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 For my wife, my greatest cheerleader.
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chapter one

THE BOY WITH THE RUBBER BAND IN HIS HAIR


He thought there would be more palm trees.

The car bounces off a pothole and wakes him from a restless sleep, and Max’s first thought, when he pushes himself up in the back seat and stares out the window, is that California doesn’t look like California. His whole life, California’s been a near-mythical paradise, drenched in sun, scattered with palm trees and populated entirely by beautiful people. But all he sees is just more America. More of the same suburbs they’ve seen, on and off, for the five days of their journey. It looks almost exactly like Rock Falls, the nowhere town in the middle of the country they spent a whole day walking around because Dad needed a break from driving. The same strip malls, the same absurdly wide streets, the same endless sky.

It’s just brighter here. More painful to look at.

After everything that happened, Max never expected to miss New York, but for the whole drive across the country he’s been feeling increasingly like an animal bred in captivity let suddenly out into the wild. Where’s the density? Where are the people?

All in their fucking cars, apparently. Same as him.

Screw this. He needs music.

His headphones must have slipped off while he was sleeping, because Clay’s holding them out for him. Max takes them, smiles at his brother in silent thanks, and thumbs blindly at his Discman until the first track starts again. The throaty rumble of someone seriously abusing a bass guitar immediately shuts out the rattle of the trailer and the hum of tires on asphalt, and Max turns back to the window to watch building after bleached building glide slowly by as they head for their new home, for his new life.

He doesn’t exactly have high hopes.

* * *

Taking the stairs two at a time—but sometimes jumping back up one just because she can—Taylor revels in her first Saturday alone in the house. Her parents are away all week! And that means she can do whatever she wants! Sure, she normally does whatever she wants anyway, but now she can do it without her mom complaining about the noise.

She sticks the landing in the front hall, bounces right into the living room, and collects the remote from its little holster on the side of Dad’s armchair without slowing down. The CD changer opens for her, prompting the whole stereo setup to light up like a space shuttle control board, and Taylor gets to work dumping out all of Mom and Dad’s boring old crap so she can listen to something good down here for a change. She’s got a handful of favorites on her, but she’s also got something that came out almost a month ago that she still hasn’t gotten to listen to on anything better than the crappy little portable stereo in her room. And as the speakers shake with the opening bars of Beyoncé’s Crazy in Love, Taylor readies the remote like a microphone and prepares to strut.

Holy shizz, she loves this song. She turns it up until the floor hums along.

Gordo should have been the one to get her this CD. She was excited about it for, like, ever, and he knows she loves Destiny’s Child, but did he remember? Nope with a big fat N, O, P and E. So she got it for herself a week late.

Freaking Gordo! He was supposed to come over today, help her take advantage of the parentals being away, but he’s flaked, which is more and more like him lately. Five texts on her Sidekick when she woke up, and not one of them was an apology! He’s preparing for college; he has football camp coming up; she wouldn’t understand.

Taylor scowls. It’s a sore point: no cheer camp this year. But Mom and Dad had the vacation booked anyway, and Garrett barely inhabits any part of the house that isn’t his room, the couch or the kitchen, so at least she has some time to relax.

Time in which she should stop thinking about her disappointing boyfriend.

Leaning into the beat, Taylor lets it lift her mood again, and when the final chorus comes around, she times her, “Yeah!” with a precise kick to the latch on the patio doors, opening the house to the summer breeze. As she dances out into the backyard, she points the remote back into the house and ups the volume another couple of notches.

Taylor lets the album play as she does some of her warm-up stretches. She’s not planning to go through her whole routine right now, but she can’t start the day without moving just a bit, and today she gets to do so to some loud music.

There’s a reason she always practices to music. Nothing gets her going like a beat and lyrics she can yell. And under any other circumstances, she might be a bit embarrassed, because her singing voice isn’t exactly great and it’s worse when she’s stretching a leg up over her head, but their neighbors on the right can’t get out into their backyard anymore without help from their grandchildren, and the house on the left’s been empty since—

Wait. It got sold, right? Isn’t someone moving in soon? Really soon? Like, today, maybe?

Shoot!

Given Taylor’s luck, they probably already moved in yesterday, and right now, cute boys are watching her out of their upstairs windows and laughing at how she almost fell flat on her face when she tried to do a handstand and sing Naughty Girl at the same time.

She shuts off the music, throws the remote down into the grass, and runs to the fence. There won’t be anybody there, she’s sure, but paranoia requires that she check.

Every house on this street is the same—on the outside, at least—and that means Taylor’s house has the same row of stubby trees against the privacy fence as their (potential) new neighbors. They’re staggered, so no tree interferes with any other, but together they provide enough cover that Taylor can stand on a lawn chair and peer over the fence and be pretty sure she can’t be seen.

Nobody in the rooms upstairs. And nobody in the backyard. Except now she’s switched off the music, she can hear noises from the front of the neighboring house, faint but growing louder: the growl of a large engine (a truck? or a regular car, towing a trailer?) and raised, bickering voices (boys?).

Then there’s movement inside the house. Curtains being swept aside, doors being propped open. People milling around. Taylor’s pretty sure she just saw someone dad-sized and -shaped staggering along with a huge box.

The back door opens, and Taylor lowers her head a little. Her blonde hair doesn’t exactly help with the whole camouflage thing, but what are the chances anybody’ll glance over at this exact section of fence? The backyards here are the size of football fields!

A figure emerges. Gotta be the mom. Looks like a mom, standard model, Italian-American variant: kinda tall, kinda middle-aged stocky, and her hair is incredible! She’s got it pinned but the volume! It’s straining to be set free, like a caged tiger, if a tiger was jet black and sort of lurked.

More like a caged panther, maybe.

The mom yells something back into the house—a New York accent! cool!—and the dad of the family comes out to meet her, and whoa. He’s not super tall, maybe an inch or two taller than his wife, but he is wide. Like if you took two people, trimmed off all the excess limbs, and smooshed them together. He’s like if puberty didn’t stop until you’re forty, and you just kept getting stockier and more hairy.

They talk a little, pointing out different things in the yard—none of them Taylor—and then they kiss, except they don’t just kiss, he dips her!

“Oh my goodness,” Taylor whispers. She can’t help herself; that was just so romantic! Married with kids and they still do that!

She remembers them now: they came looking around the neighborhood right at the start of the holidays. Mom offered them iced tea and they asked for regular coffee, and Taylor saw them for approximately three seconds, on her way through the kitchen to the front door. On second inspection, she likes them.

What was their name again? Something Italian, something with a G… Giordano, that was it! She remembers clearly now: when Taylor got back that night, Mom was going on about finally getting some ‘Italian flavor’ in the neighborhood, and Dad asked her what that meant, and she said something about tomatoes. Garrett, who was having one of his rare moments of consciousness, told them their heads would explode if they ever saw any actual diversity, and Taylor told him he smelled like weed again.

Another fun night in the Scott household.

Mom Giordano kisses Dad Giordano again and they both set off for the house. When they get to the door, Mom Giordano sticks her head inside and yells, “Boys! Stop messing around and unpack! We’ve been in California five minutes and you’re already driving me crazy!” She shrugs at her husband, and they both vanish into what Taylor assumes is the kitchen.

Then there’s nothing for a bit. Shame, because this is the most exciting thing to happen in Vista Primavera in years. She’s about to step down from her lawn chair and get back to her routine when someone new comes out the same door, and he’s… yum. Like his dad, he’s not exactly tall, maybe five-ten, five-eleven, but he’s built. He’s wearing a sleeveless shirt and jeans, and Taylor can see enough of him to know that there’s a good shape under all that. And he’s not shaped like a bodybuilder, either; nor is he shaped like her boyfriend, like a football player. He’s shaped like a guy who works for a living. He’s got the family black hair, cut short and kinda curly, and thick eyebrows and a mess of stubble, and if it weren’t for her stupid boyfriend and also for the fact that he’s probably at least twenty-one, she’d hop the fence right now and ask very politely if she could eat him up with a spoon and maybe some non-fat ice cream on the side.

Guys like that look good on her.

“Hey!” he yells back into the house. “Max! Come check this out! You can see a mountain from the backyard!”

Taylor doesn’t laugh, though she kinda wants to. That’s not a mountain! Not like the real ones; you have to go north for those. Here in Vista Primavera they have, well, they have hills, hills with delusions of grandeur, and they look kinda blasted and scrappy most of the time, except for two months in the spring. She makes a mental note to really admire them when they get green again. To genuinely try to appreciate them, because people in other parts of the country don’t have crappy hills to look at.

And then the last member of the Giordano clan steps out of the kitchen door. Max. And he’s nothing like his dad or his brother. He’s closer to Taylor’s height, maybe five-eight, definitely a good couple inches shorter than his jacked brother. His features are similar, though, just softer, like if his brother is maybe twenty-five percent through the family forty-year puberty, Max is at five percent. Maybe ten; he does have a little dark hair on his upper lip. He wears his black hair long and a little greasy, tied in a messy ponytail with what looks like a rubber band! Ick! She shudders to think what it’s like to get that mess straight in the morning. Maybe there are brushes still lost in there!

Maybe he doesn’t brush it, like, at all.

Max is clearly the younger brother, but he’s not young, he’s just kind of… hard to place. He’s wearing board shorts and a shirt with a band she’s never heard of on it, both of which are too big for him, and— Hmm. He is sort of toned, actually. He’s not covered in muscles, not like his brother or like Gordo, but they’re there, lurking in his slender limbs. He’s built like a swimmer. A swimmer on a starvation diet, maybe, whose hair hasn’t known the cleansing kiss of water in far too long, but a swimmer nonetheless.

And then Max high fives his brother, sways his arms, steps into a ready stance, and performs the most perfect sequences of handsprings, somersaults and flips Taylor’s ever seen. The form! The confidence! The sheer height he achieves! He finishes with a double full, and he’s barely panting at all!

Not built like a swimmer, then. Built like a gymnast.

Interesting…

“Show off!” his brother shouts.

“I’m just stiff!” Max yells back at him. “From the drive! I needed to stretch my legs!”

“Whatever.” His brother grins at him. “Just come help me unpack the kitchen stuff before Mom goes ballistic, okay?”

“Fine.”

His brother goes inside, but Max apparently can’t resist one more tumble, even more elaborate than before, and although Taylor’s inner cheerleader wants to scold him for not stretching properly and for just going for it on a lawn he’s never even seen before, which could have hidden rocks or loose stones or unexpected divots, she can’t help applauding.

Because he’s amazing. She’s only seen moves like that at the Olympics! And at, well, at the annual cheerleading competition. The one she’s been wanting the squad to at least try to qualify for. The one she always has to settle for watching on TV.

Oh.

Oh no!

He’s seen her.

Well, obviously he has: she’s still clapping like an idiot. Like a performing seal. He’s frowning in her direction, but before she can wave and say hi and maybe apologize, he takes off, running back to the house with impressive speed.

He glances at her one more time, and then he slams the kitchen door.

Shoot.

* * *

Max drops onto his brand-new bed, too tired and too annoyed to unpack his own shit. He helped with the kitchen stuff, he helped with the living room stuff, he even helped Clay put together those stupid ‘couch in a box’ things and almost got his fingers trapped, and none of it was strenuous enough to forget the fact that he’s been in California just a few hours and already he’s humiliated himself in front of a pretty girl.

A pretty girl who is his neighbor. And it’s not something she’s likely to forget. In a year, when they graduate, she’ll still be telling the story of the loner boy who moved in next door and immediately started prancing around the backyard like a—

Careful, Max. You hate it when they say it; why use it on yourself?

Ugh. It was supposed to be different here. Stupid thing to let himself think. It was always going to be exactly the same.

And why California, anyway? Everything’s too damn big here.

His bed included. He’s stretching to his fullest extent—he’s still sore from the car—and he can’t reach all four corners of the bed at once. Not like in his old bed. No, back home in Queens, when he and Avery lay in bed, talking, it would sometimes be a challenge not to knock each other off. But the money Mom and Dad got for the old place bought a fucking mansion here; he and Avery could probably host three other people on this monster-sized mattress before it got awkward.

