going out. Not in an ashamed way,” I hastened to add, not wanting her to think I was insulting her. 

Kate frowned. “It sounds like you still aren’t comfortable with being out,” she said. She paused, refusing to look at me, but instead concentrating on my bedroom carpet. “So maybe we’re moving too fast.” She began nodding like she was talking herself into something. She finally looked up at me. “I think you need some space to get comfortable with yourself first before you can be comfortable with someone else. You shouldn’t feel nervous when you’re around me. I’m happy when I’m with you, and I don’t want to hide that feeling, my feelings. So it’s probably best that we take a time out or a break or something like that from each other. We can take that time to figure things out.” Her forced certainty had my heart pounding in panic.

I was losing her just as I was realizing how much I had with her. “No, we don’t have to do that,” I tried to persuade her in desperation, but she was already moving, grabbing her things from around my room and making her way to the bedroom door. “This is just a stupid hang-up I have that I’ll get over soon enough. I’m being an idiot. There’s no reason for you to leave,” I said, but it was like she didn’t hear me. Maybe she hadn’t. She was so focused on leaving, I could have just been background noise.

I followed Kate down the stairs, not wanting to continue our conversation in front of any of my family members who might be within hearing range, but knowing that I had to try to convince her not to leave. Not with how things stood. 

I had gone from being scared to utter any words in her presence to wanting desperately to sit her down and talk for hours so she knew how much I liked her, and how I wanted to be more self-confident and not give a fuck about what others might say about me or us. But we had gone from cuddling to breaking up so fast that I was afraid I would never get that chance.

When she opened the front door, my stomach dropped. Was this it? Was I only going to have two weeks with the girl of my dreams before I messed it all up?

“Kate,” I said in a broken voice that made her turn around. I cringed when I saw the wetness in her eyes. “Please, let’s talk about this. It’s not fair, I was trying to be honest. I didn’t think you’d go away; I wanted to be truthful with you.” The words tumbled out, and I wasn’t really sure what I was saying. I was making a total mess of everything.

Kate sent me a fleeting smile that was a poor imitation of her usual one. “Haley, we both have a lot to think about. I’ll talk to you in a few days. There’s too much going on right now. I’ve got to process what you’ve told me, and I need some space to do that. Please give me that,” she pleaded. 

She must have taken my drooping shoulders for acquiescence, because she drove away in her car without another word or backward glance. I felt like I was going to throw up.

“You messed up, didn’t you?” I heard from behind me. It was my sister. All I could do in response was shut my eyes and crouch down until I was sitting on the floor, no longer having the strength to hold myself upright. 

Yeah, I messed up big time.



Chapter 14

I must have picked up my phone over a hundred times with the intention of texting or calling Kate, but each time I remembered her asking for space and did nothing. I was not sure that was the right course of action; wouldn’t it be more meaningful if I fought for her, made her talk to me so we could fix things? But it seemed creepy to badger her into talking to me when she had very explicitly asked me not to, so I kept away. Even though it was making me a nervous wreck.

Making matters worse, my sister did not keep quiet about what she had witnessed, and went straight to my parents to tell them that Kate and I had broken up and that it was my fault. I took exception to the breaking up part, mostly because I wasn’t sure if we had actually been a couple (How many dates did it take until two people were in a relationship? Was Kate my girlfriend? Had I lost my girlfriend before I’d realized I even had one?). 

My parents were understandably worried and tried to get me to talk about what had happened, but I stone-walled them until they backed off. I wasn’t ready to talk about what had happened between me and Kate, mostly because I was still trying to figure it out myself.

When I replayed our last conversation in my head, I replaced different parts with other things I could have said at the time. I could have immediately agreed to go to prom with Kate, keeping my misgivings to myself. I could have encouraged her to go with Jenny’s group, explaining that prom wasn’t something I was interested in but insisting she go and enjoy herself. I could have taken a few more seconds to figure out my thoughts instead of spilling out the half-formed ideas I had stupidly shared with her. My reflections weren’t helping, though, instead highlighting all my mistakes and making me feel worse about my actions.