At least the yard is super-sized, too. A genuine California bonus. One that he instantly wrecked, of course; he can’t go out there now. The neighbor girl might see him.

His phone buzzes again. He’s been ignoring it the last hour or so, but he can’t keep pretending the outside world doesn’t exist. After all, there’s so much of it here.

Max flicks open the pocket of his board shorts and digs around in the fluff until he finds his phone. Last year’s model, but when Clay upgrades again next year, he’ll have this year’s model, and until then, he’s fine with his Nokia 3410. It’s not like phones are any different year on year, anyway; they get a bit smaller and a bit rounder, and sometimes you don’t get Snake.

Avery’s been texting him. So far, he hasn’t wanted to respond. Too final. He doesn’t want to acknowledge how little they’re going to be in each other’s lives from now on.




Avery: Maxxy! Have fun in sunny California! Don’t forget about me!

Avery: You’ve forgotten about me, haven’t you

Avery: Crying real tears right now

Avery: Max, you’re supposed to reply when someone texts you. That’s how it works. It’s called Textiquette. I read it in a magazine at the dentist.

Avery: WHAT STATE ARE YOU EVEN IN RIGHT NOW? DID YOU MAKE IT TO SO-CAL? OR ARE YOU STUCK IN FLYOVER HELL?

Avery: Sorry for caps

Avery: I’m so bored

Avery: Maxxxxxxxxxy




Unfair that he had to leave her behind. Unfair that he had to leave at all, but he couldn’t very well tell Dad he wanted to stay in Queens, not after everything. When your whole family sacrifices everything they’ve ever known and moves across the country just for you—even if they don’t say it—it’s bad form to bitch too hard about it.

Avery, though. An impossible goodbye. She cried a lot; he tried really hard to join in. But maybe it’s for the best. Maybe she’s better off with him out of her life, attached to him by only the thinnest and lengthiest of threads. She’s going places, after all; to the Olympics, almost definitely. He was never as good as her, even before he quit.

So she can get over him. Make other friends. Start her senior year without the baggage he brings unavoidably with him wherever he goes.




Avery: Max Max Max Max Max Max Max




He should probably reply before she texts again.




Max: Hey

Avery: Max! Get on AIM nowwwwwwww

Max: How do you even have the energy to hit the 9 key that many times

Avery: Because I do my warm ups Max

Avery: Unlike some of us

Avery: Now get on AIM I’m booooooored

Max: I can’t, sorry. I don’t think we have internet yet

Avery: Not even dial up?

Max: I saw the phone line when I was helping Dad unpack downstairs. Is it supposed to have a bunch of bare wires coming out of it?

Avery: Boooo

Avery: I don’t have infinite texts Max

Max: You could have fooled me

Avery: So I’m going to wish you a happy California and a very get on AIM as soon as you have ANY kind of internet

Max: I will. Miss you

Avery: You BETTER




Max drops his phone onto the nightstand and allows the low battery indicator to motivate him into doing something useful. He rolls out of bed—he has to roll twice to actually accomplish this—and starts rummaging through boxes, looking for his charger. Once he has it, he looks around for an outlet and plugs it in.

There. Now he has a bed and a phone charger! The place looks more like home already. And now that he’s out of bed again, he might as well have a shower and wash off the gunk from traveling all night. He digs around until he finds the box marked Max’s Bathroom and just takes the whole damn thing in with him.

Another California bonus: he doesn’t have to share a bathroom with three other people anymore.

* * *

Garrett’s finally crawled out of his room and slugged his way down the stairs to take up residence on the couch. Ick. Just three hours ago, this would have been bad because he would have made Taylor turn down her music or beg her to go to the store for more Doritos or something, and that would have been annoying enough. But now she’s on a mission, and the thing about being on a mission is that your goal is greatly hampered by anyone knowing what it is or having reason to guess.

So she’s trying to make smoothies as subtly as she can, and maybe he won’t get up from his cartoons and ask—

“Hey, Tay, whatya doing?”

Taylor stamps a foot in irritation. “None of your beeswax, Gar-rat.”

“Okay, okay,” he mumbles, rolling off from his precarious position against the dividing wall and returning to the living room. Moments later, he turns up the volume on the TV.

Well! That went okay. Obviously he’s still too wasted to have more than two consecutive coherent thoughts, and that suits Taylor just fine. He can waste away the day in front of his cartoons if he wants to. She checks interact civilly with my gross brother off her mental list and throws the rest of the ingredients into the blender.

They really should have grown out of the sibling thing, the way the other girls she knows with older brothers mostly have. But it’s absence that makes the heart grow fonder, and he’s always around! Worse, he’ll always be around! Mom and Dad won’t kick him out, not after he paid them rent on his room for the next five years, which means she’s stuck with him.

When the blender gets done, she pours the contents into two metal cups and screws on the lids, throwing them both into a plastic bag. In the mirror by the side door, she gives herself a final check, and she looks perfect: pink cargo pants, pink crop top, and a white shirt thrown over the top, for modesty. She looks sporty but fashionable; exactly the impression she wants to give to the new boy next door. She even left her hair up!

As she steps into her white sneakers she throws a final glare through the kitchen wall at Garrett. He won’t see it, but he might feel it, and it might spoil his cartoons by like one percent.

She has to admit, they’d probably also get along better if he wasn’t such a tech prodigy. And without even trying! It’s bullcrap. Computers are supposed to be Taylor’s backup, in the very likely event that cheerleading isn’t enough to take her to college, but she’ll always have to live in the shadow of her older brother, who started a dot-com when he was fifteen and sold it for literal millions when he was barely older than Taylor is now. So even if she does go to college for computer science, she’ll always be the cheerleader little sister to the guy who created Munchie Portal, the Portal for Munchies.

It has a new name now that Yahoo! owns it, but everyone still calls it that.

Ick. Forget Garrett. She’s here for one reason, and she squares it in her mind as she skips the short distance between the houses and knocks on the Giordanos’ door. A few seconds later, Mom Giordano opens it and smiles down at her.

“Well, hello!” she says. “Who do we have here? Wait, don’t tell me; you’re the neighbor girl, aren’t you!”

Taylor puts on her most dazzling smile. “Guilty!”

“Well, do come in. And what do you have there?”

Hefting her bag, Taylor says, “Actually, these are for Max. Or one of them is, anyway.”

Mom Giordano’s welcoming smile contorts somewhat. “You know Max?”

“I don’t know him,” Taylor says quickly, sensing she might already have stepped on some hidden motherly landmine, “but I think I sort of embarrassed him earlier? I saw him practicing out in the yard and I thought he was really good, so I clapped, and then I didn’t have a chance to tell him it was a sincere clap and not, like, a sarcastic clap, so—” she lifts one of the cups out of the bag, “—I brought an apology present.”

“Aren’t you a sweet girl?” And then Mom Giordano does the classic mom move, which New York Italian moms apparently do just as well as WASPy Californian moms: it’s when they lean back, away from the teen in front of them, and yell at the top of their voice up the stairs. Taylor’s never known why any of them do this, because the extra foot or so of distance doesn’t moderate the extreme volume even slightly. “Maxwell! You got a visitor!” When there’s no answer, she looks back at Taylor. “Why don’t you go on up? Third door on the right.”

“Thanks, Mrs Giordano!” Taylor says in her peppiest voice. She starts up the stairs.

As she ascends, she hears Mom Giordano say to her husband, “Well, look at that! She even remembers our names. And that outfit! This one might not be so bad…”

Taylor slows as she reaches the top of the stairs, and counts doors, quickly identifying Max’s as the half-open one on the end. There’s another mirror up here—just a little one hanging on the wall, filling one of the many preinstalled picture hooks, most of which are still empty—and she checks herself again: not a hair out of place, and her outfit still looks good. She could have worn her cheer uniform, since it tends to make a good impression on guys and parents alike, but she knows the reputation cheerleaders have at some schools; he might have cheer-TSD.

She knocks on his door, and though there’s no answer, the door swings all the way open at her touch, so she takes a half-step inside.

And immediately she sees a door on the other side of the room open up.

Before Taylor can react, Maxwell Giordano, loosely robed, with long wet hair draped over half his face down to his shoulders, and with a slice of his toned but almost skeletally thin body on display through the open top half of the robe… steps out of his bathroom and meets her eyes.

“Fuck!” he yells, and immediately turns around and slams the bathroom door behind him.

Shoot!

* * *

“I’ll be outside!” the Peeping Tom neighbor girl yells, and it has to be her, because, yeah, he didn’t get a good look at her before, but the girl hanging over the fence was blonde like her and—more pertinently—she clapped at him like a perky idiot, and only a perky idiot would walk into the bedroom of someone she doesn’t know, uninvited, so, yeah, it’s her. “I’ll let you get dressed! I’ll just… I’m sorry! I’ll be outside.”

He probably can’t wait her out, then. Not unless he gets lucky and the sun explodes before she gets bored, or Mom comes up to yell at him for being rude.

The first thing Max does when he leaves the bathroom again is check to make sure that Peeping Tom neighbor girl did, in fact, close his bedroom door; she did. Thank fuck. He leaves her out there while he sorts through boxes, trying to put together something presentable, eventually ending up with three options.

They all suck.

Whatever! None of his shit actually fits him, but that’s not exactly a new problem, and if the neighbor girl doesn’t like it, she should learn not to show up unexpectedly in people’s rooms. Shit, what even is the protocol in this situation? Should he make her a coffee or something? What do Californians drink? Orange juice? No, that’s Floridians. Iced tea? Pulped palm trees? That would explain why there aren’t as many around as he expected.

If only Avery were here. She might not know what to do either, but at least she’d be funny about it, and at least having another girl around might stop things getting awkward.

Fuck it. He’s eighteen. He can do what he wants. Including embarrass himself in front of local girls. What can she do, make his life worse?

He picks the least awful set of clothes, throws it on, and stuffs the others back into the nearest box. A quick glance in the closet mirror is enough to confirm that he looks adequate, so he ties up his hair in a rubber band and opens the door. On the other side, the neighbor girl smiles sheepishly at him.

“Sorry,” she says. “Twice. Sorry for that, and sorry for earlier, in the yard. Can I come in?” She holds up a plastic bag. “I have a peace offering.”

She might be intrusive and forward, but she’s also gorgeous. California blonde and dressed for a run, just like any number of other girls he saw out of the car window this morning, and there’s enough individuality to her face to make her attractive, not merely pretty. Like, very attractive. To him. Personally. And her cheeks are flushed with embarrassment and her eyes are apologetic so he can’t be all that mad at her. She reminds him of Avery, a bit; she couldn’t look more different, but the expression on her face is uncannily like when Avery came rushing over at six in the morning to tell him she finally kissed Rebecca and that it was just as magical as she always hoped.

And it’s a cute expression. On both of them.

“Sure,” he says. “Come in.”

“Wow,” she says, craning her neck, making a show of looking around. “Nice room! Lots of boxes! And… a guitar! You play?”

He shrugs. “Yeah, but I don’t do anything with it. I just kinda pick it up and put it down again.”

“Still. Pretty cool.” Then she shakes her head and pulls out of her plastic bag a metal cup with a straw poking through its lid. “Behold: my custom smoothies. No fat, plenty of protein, and a hundred percent delicious!”

“No fat, huh,” he says, a smile riding unbidden on his lips.

“I promise. Athlete to athlete.”

She’s still holding it out, so he takes it from her and tries a sip and, yeah, okay, it’s actually good. In fact, it’s excellent. It’s better than the smoothies Coach used to hand out back home, a long, long time ago.

Best not to think about that.

“Wow,” he says.

“Can I cook, or can I cook?”

“Yes. You can cook.”

He steps backward and drops onto his bed, still holding the smoothie. She takes it as an invitation and sits cross-legged on the floor, sucking on her own cup and looking around again.