I couldn’t bring myself to tell Marie what had happened with Kate, but she found out anyway. Not all of it, but enough to be worried about me. I wasn’t sure who had told her, if someone in my family had let her know or if it had been Jenny. However it had occurred, Marie called a few hours after Kate had left my house and tried to give me advice, which I did not appreciate. 

“You have to go over to her house and talk to her. That’s the only way you two are going to get past this,” Marie said over the phone. 

I sighed. “And how am I going to do that?” I asked with no enthusiasm. As if I hadn’t been thinking about how I could fix things with Kate for hours now.

“Go up to her and say, ‘Kate, of course I want to take you to prom. Let me make all your prom fantasies come true,’ and then take her to a hotel and do what you have to do,” Marie said matter-of-factly.

I hung up on her without a second thought. 

So Marie was no help. Surprisingly, her little brother called me a few minutes later. He must have been listening in on our conversation, because he kept the phone call short and sweet.

“I’m sorry that you’re having trouble with your girlfriend.”

I didn’t bother correcting him that Kate was not my girlfriend.

“But I wanted to tell you that I’ll always love you. Okay, I have to go work on my reading. Bye, Haley.”

That short show of affection made me feel better, even if just for a few minutes. That kid was something special. 

The worst was the next day at school. I had been trying to get a glimpse of Kate in class, but she must have been avoiding me. She got out of first period history early by giving the teacher some sort of note just as class began. I was excited to see her, and hopeful that I could talk to her or give her a note or even just a smile, but she was gone before I had the chance. The short glance I got of her wasn’t very encouraging. Her hair was in a low ponytail, and she just seemed…sad. And I was the one who had caused it.

After third period, while I was at my locker, going through the motions like it was a regular school day and not as if my world was crumbling, I got a text message from an unknown number. It wasn’t too hard to figure out who it was from. 

Unknown number: stop fucking things up with my best friend. i warned her you were a waste and now you’re a jerk on top of it. fix it or end it.

After saving the number as “Enemy number 1,” I sent my own text to Marie. 

Me: stop giving out my number to people who hate me

Just a few seconds later, I got a response.

Princess Bananahammock: she said she wasn’t going to be mean. was she mean?

Before I could respond with the perfectly snarky reply I had ready, a voice from behind me had me turning around. My momentary hope that it was Kate was dashed when I saw Marie standing there. My disappointment must have showed on my face. 

“Sorry,” she said apologetically. “No luck, huh?” she asked. I just shook my head. She pulled me into a hug, and I let my chin fall to her shoulder. I had never felt lower than I did standing in the middle of the school hallway getting a pity hug from my best friend. 

That was yesterday. Today was turning out to be just as horrible. I’d overslept, so Eddy had to wake me up so we wouldn’t be late to school. I barely had enough time to get dressed and ready before my sister was dragging me out the door to the car. Throughout the entire ride to school, she complained about how late we were and how she was going to miss her presentation for first period and how I was sabotaging her scholastic achievements. I tried my best to tune her out, but only succeeded in focusing my thoughts on Kate, wondering if I would see her today. It had taken a supreme effort not to call her last night, but I’d stuck to what I believed was right and had given Kate the space she’d asked for. 

When we finally got to school, I was so relieved to finally be free of the sisterly nagging that I jumped out of the car as soon as I parked. Right when I had cleared the back end of my car, my sister called out to me. 

“What?” I snarled, not in the mood for any more of her criticisms. “Did I not park fast enough fast for you? Are we too far from the door? Do you want me to carry you on my back?” I said, each word increasingly louder until I was screaming at her. I was having a mini meltdown, but I didn’t care who saw.

Eddy stood in front of me with a patronizing look on her face. I wanted to smack it right off. Instead she said, “You’ll thank me for this one day,” and pushed me. 

Right into the path of an older sedan. Which hit me. 