“I think your house is the same as mine inside,” she says thoughtfully. “Like, I was pretty sure it would be? Since all the places on this street are kinda the same. But I’ve never been inside another one before. This? This is actually my room. Just—” she crosses her arms at the wrist, “—flipped.”

“Oh,” Max says, grinning. “Sorry for imposing.”

“Forgiven.”

“So, you’re an athlete?”

She perks up. “I am!”

“Um, this would be the point where you tell me what kind of athlete.”

“Cheerleader,” she says with a slight wince, like she’s expecting him to laugh. And that would be a dick move, so he doesn’t, but he is a little offended that she would compare what he does to what she does.

Still a dick move, Max, even in your own head. At least she’s probably still active. Probably doesn’t neglect her stretches, either.

“That’s cool!” he says, injecting the proper enthusiasm.

“It is cool,” she says, very seriously.

“Okay, neighbor girl, what’s your name? I can’t keep thinking of you as ‘the Peeping Tom girl’ forever.”

She giggles. “Sorry about that. I really did think you were good, though. That’s why I clapped. And I’m Taylor. Taylor Scott.”

She’s holding out a hand, so he takes it and they shake. He doesn’t linger on it, pulling his hand away immediately. It’s always a little embarrassing to shake hands with people: with men, they want to do that insane test-of-strength thing—Max tends to think of it as a Business Armwrestle—and he’s terrible at it; with women, he finds they both just sort of limply clutch each other for a moment.

At least with girls, his hands don’t get lost inside theirs. His brother’s hands are huge, multiple glove sizes above Max’s, though to Clay’s credit, he hasn’t teased him about it. He’s just promised Max that his growth spurt is coming, and that if he starts, like, actually eating again, he’ll soon be as big as the rest of the Giordano men. And Max is ambivalent about that, because as much as it would be nice to no longer be so scrawny, if he becomes suddenly Clay-sized, his gymnastic career—his primary passion since he was a kid—is definitely over, not just probably over as it is now. He’d have to relearn everything: how to move, how to jump, where his center of gravity is, all of it. And after the way things ended before, he’s not sure he can take instruction again.

He might finally have an impressive handshake, though.

“Hey, Max?” Taylor says. “You okay? You zoned out a bit.”

“Oh, yeah, sorry.” He shakes his head and rubs at the back of his neck, where he’s the most sore. “I’m tired. I slept in the car but not well, you know?”

She nods, then looks around again and giggles. “Max,” she says, scandalized, “the door’s closed!”

So it is. Must have springs on the hinges or something. “Yeah?”

“Your parents aren’t going to yell at you?”

“Oh,” he says, laughing a little, “no, probably not. I had a friend back in New York— That’s where I’m from, by the way.”

“I guessed.”

“My accent?”

“Your mom’s actually. And you do look kinda… New York-ish.”

“I do? Huh. Anyway, me and my friend were in and out of each other’s rooms all the time. I liked hers better, actually; mine was always too hot in the summer. Our parents got used to it. They didn’t have much of a choice.”

Her eyes wide, Taylor says, “But a guy and a girl in a bedroom together? My mom and dad would not be happy about that.”

“Avery’s gay,” Max says, shrugging. “And even before she came out, I think her parents knew. And mine guessed. So they knew we weren’t going to do anything.”

“You’ve got a lesbian best friend?” Taylor says, almost shrieking. “That is so cool.”

“I’ll make sure and tell her you said that.”

“And you really never did anything together?”

“Well…” He can feel himself start to blush.

God damn Avery. Around guys—even around his brother these days—he keeps himself locked tight for his own good, but Avery never put up with that when he tried it with her. He kept closing himself off and she kept jamming that crowbar back in. Thanks to her, he’s used to letting his guard down around girls his age. And now Taylor, who’s been in his life for all of ten minutes, is able to open him up like a clam.

“Go on…” she says, leaning in with a smile and touching his hand, a maneuver that demolishes any chance he might have had at defending against her.

“We practiced kissing,” he says into his shirt. “Quite a few times. First she wanted to know what it was like and then she wanted to get good for this girl she liked, so I’d, um…” Helplessly he mimes something, his fingers vaguely grasping at each other.

“Right.”

“Yeah.”

“She was your first?” Taylor guesses.

His cheeks are burning now. “It’s that obvious, huh?”

“It wasn’t obvious until you lit up like a Christmas tree!” she says, delighted. “You blush worse than I do. You really didn’t have a girl back in New York? A non-lesbian girl, I mean.”

He shrugs again. “Guys on the gymnastics team come in two types,” he starts, and then he hesitates, and Taylor takes over.

“Right,” she says. “Big built guys like your brother, and slim quick ones like you. And it’s the big ones who get the girls. And the slim ones...”

She doesn’t have to finish the thought. They both know what everybody at school thinks of the little guys on the gymnastics team. But she doesn’t seem to be judging. It’s just like before, when she saw him messing around in the backyard: she could have mocked him, and she didn’t. And it’s all right there for her to pick up and use against him! In his experience, nobody leaves an opening like that alone around him.

Nobody except Avery.

Huh. Maybe Taylor can be a friend. Like Avery.

“Hey,” he says, remembering how they got onto this topic, “do your parents know you came over to see a boy?”

“Oh, they’re on a trip,” she says, waving a hand. “And I’m eighteen in, like, a month, so what can they do?”

“What can they do?”

She sags. “They’d yell. A lot. But what they don’t know can't hurt me, right?”

He returns her grin. “Right.”

* * *

Taylor practically skips out of Max’s house. Wow, she’s almost high! For some reason, when Max spoke, it felt like every word he said was the most important thing in the world. And he’s so cool! He’s from New York, he plays guitar, and on this morning’s evidence, he’s also the best gymnast she’s ever met. He just might be the answer to all her prayers.

And he has the prettiest brown eyes…

It took some doing, but she managed to persuade him to come over tomorrow morning to spot her while she runs through her routines. He was nice enough not to say it, or even show it, but he almost definitely thinks cheerleading isn’t as challenging as what he’s used to; she’s going to show him how wrong he is. And she confirmed that he’s her age—eighteen, actually, so older, but only by like a month; his mom must have held him back at preschool or something—and he’s going to Vista Primavera High for senior year, same as her. So all she has to do, once she’s shown him how awesome cheerleading can be, is ask him to join the squad.

Ick, and then talk the other girls into accepting another guy on the squad. That might be the tricky part; it’s not that guys on the squad are a problem, but all the guys they have are, well, big. And they have to be, since they anchor and they catch a lot. Max, who is barely an inch taller than her—she checked when they said goodbye—doesn’t fit in there.

Whatever! She’ll work it out. She’ll make the squad see what he can do, and they’ll have to accept him. And then they might finally have a shot at regionals!

And that means she gets to spend a lot more time with Max Giordano.

She swings the plastic bag with the metal cups in her hand as she opens the front door, and she’s about to go straight to the kitchen to wash them when Garrett yells out from the couch, “Hey! Tay! Gordo’s here!”

And, rising from the other couch, where he’s been watching cartoons with her loser older brother, is her boyfriend.

Oh yeah. She has a boyfriend.

Shoot.



chapter two

I CAN FIX HIM


Max can’t remember the last time he spent so long in the shower. Usually he just kinda jumps in, soaps up everywhere he can reach and jumps out again, but today he’s making an effort. He even snuck into the main bathroom, the one that has pride of place at the center of the upstairs hallway—the one nobody’s ever going to use, because every bedroom bar the guest room in this insanely massive house has a bathroom of its own—and stole the fancy shampoo, conditioner and body wash. He’s got no idea why Mom put that stuff out; it’s not like they’re expecting guests on their second day in Vista Primavera. But he’s got the matching blue bottles lined up on the side and he’s working his way through them, one by one. In a surge of diligence, he’s even been reading the instructions on the bottles for the first time in his life.

Apparently you’re supposed to leave the conditioner in! For several minutes! Does everyone know that? Is that why his hair’s always gotten so tangled? Because nobody ever told him?

He lathers up and cleans almost every other part of his body twice—skipping over the burn scars on his ribs, same as always—and then washes out the conditioner, running his hands through his locks as he does so. His hair parts cleanly between his fingers and doesn’t even clump up when he squeezes the water out of it. It feels kind of amazing, actually.

But yeah. He’s trying. This morning, he’s really trying. Sue him.

There’s no point to it, really. Taylor’s a cheerleader, and cheerleaders never go for guys like him, and she’s probably got a quarterback boyfriend or something. But Avery was always trying to get him to take more care of himself, like he used to, so what the hell, right? New city, new state; new Max. Mostly the same as the old Max, but cleaner and with detangled hair.

Besides, Taylor’s nice. And a nice cheerleader is so far out of Max’s experience that there’s no way he can’t take advantage of the opportunity she represents. To see how the other half lives: the popular half, the half that wears bright colors and has pep.

He should take notes. For posterity. There might be a book in it.

Opening the door between his bathroom and bedroom, he checks to make sure the drapes are still shut—of course they are; he hasn’t opened them since he got here—and follows the misty air out into his room, toweling his hair and dripping on the carpet. When he’s more or less dry, he throws his towel onto the bed and starts looking through his closet. Last night, in another uncharacteristic burst of diligence, he actually put all his clothes away. Hung up his shirts and pants and balled up his socks and shit. While he looks, he slaps at his CD player, and fills the room with music from whatever the last CD he had loaded was.

Knowledge by Operation Ivy. Cool.

Catching himself in the mirror as he walks around, his eyes flicker, as they always do, to the triad of scars on his right-side ribs. His fingers brush momentarily over them, from the base of his pectoral to the top of his belly, feeling the bumps and the distressed skin, reading his burns like a relief map.

They’re dry. And kinda rough to the touch.

Shit, he’s been neglecting himself in every possible way, hasn’t he? Habitually forgetting the dermatologist’s instructions is just another symptom.

Well. New state, better habits.

He remembers dumping the aloe moisturizer his mom’s been buying him in the same box as all his other bathroom crap, back when they packed everything up, so that means it must be… ah! Bathroom cabinet.

Still not used to having his own bathroom.

He spreads the moisturizer over the scars, and then over the rest of his torso and along his arms, because it smells nice, all the while looking through his clothes. In the end, he picks basically at random; he’s making an effort, sure, but he has no idea what Taylor likes. More to the point, he has no idea what kind of guy she likes, except what he assumes: massive, hung like a horse, and with a football instead of a brain that bounces around inside his head like a DVD screensaver. And he can’t ever be that, not unless the long-delayed growth spurt Clay’s been promising decides to show up, so why not just pick whatever? All that matters is whether he can move in it, since she invited him over this morning explicitly to work out with her or to help her practice her cheer routines or something. She wasn’t entirely clear about it.

Maybe she was and he just wasn’t paying attention. Too distracted by those bright blue eyes.

Anyway.

An old band shirt.

A pair of board shorts.

Mismatched socks.

And a belt. In which he already poked an extra hole. Because, yeah, shit, he lost weight, and a lot of it. Turns out, if you don’t really eat for over a year and you continue—halfheartedly—to exercise, you lose mass, and a lot of it. All his jeans look like cargo pants now, and his cargo pants are basically unwearable.

Today’s shirt—one of the many he inherited from Clay when he cleared out his closet—is baggy as hell, but it covers his scars and it hides how thin he’s gotten, and the belt holds up his board shorts, and that’s enough. He can exercise in this. He can stand on his hands in this. Hell, he can do cartwheels and somersaults and basically anything you ask of him in this, and he can do the fucking splits, too.

A quick look in the mirror. Yeah, there’s Max. Same as the old Max, the one from New York. But moisturized, and with nicer hair.

It’s fine.

Let’s go see the cheerleader.

* * *

Taylor never wears makeup to work out. Some of the other cheerleaders do, but some of the other cheerleaders are silly bee-yotches who’ve spent the last several years meticulously blocking every pore, and now they have no choice but to slap on the foundation half a tube at a time, lest anyone get a look at their real skin! Taylor, meanwhile, wears it light and only when appropriate, and she cleanses every morning, every evening and after practice, and that’s why she still has the skin of an angel while Meredith looks like the dark side of the moon.

So she doesn’t know why she’s doing her face this morning, except that maybe she still feels gross from last night and wants to look her best. Pretty face, empty mind, like Robyn, her old cheer captain, used to say.

Last night…

Last night!

Ick.

Taylor reaches over and yanks up the volume on her little CD player until J.Lo’s Love Don’t Cost a Thing starts to crackle and distort. 

Stupid Gordo! He tried to get her to touch it again, and she’s beyond fed up with telling him she’s waiting until she’s eighteen. And that’s, like, only a month away! She doesn’t know why he’s being so impatient; she’s clearly relayed her parents’ rules around sex, which are that Garrett can do whatever he wants, because he’s an adult—legally, if not mentally—and Taylor cannot, because she is still a child. Also, and this comes specifically from her mom, because nobody wants to have to fight through the anti-choice weirdos outside the family planning clinic. And because good girls are not sluts.

And, no, Gordo, she doesn’t care that the other girls have all done it, because a) if Meredith’s done it, Taylor’ll eat her own pompoms and b) if the other cheerleaders jumped off a cliff, she’d only follow them if they’d managed to form a pyramid at the bottom, and would catch her.

But still he insisted! Ick! It’s like he wants her to get disowned by her parents and have to live under a bridge selling cheers for money, or something.

He insisted and he made her feel gross and she told him to leave and now she’s putting on lipstick, because if he can’t see her, then she’s going to look extra pretty.

It makes sense. Sort of. If you tilt your head and squint. Anyway, he’s off to football camp this week, so she doesn’t have to deal with him again for a while. Maybe he’ll find someone there to touch his thingie, some girl football player who shares his interests. Maybe she can make him come, and he can yell ‘Hut! Hut! Hut!’ at the moment of climax.

The song ends and she stabs irritably at the pause button before the next one starts. This morning’s gone wrong already, and it’s all because she’s sitting here, staring at herself, applying and reapplying lipstick until by rights her lips ought to stick out several miles from her face, and thinking about her stupid boyfriend and the stupid things he wants her to do and—

Reset.

Taylor closes her eyes. Takes a deep breath, holds it, and lets it out slowly. Opens her eyes again.

It’s a new day. Gordo’s a part of yesterday, and she doesn’t have to see him for a week. A new friend is coming over and she’s going to get to show him what she can do and find out what makes him tick.

She blots most of the lipstick onto a tissue, ties her hair in a practical ponytail, and skips out of her room. Same room as Max, she remembers, though not precisely. Their houses are identical but mirrored; their bedrooms even face each other! What sucks, though, is that even if they become friends, they won’t be able to do the teen movie thing of talking to each other through their windows; they’re kinda far apart. If Max ever opens his drapes, though, they ought to be able to wave to each other. And maybe yell.

She checks: his drapes are still closed. No wonder he’s so pale.

No, wait; he’s from New York. Don’t they have like five days of sun per year? Obviously he’s just not used to it. Well, that’s job one, then, isn’t it? Get Max used to the Southern California sun! The whole Southern California lifestyle!

He’s going to love it here, she’s certain.

* * *

Christ, even the mornings here are too hot. Good thing he covered himself in deodorant before he left the house, even if it did mean getting gently ribbed by his brother about the effort he’s obviously putting in for this Taylor girl.

He’s not putting in any effort, not really. Not for her specifically. He’s just stopped neglecting himself.

Yeah. That’s it exactly.

He rings the bell, and when the door opens, he’s presented with a face he doesn’t expect. Taylor didn’t talk about her brother much yesterday, except to say he’s a stoner and the most annoying man in the world, but here’s a clean-cut guy with a toothy grin and slicked-back blond hair. If not for his shorts and logo shirt, he could be an office worker, though from what he’s seen, casualwear is de rigueur enough around here that maybe people do go to work in shorts.

But then he comes close enough for Max to see his bloodshot eyes, and it all makes sense.

“Hey,” Garrett says. “You’re the, uh, the, uh, the dude from next door, aren’t you?”

“I’m Max. Garrett, yeah?”

Getting Garrett’s name right seems to delight him. “Yeah! Yeah, that’s me!” He leans down to whisper in Max’s ear, flooding Max’s senses with the smell of stale weed and cool ranch chips. “You’re not fucking my sister, are you? Because if you are… Be careful, dude. Big boyfriend. Big.”

“No plans, dude,” Max says. Yeah. She’s got a boyfriend. Obviously.

“That’s a ‘maybe’, then. Cool. Cool. Cool.” Garrett folds his arms, satisfied that he’s relayed his oh-so-important message. “So come on in! Mi casa es su casa. Mi… sister es su sister.”

Alright. Kinda gross.

Taylor appears from behind Garrett, whacking him with the flat of her hand. “Oh my gosh, Garrett, you slime!” she yells, whacking him again. “Don’t say things like that! And move. Move! Ick!”

She keeps slapping him on the shoulder until Garrett finally catches on, and with a roll of his eyes at Max, he steps aside and walks slowly over to a split square of couches in the living room. He falls into one and stops moving.

“Hi, Max,” Taylor says, huffing a displaced strand of hair out of her face. “I see you’ve met my brother.”

She grabs Max by the wrist and leads him inside, but Max is distracted: Garrett still isn’t moving.

“Is he… okay?”

“Oh, yeah, sure,” Taylor says without looking, dragging Max into the kitchen.

“He looks dead.”

“Yeah, he does! Unfortunately, it never lasts. Check it out: I made you a smoothie!”

Max’s view of Taylor’s allegedly alive brother is cut off as he enters the kitchen, so he turns his attention to her and finds her posing in front of the open fridge like a game show assistant. Two more of the same metal cups from yesterday are waiting in the door, and now that she has his attention, she pulls one out and hands it to him. He takes it from her, but she doesn’t pull away; instead, she squints at him, leans closer, steadies herself on his shoulder, and bats at his ponytail.

“Max?” she says slowly. “Why is your hair in a rubber band? Correction—” she raises an impertinent first finger right in front of him, “—why is your hair in a rubber band again?”

“Because I don’t want it in my face? And what do you mean, again?”

She snatches the smoothie back from him, re-fridges it, and beckons him. “C’mon,” she says, walking back around the dividing wall. “We’re fixing it.”

* * *

He comments on the way up the stairs that, oh yeah, their houses are the same, just flipped, and Taylor’s about to agree with him—and talk about the extra rooms that were built over the garages that he won’t have at home—before she realizes that, shoot, she just invited Max up to her room! She invited him up to her room and he’s a guy! A guy who isn’t Gordo!

Isn’t that, like, adultery or something?

Eh. Maybe in Utah.

She pauses, her hand on the doorknob, and thinks quickly, thinks like she’s about to be thrown and she’s just realized it’s Meredith who’s going to catch her:

It’s different, right? It’s not like Max is a guy like Gordo, right? He doesn’t seem the type to put his hand on the back of a not-quite-eighteen-year-old’s head and push her down toward his pants.

Because he’s nice. Okay, so they didn’t talk for all that long yesterday, but he is nice, right? A little sad, a little snarky, and a bit of a fixer-upper, but he’s nice. And does she even know any nice guys? Any guys who haven’t openly lusted after her since she joined the squad? Correction: does she know any nice guys who aren’t already (sort of but not really) dating her best friend?

Well, now she knows Max.

And they do share an interest, don’t they?

So there’s no harm, she decides, and lets him into her room.

“Wow,” he says, following her inside, “pink.”

“It’s not that pink,” she says, wondering why she instantly feels defensive about it. She points to the accent wall, the one her computer desk is pushed up against, which she had Dad paint pastel blue because she read that blue is conducive to memory retention. Plus, she’s wanted a skylight ever since she saw one in a movie. Something about looking up at those California-blue skies every morning being super romantic. Unfortunately, because of the attic and all, she had to make do with a not-very-big window and a very blue wall. “See?”

“I stand corrected,” Max says, holding up his hands in surrender. Gosh, he has a sweet smile. Teeth are a little faded looking, though. Don’t they have whitener in New York?

She can fix that. She can fix everything! And that starts with the way his smile fades too quickly, like he can’t have a positive emotion without something in his brain showing up and reminding him, hey, dude, you’re supposed to be miserable. Must be why he likes all those punk bands he was telling her about.

Anyway. She can fix him. Make him happy. Whiten his teeth. Get him to stop tangling up his hair with rubber bands. Get him a girlfriend.

At that last thought, it’s like she borrows Max’s sadness demon. Ick! Shoo! She chases it away and bobs up to him, confirming once again how close in height they are, and then puts a hand on each shoulder and turns him round. He doesn’t resist. Gently, she hooks a finger inside the first ring of the looped rubber band and starts to tease out the hair.

“I can’t believe you use this,” she says as she works and, gosh, his hair is so silky! Yesterday, when he first got here, it was really greasy, like, greasy enough that she could tell from halfway down the backyard—understandable, though, after driving the entire width of the continental United States!—and after his shower it was still only, like, passably clean. Did he wash it especially for her?

She’s not sure she’s allowed the level of excitement that thought generates in her. Kills the sadness demon right off, though.

“What’s wrong with a rubber band?” he says, speaking slowly like he’s in a trance, and it takes Taylor a second to guess why. When she does, she’s glad she’s behind him, or he’d see the huge, adulterous smile that temporarily takes over her whole face. She’s got her hands in his hair. And she is, no need to be modest, super pretty. What guy wouldn’t enjoy it?

Gordo. Gordo wouldn’t enjoy it. He just wants her to touch it.

Ick.

She returns to the task at hand, carefully extracting layer after layer of soft, sweet-smelling jet-black hair from its rubber band prison. To distract herself, because she’s enjoying this a bit too much, she concentrates on answering his question.

“Rubber bands are grippy, Max,” she says. “Your hair will get caught up in it and it’ll get stripped apart. It’ll completely destroy your hair.”

“Oh,” he says. It seems to be all he can manage, so before Taylor lets out the final loop, she gives herself a moment to smile again.

Why is she so loopy around him? He’s just another long-haired punk guy; she could throw a rock from the front room and hit a dozen of them as they drift lazily by on their stickered-up skateboards.

Whatever. A puzzle for later. She turns him round again and takes a step back to admire her handiwork. Smoothing out his locks, billowing them out around his face, she almost forgets to breathe. There really is something about him, something those other rando guys don’t have. Something she thinks Gordo would probably kill to avoid. And it’s more exciting to Taylor than a hundred sweaty football guys. It’s more exciting to her than the memory of Max’s own older brother, whose thick arms and tree-trunk waist had previously seemed so enticing.

In a way, it’s a shame that Clay is Max’s brother. If Clay’s anything to go by, Max is going to gain a good few inches, he’s going to thicken up, he’s going to be a man. And it’s going to happen soon.

So? So that makes this Max special, dummy! A firefly isn’t beautiful because it lasts forever.

“Taylor,” he says, “what’s up?”

Shoot! He noticed! And his hand’s halfway to hers, like he wants to comfort her but doesn’t want to cross a boundary. Which, again, her decision to let him up into her room: vindicated! She shakes her head, grins at him—wow, it’s easy to find a smile when he’s so close to her—and turns him ninety degrees, toward the mirror.

“Why do you tie your hair up, Max?” she asks. “It’s way too gorgeous to not show it off.”

He doesn’t look at himself in the mirror, not for more than a second. Instead he starts gathering up his hair, pulling it tight, away from his face. “It’s not supposed to be gorgeous,” he says. Huh; cryptic! “Do you have a hair tie for me?”

She turns around and quickly finds one on her nightstand. “Here,” she says, pressing it into his hand.

“Taylor,” he says, holding it up, “this is a scrunchie.”

“Yes,” she confirms.

“It’s a scrunchie.”