The car wasn’t going very fast, so it wasn’t like I flipped over the hood or anything. The contact was just enough to bump me off my feet. I lay on the parking lot asphalt, dazed. I vaguely noted that the car had actually hit my backpack, which I had slung against my side. The several thick textbooks in it had cushioned the blow so that the car hadn’t directly hit my body. Good thing, too, because I did not want to find out if my bones could withstand a direct hit from a moving automobile.

“Oh god, oh god, oh god, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” a voice interrupted my thoughts. A very familiar voice. Worried blue eyes came into my view, hands hovering over me, not sure whether to touch me or not. I turned myself over onto my back and looked up at the person who had hit me.

It was Kate.

“Hi,” I said, more happily than I should have. I was just so glad to see her, to have her talking to me (even though it was only to apologize), that I couldn’t pretend otherwise.

“Haley, I didn’t mean to hit you! Oh my god, are you okay? Don’t move. Let me call an ambulance. You could have broken bones or internal bleeding. Don’t move. Don’t move!” she ordered in one of the shrillest voices I had ever heard. 

I was pulling myself up into a sitting position, and she obviously did not agree with that course of action. But I didn’t feel any broken bones, and after taking a deep breath, the lack of any pain probably indicated no internal bleeding, either. After taking an inventory of my body and finding it all in good shape, I stood up. Kate protested the entire time, wanting to call for an ambulance, but I waved that idea away. Except for a few scrapes on the palms of my hands where I had tried to brace myself after I fell, I was fine.

We had attracted a crowd that seemed disappointed that I was fine. While they dispersed, no doubt hoping that a major accident on school grounds would have canceled school, or at least delayed it a bit, I stood with Kate, unable to take my eyes off her lovely face. 

Her lovely face that looked like it was about to burst into tears at any moment. 

“Kate, I’m fine,” I tried to soothe her, but all that I was able to accomplish was to get her to scrunch up her face more in an effort not to cry. 

In between sniffs, she said, “I don’t know what happened. I saw you park, and I wanted to get just a quick look at you, because I missed seeing you and talking to you, and then all of a sudden you were flying backward right into my car, and I tried to stop but it was too late, and then you were on the ground and I thought I had killed you or maimed you, and I still think you should go to the hospital because your insides could be collapsing right now and we’re just standing here talking.” She ended with her arms waving helplessly in the air. 

That reminded me: where was my sister? A quick look around showed no trace of her. I sort of understood what she had tried to accomplish with the stunt she’d just pulled, and it had sort of worked because Kate was talking to me again, but she could have done so without almost killing me. 

Though now that I was standing in front of Kate again, it didn’t matter all that much. 

“Kate, my insides are not collapsing. I’m pretty sure I would notice that. You just bumped me a bit, and I fell mostly because I was off balance and surprised. Look, my arms and legs and everything else are all working and in tip-top condition.” I demonstrated by running in place and doing a couple of jumping jacks and a few air punches for good measure. Kate’s eyebrows became a little less scrunched up, so I figured my attempts at placating her were working.

“I thought you said you don't work out. That was an impressive display,” she said with a slight wobble in her voice. I let out a quick laugh.

“Let’s go somewhere,” I said, surprising us both. “Let’s go to breakfast. We can skip history and go get pancakes instead,” I elaborated, getting more excited (and hungry; I had missed breakfast after all). 

“You want to skip school and go get pancakes rights after I hit you with my car? Did you hit your head when you got knocked down?” she asked, moving to inspect my head for damage. 

I smiled and shook my head. “My head feels great. I feel great. Just hungry. So if you want to help, take me to get breakfast. I’m feeling more like an omelet now, so let’s get going before I change my mind again.”

When Kate didn't move or answer, I made one last plea in the most pathetic voice I could muster. “Please, my stomach is so hungry. I missed breakfast, and there’s already been so much excitement this morning…” I trailed off, leaving her to fill in the blanks on her own, which she did with impressive speed.