“And?”

“It’s— Taylor. It’s a scrunchie. A pink scrunchie. Those are for girls?”

“Don’t be a baby,” she says, taking it back. Before he can stop her, she steps behind him, gathers his hair up, and ties a ponytail for him. She twitches her nose in concentration as she adjusts it, making sure it’s dead center, and then taps him on the top of his head. “You can look now.”

“Wow,” he says, turning his head. “That is definitely a pink scrunchie in my hair. And isn’t it a little high?” He reaches up to adjust it, and she bats his hand away.

“Leave it!” she commands, leaning into her cheer captain voice. And, yeah, it is a little higher than he usually ties his hair, but high is better, right? For cheering?

Oh right! They’re supposed to be exercising!

* * *

The Scotts’ backyard is, unsurprisingly, exactly the same dimensions as the one behind Max’s house, except theirs has a pool close to the house and way more intentionality to the foliage. Dad’s already been complaining about the weekends he’s going to lose getting theirs into shape, and Clay wasn’t fast enough getting out of the room when he was looking for volunteers to help out.

It’s nice, though. It’s like a preview of what their place will look like when it’s done. Taylor’s entire house is, actually. Even her room, fully furnished as it is and not merely looming around a single desk and a corner with a guitar in it, is a preview of what his might be like once he’s lived here more than ten minutes. Minus the pink walls, obviously. And all the televisions. The very boxy, very beige televisions.

Huh.

“I just realized,” he says, as he stretches his arms over his head, “you have three computers in your room. Which seems excessive.”

“You just realized?” she replies. She’s got her feet on the grass and her head between them, and either she’s showing off and she’s going to feel that tomorrow, or she’s limber as hell. “We’ve been in the yard for like two minutes and you just realized.” She straightens up and, despite her critical tone, she’s grinning at him, so he doesn’t take it the wrong way.

“I thought they were TVs. I was trying to think if I’d seen a TV that exact shade of beige before.” He copies her move, just to show her he can, and she laughs at him.

Christ. She’s so cute.

“And?” she prompts.

“Yeah,” he says, “no. Which led me to the obvious conclusion: three computers.”

“Well,” she says, “for your information, I have four computers.” When he straightens, to stare incredulously at her, she starts listing them. “I’ve got my main PC and some older ones for testing. I also have a laptop; I wanted to mess with OSX so Dad got me an iBook for Christmas. Don’t give me that look! It’s not fancy. It’s just the base model.”

Max snorts. “That’s not what the look was for, Taylor.”

“It’s the twenty-first century, Max,” she says, sounding suddenly surprisingly pompous. “If you don’t know how to use a computer, you’re going to be left behind.”

“I know how to use a computer; I don’t know how to use four computers.”

“It’s not like it’s hard.”

“Oh my God,” Max exclaims in fake wonder. “Four computers. You’re a nerd!”

“I’m captain of the cheerleading squad. I can’t be a nerd. All I have are esoteric interests.”

“You’re a nerd,” he giggles.

The levity he feels around her! Avery’s the only other person who ever made him feel like this: understood and appreciated. But there’s more here, something he never felt before. Maybe it’s because Taylor’s straight, and therefore, despite her boyfriend, despite Garrett’s assessment of her boyfriend—big—some incredibly stupid part of his brain thinks he has a chance?

Doesn’t matter. He feels good! He’ll take the win.

“I like your shirt,” she says, when they’re done warming up. “Is that your band?”

He laughs, pulling at it to show it off fully. “Not my band,” he says. “This is Me First and the Gimme Gimmes. They’re, uh, well, it’s kind of hard to explain.”

Taylor bounces over, takes the hem of the shirt out of his hands and stretches it out all the way, so she can look at it more closely.

“Try me,” she says.

He can smell her perfume or her shampoo or her body lotion or something, and it’s intoxicating, and distracting as hell. Which might be why he babbles a bit.

“Okay, so they’re a punk rock supergroup, formed in San Francisco circa 1995 and still going today. They only do covers, and that’s because they all have their own projects outside the group, like, Chris Shiflett is also in No Use for a Name. Have you heard of him? You haven’t heard of him. Anyway, their first album was all songs from the sixties, seventies and eighties, stuff like Uptown Girl and Rocket Man, and their second album is all show tunes. They did Don’t Cry for Me Argentina from Evita and Science Fiction Double Feature from Rocky Horror, and… What?”

She’s looking at him with the most peculiar smirk on her face, and when he shuts up she broadens it into a delighted smile and says, “And you called me a nerd!”

Wow. Her smile is incredible.

“Uh…” he says, his retort dying on his lips, which he’s suddenly biting, for some reason. God, he’s losing control here.

“I think you were going to say something like, punk rockers can’t be nerds,” she says. “They just have esoteric interests. And then I was going to say something like, you just proved yourself wrong, you’re the biggest nerd that ever nerded, and then you were going to blush even harder than you are right now, and insist we start doing what we came here to do.”

In a daze, he says, “Which is…?”

She lets go of his shirt and prances backward, ultimately transforming her momentum into a perfect backflip and segueing into a full sequence.

“This!” she says, as she lands and spreads her arms out.

Holy shit.

She’s an actual athlete.

And she’s really good.

* * *

On their way back in, Taylor collects the smoothies she prepared for them both, and in her room she digs out her TV—her actual TV; she doesn’t know how Max could have mistaken her computer monitors for televisions since they’re so completely different-looking—from under a discarded pair of jeans and puts on the Disney Channel. Chores done, she flops onto the bed and starts sucking earnestly on her straw. Max, meanwhile…

Max looks adorably about the room for something he can sit on that isn’t her bed. Vindicated, vindicated, vindicated! She’s known him for a day and she’s never felt so safe with a guy. She points with her toe at one of her computer chairs and, moving slowly, he drags it over near to the bed and drops into it, cupping his smoothie with both hands and sipping from it, his eyes on the Boy Meets World rerun. As his exhaustion starts to fade, he makes himself more comfortable, dragging one leg up under his butt and propping the other high enough that he can rest his chin on his knee. Which, like, wow, flexible.

He’s still breathing heavily. But then, so is she.

What a workout! He challenged her like nobody on the squad ever has, like Coach Dale never has, like not even Robyn did, and she challenged him right back! She never knew she could move like that!

She never knew a guy could move like that. The guys on the squad, they’re talented and they work hard, but they’re all kinda bulky, whereas Max moves like…

Okay. So she can never say it to him, ever, because she knows what boys are like, but Max moves like a girl. He’s got grace and speed and just enough power to accomplish everything he needs to and not a drop more. And maybe that’s just what pro gymnasts are like, but Taylor watches every Olympics and she doesn’t think so. He’s just not built like those guys.

Except he will be one day.

Maybe, anyway. Thinking about it, she got a good look at Mom Giordano yesterday, and a decent glimpse at Dad Giordano and the older brother, Clay, and Max takes much more after his mom while Clay looks like a younger and less wide version of his dad. So maybe that means he won’t grow into something like Clay. Maybe that means he’ll stay just as he is. After all, he’s eighteen, and aren’t you basically done at eighteen? Like, sure, other stuff happens, like you lose your puppy fat, and if you’re a guy you start getting hair everywhere—ick—but at eighteen, you’re finished growing, right?

“How tall are you, Max?” she says without thinking.

“Five-eight,” he says automatically.

Well, that’s a lie. “Are you sure?” she asks, reaching out with her foot and rotating his chair to face her.

“I’m five-eight… if I go up on my toes a little,” he admits.

“I knew it!” she exclaims. “You can’t lie to me, Max. You’re an inch taller than me at most, and I’m five foot six and three-quarters.”

“Three-quarters?” he confirms weakly.

She nods at the door frame. “Check the marks.”

Humoring her, he stands, slightly stiffly, and carefully puts his cup on the floor. He walks over to her bedroom door and runs his finger over the notches in the frame. There’s a notch for every one of her first seventeen years, but she doesn’t expect to be making a new one on her next birthday in September, since she’s basically done, too. It’s kinda sad, really; always is, when a yearly ritual ends.

Following an impulse, she jumps up and joins him. She turns him around by the shoulders, the way she did in the backyard, until he’s facing her with his back to the door. She pushes him until he bumps against it, and then she prods at his feet with hers until he’s standing straight.

Without taking her eyes off him, she reaches for the craft knife on her chest of drawers, flicks out the blade, and places her hand on top of his head, to create a straight line to the door frame.

“You stick out your tongue when you’re concentrating, you know that?” he says. She shushes him and carves his notch into the frame.

She doesn’t know why she’s doing this. She barely knows him. They might not end up friends at all. They might not speak to each other after school starts. They might turn out to hate each other! But this feels important. And if there’s one thing she’s learned as a cheerleader, it’s that when something feels right, she should trust it.

“Step away,” she says, and he does so.

The craft knife goes back on the mess of junk, and she opens a drawer—her underwear drawer, which she’s curiously unembarrassed to open around Max—and pulls out her tailor’s tape measure. She unravels it, presses the end against the wall with her toe, and smooths it up the door frame until it reaches Max’s notch.

“There’s a Sharpie on my desk,” she says, keeping everything in place. “Can you get it for me?”

“Sure.”

Moments later, a Sharpie—uncapped; how thoughtful—drops into her waiting hand, and she writes Max, August 3, 2003 — 5 foot 7½ inches on the wall, just above Taylor, September 13, 2002 — 5 foot 6¾ inches.

“There,” she says. “Immortalized.”

She twists around to smile at him, expecting one of his shy smiles in return, but instead he’s retreated back to her desk, he’s got his fists clenched at his side, and he’s standing very still.

“Max?” she asks.

“Shit,” he says, turning away. A hand goes up to his face, as if he’s covering his eyes or something, and that’s just so confusing that she takes three whole steps toward him before she realizes he’s not one of her girlfriends and she can’t just manhandle him because she doesn’t know how he’ll react. And, oh yeah, he’s a guy, and he’s in her room, and he’s been careful not to even touch her so far, and as nice as he’s been, she doesn’t want to give him the wrong idea.

“Did I do something wrong?” she says. She’s making her voice small on purpose, which is a little manipulative, but it is appropriate to how she feels. Max is special, and she doesn’t want to lose him as a friend before she figures out why.

It gets him to turn around, at least. And his eyes aren’t red and his cheeks aren’t wet, so it can’t be that bad. “No,” he says, forcing a smile. “Sorry. It’s just… It’s a me thing.”

“It’s just a stupid mark,” Taylor says. “I can fill it in if you want. I know where Dad keeps the filler.”

“No, no,” he says quickly. “I like it. If you don’t mind it there… I like it.”

Okay. Okay. He has an issue about this. But as much as she wants to probe it, as much as she wants to know everything, she refrains. If there’s one thing she’s learned as a cheerleader, it’s when to give a girl her space. Still applies here, even though Max isn’t a girl.

“Let’s keep it, then,” she says, matching his smile. It has the effect she hoped for, which is that his smile becomes warmer and more genuine, and she has to fight very hard not to just bounce forward and hug him. “Hey, Max,” she adds, “you wanna go out? We could go to the mall or something.” She pulls playfully at the hem of his shirt again. “We could even buy you some clothes that aren’t black and don’t have bands on them. And that are maybe your size?”

He laughs, and it seems almost real. “No thanks,” he says. “I’m tired out. Maybe I’ll just go home.”

“Oh, no you don’t, mister,” she says, mom-voicing him hard enough that he steps back. “I have nothing to do today, so you’re going to keep me company. Deal?”

He surrenders instantly. “Deal.”

“So. You smoke weed?”

Darn; she should have waited until he had a drink or something, because the look on his face is absolutely priceless, and she definitely could have gotten him to spray water if she timed it right.

“Uh,” he says, floundering. “Uh. Yeah? I guess so?”

She bounces on her toes. Flustering him is fun. “You wanna smoke weed and get takeout?”

“Sure?”

It’ll be good for him. He needs to talk, get whatever this is off his chest, and Taylor, she needs to listen. And maybe look at him a bit. Maybe look at him a lot. And if there’s one thing she’s learned as a cheerleader, it’s when to stay sober and when to get high.

“Wait one second,” she says, holding up a finger. Then she skips over to her door, yanks it open, leans out, and yells down the stairs, “GARRETT! I’M TAKING SOME OF YOUR WEED! IF YOU TELL MOM I’LL RIP YOUR BALLS OFF AND DROP THEM IN YOUR FISH TANK!”

She turns back to Max, grinning and waggling her eyebrows at him, her hand cupped around her ear for the rejoinder.

“I WON’T TELL MOM IF YOU BRING ME ANOTHER BAG OF DORITOS!” Garrett yells back, probably from the same dumb couch they left him on.

“See?” Taylor says to Max. “Told you he wasn’t dead.”



chapter three

LEGIT AIR


“Look at that,” Taylor’s pointing at the screen. “Look at the air they’re getting! It’s good, right? It’s legit.”

Max nods. It’s not been enough to admit to Taylor that, yes, she’s an incredible athlete and, yes, cheerleading’s legit, and, wow, no shit, captain of the squad, that’s really impressive; she wants to show him, and beyond summoning the rest of the squad and running through their routines right in front of him, the best way to do that turns out to be to drag him over to her computer desk and call up video after video of competitive cheerleading.

The trouble is, he’s having trouble concentrating. It’s not that the weed’s hit him all that hard, because it hasn’t, but between it, the takeout, the exercises this morning and the lingering fatigue from spending almost a week, on and off, in Dad’s cramped car, a portion of his brain keeps insisting it would rather just fall face-first into bed, and resents having to squint at a sequence of blocky videos recorded off of ESPN2.

He’s aware enough, though, to be seriously impressed by what he’s seeing. The shit the girls—and guys; a lot of the squads are mixed—are pulling off is downright incredible.

“It’s legit,” he says, passing the joint.

“Okay, okay, okay,” Taylor says, taking it from him and taking a lengthy drag. “Last one, I promise. See these guys?” She cues up another video. “Their routine is amazing. Just wait until you see the throws at the end!”

On the screen, a squad in green uniforms performs a tightly choreographed routine, and the more he watches them, the more he can’t believe they’re a high-school-age cheerleader squad.

“Tay,” he says, “this shit is ridiculous!”

She beams at him. He’s noticed she likes it when he calls her Tay. Almost makes him want an even shorter version of his name, so they can trade. But only his grandparents call him Maxwell—and his mom when she’s pissed.

“This is from two or three years ago,” she says, grinding the end of the joint into dust in the ashtray. “It was a huge controversy: another squad turned out to’ve been stealing their routines for, like, years, and winning trophies with them. Winning this trophy!” The video shows them being announced as the winners of the tournament, and Taylor stabs emphatically at the screen. “They just never had the money to compete for themselves. But they got the money together, they went all in, and they won. It’s like something out of a movie!”

“That’s… actually cool.”

“Right? It’s inspirational!”

“Yeah.”

“C’mon,” she says, abruptly switching off the monitor. Then she puts both feet on the seat of Max’s chair and pushes him away with enough force that the casters trip on the rug, tipping him right off onto the bed. Judging by the glee on her face, she planned it exactly that way, and it came off perfectly. “Max!” she exclaims, forming her mouth into a perfect O of shock. “I thought you were a gymnast! But there you go, falling off of chairs…”

“I would have been fine—” he starts to protest, but he has to cut himself off when Taylor launches herself at the bed. She lands next to him, bounces a couple of times, and comes to rest leaning on her elbow, grinning at him. “I would have been fine,” he tries again, “if I wasn’t so tired.”

“Jet-lagged?” she says. “No, wait; car-lagged?”

“I hate cars,” he says, counting on his fingers, “I hate motels, I hate small towns in the middle of the country, I hate my dad’s music, I hate how Clay takes up all the space in the back seat…”

“How come you didn’t fly? There are people who can move boxes across the country for you.”

“Money. Cheaper to do it ourselves than pay movers, or so Dad said. Hey, um, Taylor…” He shuffles away from her a little. “Should I be on your bed with you like this? Is this really okay?”

“Why?” she asks, pretending to be afraid. “Are you going to molest me, Max Giordano?”

“What? No!” He recoils even farther just at the thought of it, but she reaches out and rolls him over, bringing him closer again.

“So, chill,” she says. She leans over him—Max tries to compress himself into the mattress so she doesn’t actually touch him—and retrieves the remote for her CD player. She switches it on and dumps the remote on the floor. Something by Alanis Morissette comes on, but he’s only heard that one album of hers, the one that got really big; he doesn’t know this one. Next to him, facing up and with her hands clasped on her belly, Taylor sighs contentedly. “You want to smoke another?” she asks after a short while.

“Sure.”

She nods, sits up just enough to retrieve the baggie of pre-rolled joints she stole from Garrett’s room, and lights one up. She passes it to Max, who takes a deep drag, and when he looks again, she’s gotten another ashtray out from somewhere and placed it between them.

“How many of those do you have?”

“Enough,” she says, and accepts the joint from him. “Mom never cleans in here because I do it myself, and she can’t smell it in here because Garrett’s room always stinks of it, so…” She shrugs.

“Weird to be smoking weed with a cheerleader,” Max says, feeling sufficiently loosened up—by the weed, by his exhaustion, by Taylor’s apparent belief that he’s not the kind of guy who might try to hurt her—to just say shit. “I always thought you guys lived on mineral water and pep and calling all the other girls sluts.”

“Max,” Taylor says, passing back, “I’m going to say something very rude now, and you’ve got to promise me it won’t leave this room. I have a reputation to upkeep.”

Max crosses his heart. “Promise.”

“Your New York cheerleaders sound like stuck-up bee-yotches.”

“Yeah,” he says. “Yeah, they kinda were.”

“What about your friend? Avery?”

He laughs. “Yeah, she thinks New York cheerleaders are stuck-up bee-yotches, too.”

“I mean,” she says, giggling, “what kind of girl is she?”

“Gymnast. Lesbian. Oh, and she’s a huge nerd, too.”

“Like you, then,” Taylor says.

“Like you,” Max counters.

A little while later, when the second joint is done and they’re lying on their backs together, looking up at the star stickers on her ceiling, and when Max is feeling more relaxed than he has at any point in at least the last year, Taylor goes and ruins it all—or complicates it all, anyway—by asking the question he’d been hoping she wouldn’t.

“Hey, Max? Where did you get those scars?”

“You saw those, huh?”

Of course she did. You can’t throw yourself around the way he did this morning without your shirt flying all over the place, especially when it’s too big for you by several sizes. He ought to take a leaf out of her book and wear a tight crop top or something. The thought of it, of his belly sticking out of one of Taylor’s pink gym tops, is almost funny enough to make him laugh.

“You don’t have to tell me,” she says. “Really, you don’t.”

He shrugs. He ought to lie, or claim it’s a secret, or otherwise keep it from her, because it isn’t exactly the kind of story you tell to make yourself seem cool in front of a pretty girl, but if she’s going to be his friend, she should know. And if she laughs or thinks less of him, then it’s better to know now, right? Better to be rejected by someone you just met than by someone you’ve known for a long time.

“It was last year,” he says, settling his head into the pillow. He might be telling the story, but he doesn’t want to look at her while he does. He wants to get her reaction all at once, when he’s done. In case it’s bad. Rip off the Band-Aid, etc. “End of the spring semester. I’d never been that popular, but I was never unpopular, either, you know? I was just another kid. And I’d been dabbling in gymnastics a long time already, but high school was where I started really getting into it. Coach thought I had real promise. I wasn’t as good as Avery—she started before me—but I was good. And Coach said I could be great. And I’d never been great at anything before, so I let her talk me into taking private classes. Mom was against it but Dad, in a fit of unexpected parental involvement, persuaded her. And then that was it. School, home, life, it was all about gymnastics. Me and Avery and gymnastics. It was everything to us. Anyway, Coach was right: I was great.”

“I’ve seen it,” Taylor says quietly. “You are.”

“And you’ve seen me after a year of doing nothing more than backyard stuff,” he says. “And we didn’t even have a big yard back home. Since then, since what happened, I’ve lost weight, I’ve lost muscle. I don’t have the stamina I used to. Compared to back then, I’m— Ugh. Sorry. Hard to lose something like that, you know?”

“What happened to you, Max?”

“It was inevitable, really. At school, I wasn’t just some kid anymore. I was a gym fag. I had my special fag gym clothes and I walked like a gym fag and— Well, you know what people are like. Shit written on my locker, guys bumping into me on the stairs and trying to get me to trip and fall. You’ve seen it, I bet.”

“Yeah,” she says. “There are a-holes like that in every school.”

“So, it’s the end of the spring semester last year,” he says briskly, moving the story along as quickly as he can, “and three guys corner me. I thought they were just going to beat the shit out of me, which would have been an escalation, but still, something I could deal with.” His voice is shaking. Huh. “No. Christ, I wish they had. What actually happened was that two of them grabbed me and held me down on the ground and the third, he had this beat-up old Volvo, and he got the cigarette lighter—”

“Oh no,” Taylor breathes.

“Yeah. Pushed it into me three times. And he wasn’t quick, either. He held it there each time. If you’re wondering: incredibly painful.”

“What did you do?”

He can’t help it. He sits up, earlier than he planned, unable to wait for her judgment, but she’s just lying there, watching him, no cruelty or satisfaction evident on her face. She feels for him. It’s obvious. And if it weren’t, the hand that reaches for his would make it pretty clear.

Still, he’s not done with the story yet.

“I didn’t do anything. At first it was because I was in pain, like, monumental amounts of pain, and then I just didn’t want to get up. They didn’t stick around. Just kicked me a bit, taunted me, and ran off. They left me there and ran off. And lying there, Tay, I think I already knew they’d broken me. I think I knew that was it, you know?” He shakes his head. Too much. “Anyway, I didn’t tell the cops or the principal or anything because I still had to go to school for another two years with those assholes and they could have made it even worse for me. So I just… went home. Swallowed Tylenol like candy and wrapped my chest in gauze. Mom eventually saw the burns and freaked and took me to, like, a gajillion doctors, but the best they could do by that point was just tell me to use lotion on them.”

“Does it help?”

“No. Not really.”

Taylor pushes up on her elbows, bringing herself closer, and she lets go of his hand and reaches for the hem of his shirt. “May I?” she asks, and waits for his nod.

It’s light and airy in Taylor’s room, and a breeze ripples over his chest as Taylor lifts up his shirt. He expects her to pull it up only enough to see, but she raises it higher and shoots him a questioning glance, which he interprets—correctly—as a request to raise his arms. She slides his shirt all the way off and drops it on the bed.

“I know,” he says, “I’m skinny.”

Taylor smiles sadly. “No skinnier than me,” she says, which is generous of her. “And I’d say ‘toned’, anyway. Um. Do they hurt?”

“Not anymore.”

He knows how they look in the light; three angry, deep-red scars burned into his chest. Three concentric circles, the skin at its worst where they join. Each one is a memory, a humiliation.

Taylor doesn’t seem to know what to do with herself. Caught with one hand halfway to his chest and another halfway to her mouth, she’s frozen in place, her eyes searching him for the answer to a question she seems scared to ask. He nods again, and she touches him. Gently, almost nervously. She traces the outline of the scars.

And then he’s too self-conscious. Not just because of the scars, but because his skin is sallow after so long without sun; because whatever she says about how toned he is, he can see his weakness in her eyes. So he snatches up his shirt and slips it back on.

It breaks the spell.

“I’m so sorry, Max,” she says.

He struggles to regather his usual emotional state, to find again the ol’ reliable ‘Max’ persona, the guy who doesn’t care too much about anything, not the burn scars on his ribs or the friends he’s lost or the fact that his one remaining real friend is now thousands of miles away.