“And I’ve kept you standing here and arguing.” She huffed out a breath one more time and finally gave in. “All right, where do you want to go for breakfast?” Before I had a chance to answer her, she added, “But only if you let me know right away if your head starts to hurt or anything like that, okay? Your health is much more important than French toast—which is what I want, so please pick somewhere that has it. Deal?”

I of course took that deal.

My suggestion was a little diner that my family sometimes went to, only a ten-minute drive from the school. It served some awesome French toast. We sat in a booth in the back, and only after we’d ordered two French toasts with orange juice did things get awkward. It was the first time we’d been alone since our terrible conversation in my room. At least, alone where she wasn’t checking for life-threatening injuries and I wasn’t giving driving directions. 

In a role reversal from the usual dynamics of our relationship, I spoke first. 

“Thanks for coming with me to breakfast, Kate. I know you said you didn’t want to talk to me for a bit, so it rea—” 

“That was a stupid idea,” Kate interrupted. I shut up and waited for her to talk. I did not want to get my hopes up, but I could feel them rising all the same.

After a sigh, she continued. “It wasn’t fair for me to shut you out like I did after you were so honest. I’ve been thinking about what you said, and you didn’t do anything wrong. I just didn’t like what you said, and instead of discussing it like normal people, I shut you out. It wasn’t fair, and I’m sorry.” She reached for my hand that was resting on the table between us, and when I didn’t move it away, she lightly held it. I gave her hand a slight squeeze and then entwined our fingers together. It was amazing how such a small gesture could feel so right. 

“No apologies necessary.” I couldn’t help smiling what I knew was a goofy doofus smile.

She reciprocated with her own dazzling smile, and I had to contain myself from jumping over the table to kiss her. Hopefully that would come soon. 

“When you said you weren’t comfortable showing affection in public, I panicked,” Kate said. “I was afraid that you had changed your mind about dating me, or about being with girls in general. Which makes no sense, since I’m the bi one and you’re the lesbian, but that’s how I felt. But I later realized that was me projecting my own fears and insecurities onto you, which was totally not fair. I just like you so much. I’ve liked other people, including boys, in the past, but no one as much as you, and it got me wondering if those feelings were dishonest.” 

She paused and I didn’t interrupt, but I couldn't help playing with a packet of sugar on the table as I waited. 

“Well, maybe not dishonest, because they felt real at the time. But so much of the world is black and white, or at least people make it out that way, that it was hard being in my own little area distinctly colored gray.” 

Kate had been talking to the window mostly, but now she turned to me. She really was the most beautiful girl I had ever seen. 

“But I’ve got to trust myself and my feelings. And I’ve got to trust you. I don’t know what will happen in the future, but right now I like you and you like me, and it’ll drive me crazy to second-guess those two things. So I’m just going to go with it, with how you make me feel, for as long as it lasts. Did all that make sense?” she asked finally.

“Perfectly,” I truthfully responded. Because that was similar to how I’d felt at the beginning of all this. I’d been so worried about Kate’s motivations that I’d almost talked myself out of getting closer to her, which would have been the biggest mistake ever. I would never have gotten to know her and talk to her and kiss her and fight and make up with her, which would have been a tragedy. 

Before I could elaborate, our food arrived. With a look, we agreed to put our conversation on hold to eat. Outside of a few remarks about how good the French toast was, we ate silently, content to know that the biggest obstacle between us had been cleared.

As I ate my delicious breakfast, I sneaked glances at the girl in front of me. In some ways I felt I knew her, and in others she was a total stranger. But I was learning that was the great thing about dating someone—finding out all the basic things about her, like favorite food or color, and then going deeper and finding out what made her the person I wanted to spend all my time with. We’d only scratched the surface, and it was scary and exciting and thrilling. I couldn’t wait to find out more.

“Hey, Kate,” I said with a mouth full of French toast. She looked at me with her beautiful eyes in anticipation of my question. “Do you want to go to prom with me?” 

Her smile gave me the answer.
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