“We used to know each other,” he says, casually tossing it at her like it’s a factoid his mom just read in the Style section of the newspaper. “The guy who burned me. Grew up together.” He knows he sounds flippant, but better that than bare himself again. And she seems to understand. A guy needs his emotional space. “We used to be close. Like kids are, I mean. Back in New York, there’s a room with both of our heights marked on the wall, just like that. Him and me. It was him and me, and then we drifted apart, and when he came back, he did this to me.”

“Oh,” Taylor says, eyes wide. “Oh! That’s why you, uh, when we marked your height, uh…”

“Yeah,” he says, his cheeks reddening. So much for ol’ reliable, emotionless Max. “That’s why it hit me so hard. Kinda brought him back, you know?” He laughs. “I thought I was better at hiding my shit than that. Turns out, I’m really not.”

“Don’t worry,” she says. “I see everything, anyway. So you’re just going to have to get used to that.”

* * *

Those burns are vicious. And that level of bullying is something else! Vista Primavera High has its problems, yes, but the worst she’s heard of lately is just normal bullcrap like freshmen getting dumped in the trash or having their lockers vandalized. And that it was done by someone he used to be friends with…

Max Giordano is going to need good friends from now on. Of that, Taylor is absolutely certain.

It hurt him so much to tell her, too. She saw him clam up after. And that’s so accurate, actually! He opened up, just a little bit, just enough for her to see, and then he snapped shut! It took her almost an hour to restore the innocent, fun, almost flirty attitude he had out in the yard, and she wonders if the weed was a bad idea; Max seems like one of those people who get melancholy when they’re high.

It was probably just because she made him relive the memories, though.

He’s also moved farther away from her on the bed. He’s practically falling off! Inevitable, probably. Honestly, you get a guy to admit to having one (1) emotion, and they immediately stop talking at all!

No, actually. That’s unfair. That’s not Max she’s thinking of, that’s Gordo, a teenage boy who can’t wait to be a man, who already considers himself to be what a man ought to be, and Taylor’s not in a rush to spend time socially with people who remind her of her father, thank you very much! She’s tried to tell him, over and over, to just talk to her like he used to. If he did, maybe she’d even get to the bottom of his obsession with sex!

No, wait; that’s also because Gordo is a teenage boy. In a way Max, somehow, is not.

“Hey,” she says, “talk to me, Max.”

“I’m okay,” he insists. He’s regained a little of the slight swagger he had before, the sense that he knows who he is, what he wants. Yes, it’s a lie, or at best a coping mechanism, but it’s a comforting one, for Taylor. There’s a real Max under the front he puts up, and she got to see it.

“Are you sure?” she says.

“Yeah. It’s just… I think you’re the only person I’ve talked to about what happened. Apart from my family. And doctors. And Avery, obviously. You’re the first person since her I’ve chosen to talk to about it. Which is kinda confusing, because I’ve known you for, what, twenty-nine hours?”

“More like thirty-one,” Taylor says, and she bounces on the mattress to bring herself closer. “Avery. You miss her, huh?”

He smiles, and that’s good, right? That’s a genuine smile on his face! Not one of the fake ones he puts on when he knows he ought to be smiling at something.

“I do. She’s been bugging me to talk to her online, but we don’t have internet yet, so—”

“Oh!” Well, there’s a good deed she can do! “I have internet. You want to talk to her right now? I can set it up! It’ll be really quick. Will she be at home on a Sunday afternoon?”

“Um, yeah, I think so,” he says, recoiling a little. Taylor reels herself in a bit. Too much enthusiasm for someone who just finished being a huge downer.

“Come on, then,” she says, bouncing the rest of the way over to his side of the bed—her thigh momentarily grazing his; just an accident!—and hopping off onto the floor. She rolls his chair back over to the computer desk and boots up her main PC again. The fans whirr gently into life—she spent a whole afternoon making sure her computer doesn’t sound like a jet engine, unlike Garrett’s—and by the time Max joins her, she’s looking at the desktop again. “Which client?”

“Which, uh…?”

“AIM, MSN, ICQ…?”

“Oh. AIM.”

Taylor opens AIM, logs herself out, and wheels herself away so Max can sit in front of the keyboard. When he maneuvers himself into position, she swings her chair around behind his and rests her forearms on its back, with her chin atop them. She can see the screen over his shoulder.

It must be a slow Sunday over in New York—three hours ahead, she remembers; Avery’s probably going to be called for dinner in the not-too-distant future—because the AIM window lights up almost instantly with a response.




Maximillion: Hey Avery

A-Very-Nice-Person: Holy shit you got internet

A-Very-Nice-Person: Did you get cable? Is it fast?

A-Very-Nice-Person: We’re stuck on DSL and it’s not fucking dial up at least but I hate it

A-Very-Nice-Person: Dad says we can’t get cable again until we pay our cable bill

A-Very-Nice-Person: And he is ideologically opposed to paying cable bills as you know

A-Very-Nice-Person: Anyway it’s so cool you’re back online I was DYING without you to talk to

A-Very-Nice-Person: Max? Are you there?

Maximillion: I’m here

Maximillion: You just type really fast

Maximillion: Chill

A-Very-Nice-Person: I refuse

A-Very-Nice-Person: ONE of us has to talk




“I like her already,” Taylor says.

“Why does that not surprise me?” Max replies.




Maximillion: Anyway I don’t have internet yet

Maximillion: I’m at a friend’s house

A-Very-Nice-Person: You made a friend already! That rules

A-Very-Nice-Person: Can I embarrass you in front of him yet or are you still in the delicate getting to know you phase

A-Very-Nice-Person: Circling the cave and grunting at each other until you establish a firm enough masculine bond to roast and eat a dead stag without trying to kill each other

A-Very-Nice-Person: I think that’s how it works with boys anyway

Maximillion: When have I ever grunted?

A-Very-Nice-Person: I think you could grunt

A-Very-Nice-Person: I’m not saying it wouldn’t be under duress

A-Very-Nice-Person: But I AM saying it would be adorable

Maximillion: Well Avery

Maximillion: You’ll be happy to know you’ve already embarrassed me in front of HER

A-Very-Nice-Person: ROFL

A-Very-Nice-Person: Sorry Max’s friend if you can see this

A-Very-Nice-Person: But I’m about to get even worse

A-Very-Nice-Person: Deep breath

A-Very-Nice-Person: What’s her name is she pretty is she prettier THAN ME and if she is does she like girls and is she open to a long distance relationship

Maximillion: You have a girlfriend Avery

A-Very-Nice-Person: SHE doesn’t know that




Taylor leans over Max’s shoulder and borrows the keyboard.




Maximillion: Hi! Max’s friend here, Avery, and I’m sorry, but I very much do know that now.

Maximillion: Ya blew it.

Maximillion: Sorreeeeeeee!!!!!

A-Very-Nice-Person: Hey look Max your friend likes punctuation

Maximillion: I’ll have you know I have a 4.3 average.

Maximillion: I love punctuation.

A-Very-Nice-Person: Holy shit Max a 4.3, hitch your wagon to this girl

A-Very-Nice-Person: She’ll take you places

Maximillion: Okay it’s me again, and I’m doing fine thank you Avery

Maximillion: I’ll keep my wagon where it belongs.




“You’re a menace,” Max tells Taylor. She beams at him, and then twists around to get out of her chair.

“I’ll give you two a minute,” she says. “You want something to drink? We have iced tea or water or—”

“Iced tea is fine, unless you have anything like Dr Pepper.”

“I think we might actually have Dr Pepper. You want? Okay! Be right ba-aaack!”

She sings the last word as she skips out of the room, and then she’s down the stairs in a flash. She can’t resist putting a little flourish into it as she rounds the bend from the bottom of the stairs into the living room, because Garrett’s probably still in there, and it annoys him to see her expending so much excess energy. Or moving fast, like, at all.

And there he is, wasting whole days away on the couch. As usual. She sticks her tongue out at him; he gives her the finger. She escapes to look for sodas, but by the time she’s dug them out of the fridge, he’s leaning against the arch that separates the kitchen from the rest of the rooms downstairs.

“Make sure you put the baggie back in my room,” he says.

“Yeah,” she says. “Duh.”

“Make sure you reseal it.”

“Obviously.”

“And make sure you air out your room and—”

“I know, Garrett!”

“Okay! Jesus! I’m just trying to help.”

“You’re starting to get cranky,” she says, maneuvering around him as she exits the kitchen, a Diet Dr Pepper in each hand. “Maybe you should smoke some more.” On her way back up the stairs, she turns and yells, “And then maybe you’ll get turbo cancer and die!”

“I’m your big brother, Taylor!” he shouts after her. “I’m looking out for you!”

“You’re a big pain in my ass!” she shouts back, leaning over the railing so her voice echoes properly. She swoops back into her room, ignoring the grumbling from downstairs, and as she closes the door with her butt, she’s delighted to see Max laughing at something on the screen.

Well, mostly delighted. It would have been nice if it had been her who made him laugh, not this Avery girl, but it’s still good to see.

“Drink up,” she says, placing the can in front of him.

“Diet,” he observes, before opening it and taking a swig.

“I’m an athlete!” She opens hers and presses the cold can against his bare forearm, making him wince and pull away. “And so are you!”

“Thanks, Tay,” he says, grinning at her.

“So? How’s she doing?”

“Avery? She’s good. Same as normal.” He points to the screen, and Taylor swings her chair around behind again, so she can look properly. As she drinks, Max goes back to typing.




A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s going to be weird going back to school without you

A-Very-Nice-Person: I’m going to have to get a new best friend

Maximillion: At least you won’t have to have the locker next to the one that always has FAG on it anymore

A-Very-Nice-Person: What if I befriend a new fag

A-Very-Nice-Person: Oh shit am I allowed to say that

Maximillion: No but neither am I




Taylor hides her smile behind her Diet Dr Pepper. Definitely not gay, then. Just checking!




A-Very-Nice-Person: Have you seen your new school yet

Maximillion: No but I figure any school is like any other school right?

Maximillion: Different color metal detectors maybe

A-Very-Nice-Person: ROFL depressing

A-Very-Nice-Person: Rolling on the floor sobbing my eyes out

A-Very-Nice-Person: Leave New York and see the sights in sunny California!

A-Very-Nice-Person: Get violated by entirely new rentacops!




“It’s not too bad, actually,” Taylor says, having drained her Dr Pepper already. “We’ve got a couple security guys, but no metal detectors. They keep saying they’re going to beef up security, but so far…” She crosses her fingers.




Maximillion: Taylor says no metal detectors




Taylor borrows the keyboard again.




Maximillion: Taylor here, AND our security guys have cute little name tags and they get fired if they get too handsy. Which HAS happened, so that’s not great, but at least they got fired.

A-Very-Nice-Person: You’re leading the nation

A-Very-Nice-Person: Also hi Taylor!

A-Very-Nice-Person: Max won’t say if you’re prettier than me

Maximillion: Just a second, Avery. I can solve that conundrum.




Taylor surrenders the keyboard to Max, but before he can type anything else, she claims the mouse and loads the webcam application. The little camera is still positioned on top of the monitor, pointing down at them, covering what Taylor’s always considered her most flattering angle. “Say cheese,” she says, and puts on a peppy smile, pressing her cheek against Max’s.

In the preview, he looks adorably startled and she looks great, so she saves the picture and drags it into the AIM window.




A-Very-Nice-Person: Oh shit she IS prettier than me

A-Very-Nice-Person: How depressing

A-Very-Nice-Person: You see it right Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: You see how she’s prettier than me

Maximillion: Avery

Maximillion: You realize I’m stuck now don’t you?

Maximillion: I can’t say you’re prettier than Taylor because she’s right here

Maximillion: And I can’t say the opposite either

Maximillion: Whatever I say I’m doomed




“Duh,” Taylor says, giggling. “You say we’re both beautiful.”




A-Very-Nice-Person: Repeat after me, Maxxy: “You’re both pretty.”




“She makes a good point,” Taylor says.




Maximillion: There’s an echo in here.

Maximillion: Taylor said the exact same thing you did.

A-Very-Nice-Person: Well yeah

A-Very-Nice-Person: All of us are taught this as children

A-Very-Nice-Person: We get secret classes

A-Very-Nice-Person: How to make boys uncomfortable is like the first lesson

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s our main weapon in the battle of the sexes

A-Very-Nice-Person: That and mace




“I have some Mace,” Taylor whispers, “if you ever need some. I have spare, I mean.”

“Why would I need Mace?”

“Don’t know. But just in case. I’ll bring some over.”

“Don’t bring me Mace, Taylor.”

“Just in case!”

* * *

Max isn’t exactly late for dinner, but he needs to shower to get rid of the weed stink, and since it’s also his turn to set the table, he’s going to be cutting it really close. So he barges in through the front door at full speed, yells out that he’s here, that he’ll be down in a minute, that he just needs a shower, and he makes it to the stairs without either of his parents getting a chance to intercept him and yell at him about timekeeping, about the watch his Aunt Gabriele got him, about how it keeps perfect time, about how he should wear it more, and about how he knows when dinner is and when to be home for it.

See? He doesn’t even need to be yelled at; he’s got the script memorized.

He doesn’t make it to his bedroom entirely unscathed, though. Clay’s in his room with his door open, and he calls out as Max passes. Panting, Max stops in the doorway, leaning on the frame with both hands.

“Yeah?” Max says.

“Nice girl, is she?”

“Yeah.”

“Girlfriend?”

“What? No. Clay, we’ve been here a day.”

“You moved on Avery pretty quick back home.”

“We weren’t— Never mind. I need a shower.”

“Good idea.” Clay wafts a hand in front of his nose. “And wash those clothes yourself.”

“Uh, yeah, I will.”

As Max turns to leave, Clay says, “Nice scrunchie, Max.”

“What? Oh. Shit.”

“You wearing it to dinner? So Mom and Dad can get a good look at it?”

“Uh. No. Definitely not.”

“Okay then.”

Max makes his escape.

It’s annoying to have to wash his hair twice in one day, but hair’s worse than clothes for retaining weed stink, and as much as he could pass it off as an unfortunate byproduct of existing in the presence of Taylor’s stoner brother, he doesn’t want to take the risk; Mom’d probably go over there to complain about Garrett’s corrupting influence. And the shower gives him the opportunity to think, too.

About Taylor.

He let her touch his scars. And something about that felt right. Felt like it demystified them somehow. Like Taylor claimed them, and in doing so, released their hold on him just a little. He’s not going to start going topless, but maybe by bringing them so completely into his new life, into a new friendship, she’s begun a process which might eventually sever their connection to his past.

Yeah. He kinda likes that.

He also likes that Taylor and Avery get along. They chatted for a while, switching the keyboard back and forth, until Avery had to go for dinner. She and Taylor exchanged details, and then it was just Max and Taylor again. Watching TV. Talking about nothing. Talking about everything.

She’s relaxing to be around. She’s a lot smarter than he originally assumed she would be, which is on him. Making assumptions. Like a girl can’t be bubbly and peppy and test well!

He smiles as he soaps himself up. Her words in her voice. Different to Avery’s—basically two exact opposite points of the female vocal range—but not shrill and whining like he always expects cheerleaders’ voices to be.

“Wow,” he says to himself, imitating Taylor. “Prejudiced much?”

They talked about birthdays. She has one coming up, and he is of course invited to her eighteenth on September 13. He told her he had a birthday recently, but that he didn’t really celebrate it, just hung out with Avery as usual. The confession brought the mood down again. It didn’t last, though, and to change the subject, she showed him her hand-annotated copy of the squad routine book and talked him through what cheerleaders do that gymnasts don’t. When it was finally time for him to go home for dinner, it was with the knowledge of what flyers, bases and spotters are, what they do, and how disastrous it can be when any of them fuck up

In all, his second day in California could have gone a lot worse. Though it’s weird that Taylor hasn’t mentioned her boyfriend even once yet.

* * *

He’s so dumb! So adorably, annoyingly dumb! He wants to do gymnastics. He’s desperate to get back to it! She could see it in the way he hungrily watched the cheer routines she played for him, and in the rapt attention he paid when she was showing him the cheer book, but he won’t do anything about it! And, okay, Vista Primavera High doesn’t have a gymnastics team, so he can’t do it at school, but he can take classes or something! He can do it on his own time! But no, instead he’s just going to try to keep up with the basics in his backyard—or in hers—and leave it at that.

But he’s also not dumb, and she knows why. He doesn’t want to be the ‘gym eff ay gee’ at another school. He wants to keep his head down and graduate and go to college. And eventually, it went unsaid, he’ll become more like his brother—because he will, Taylor’s wishful thinking notwithstanding—and he’ll either have to learn everything again from scratch—and never again be as good as he was—or he’ll give it up forever.

It was itching on the tip of her tongue all afternoon: join the squad! She wanted so much to say it! And he’d be amazing! He’s better than her at the technical stuff, even if she’s fitter and can last longer, and the other stuff, the cheer-specific stuff, she could teach him, no trouble. Eddie could teach him the guys’ role in the squad. And he’d make them better in turn! They could learn so much from each other!

But she didn’t say it, because she can’t. Because he’s the wrong size and shape. Their routines—their very squad—assume a certain size and shape of guy. Eddie is six foot one and closer to Gordo than Max in physique, and the other guys on the squad are similar; there’s no role for Max there. And while in theory he could take up the same role as one of the girl bases, or even be a flyer if he starts working on his core again, since he can already land like a champ… he’d never agree to it. Being a guy doing girl stuff on the cheer squad is probably significantly worse than being a gym eff ay gee.

Shoot. She’s so close to a solution that helps them both, but there’s no way she can make it work!

Taylor shakes her head and jumps up from her bed, aiming to call for takeout before Garrett gets a chance to order the greasiest and most disgusting food he can find in the big pile of menus in the kitchen. On her way past the computer desk, the picture of her and Max, the one she took with her webcam and sent to Avery, catches her eye.

It makes her smile. Warms her stomach. Because they look like such good friends already!

But what’s weird is that with the low resolution of the webcam, with the fat pixels obscuring the finer details of his face, with the angle the picture was taken from, he looks kinda like a girl.

He looks kinda like a pretty girl.

Taylor stares.

Like a really pretty—

“Taylor!” Garrett calls from downstairs. “I’m ordering food!”

Shoot!

She shakes her head and runs to the door. “Oh no you don’t!” she yells, and starts down the stairs, flexing her fingers, preparing to rip the phone right out of his stupid stoner hands before he orders something with more oil by volume than an entire KFC, and kick him if that doesn’t seem like enough.

* * *

Monday goes by quickly. Max showers, dresses in loose clothing he can move in, and goes over to Taylor’s. They exercise together. Taylor shows him more of her cheerleader moves and tries to give him an idea of how they work with more than one person, but it’s difficult to imagine. She says she should get her friend Willa over, because she’s on the squad and can help Taylor show him, if he’s interested. He says he’s fine just imagining for now.

Then it’s back upstairs to chat and watch TV. She will take him shopping one day, she says, but she’s going to give him more time to get acclimated before she subjects him to the malls here. They hang out, they talk to Avery a little more together, Taylor still doesn’t mention that she has a boyfriend—he’s been noticing more and more how she doesn’t talk about him—and then it’s dinner time and he’s got to go home.

And just when he’s getting excited at the thought of doing it all over again tomorrow—and reveling in the feeling of actually looking forward to something for once—his mom drops the bombshell: on Tuesday, they’re having a family day. They’re going to go out together and look around the stores and have a nice lunch somewhere, so he needs to get his sunscreen and some nice clothes and be ready to go out at nine in the morning sharp.

As Taylor would say, ick!

They got the cable TV and internet connected while he was out, though, so after dinner he sets up his aging computer and messages Taylor on AIM to tell her he can’t come over tomorrow. She’s sad—and annoyed that it’s not going to be her who introduces him to the shopping here—but she gets over it, and they end up talking well into the night.

* * *

“Yeah, and he can’t come over today. His parents want a ‘family day’, which basically means they’ve kidnapped him and his enormous brother and they’re going to drive all over town and go shopping and eat out and because they’re from New York they’re probably all going to die of heatstroke on the steps of Spring View Mall twenty feet away from the air conditioning and I’m bored, Willa!”

“Whoa! Okay. Take it easy, Tay. Start again. Who is Max?”

Taylor winds the phone cord around her little finger. “He’s this boy—”

“No, no, I understood that part. I mean, why are you so into him?”

“I’m not into him! He’s just— He’s nice, Willa. He’s a nice guy. Do you know any nice guys? Apart from Eddie, I mean.”

“Apart from Eddie? No. I know plenty of only mildly offputting guys, if that helps.”

“It extremely does not.”

“Fair,” Willa says.

“Willa, he’s super sweet and you have to meet him! So what I was thinking is, he had his eighteenth like a week ago, just over, and he didn’t even do anything for it! So I thought about a surprise party—you know how much I love surprises—but he’s kinda gunshy. So then I thought, what about us? Like, the four of us? You and Eddie and me and Max. Tomorrow night. Over here. Garrett can get us drinks and we’ll have a little birthday party! For Max!”

“Uh-huh.”

“What do you mean, ‘uh-huh’?”

“Me and my boyfriend and you and your…”

“Max, yes.”

“You and your Max.”

“No! Just me and Max. He’s not mine…” She probably shouldn’t sound so wistful.

“You have a boyfriend, Taylor! Remember Gordo? Big guy. Linebacker. Very straight nose.” Over the line, Willa giggles. “Very straight guy in general.”

“Max isn’t like that.”

“Didn’t you say he’s not gay?”

“He’s not! He said so!”

“He just, like, came out and said it?”

On her kitchen stool, Taylor squirms. “Not directly. But we were talking to his friend from New York and they were talking like he’s not gay. He even said he’s ‘not allowed’ to say the word; you know, um, eff, ay—”

“You don’t need to spell it, Tay.” Willa breathes heavily into the phone. “So. He’s not gay. And he’s not like Gordo. What is he like?”

“I don’t know, Willa! He’s… He’s sweet and he’s sensitive and he’s kinda… He’s Max, Willa. Max.”

“You’re saying his name like you think it’s helping your ‘not into him’ case.”

“Is it?”

“No.”

“No fair,” Taylor whines.

“You’re lusting, Tay.”

“Am not!”

“Does he know he’s got no chance?”

“…No? Yes? Maybe? But I don’t want that from him, Willa. I want a friend. I want him to be more like how you are with me, not like how Gordo is with me. I think. Shoot, I don’t know. Stop asking confusing questions.”

“Fine.”

“Fine?”

“I’ll come to your party, Tay. I’ll wear something nice and I’ll bring Eddie and I’ll meet your new best friend and we can do the birthday thing. Just promise me it won’t be weird.”

“Zero weirdness. I promise. Willa, you’re the best.”

“I know. And—”

“Shoot! Doorbell! Gotta go!”

She could probably have made it to the front door without having to hang up, because the kitchen phone has a really long cord, but if she kept Willa on the line she was going to keep asking those uncomfortable questions, and they’re not anything Taylor wants to address right now. She’s on the fourth day of her friendship with Max and she still doesn’t know exactly what she wants from him, only that she wants something, and it’s definitely not what she wants from Gordo.

She’s still frowning at the thought of it when the doorbell goes again, reminding her why she hung up in the first place. Irritably she rushes to the front door and yanks it open.

Shoot.

“Gordo!”

“Hey, babe!”

He yanks her into an embrace she has no chance of getting out of unless she wants to get violent, so she waits for him to get done before she says anything else. And then he plants a kiss on her mouth as he releases her, so she has to wait that out, too.

“What are you doing here?” she asks, when finally she can. “I thought football camp was—”

“It’s not ‘football camp’, Tay, I keep telling you.” He starts taking the stairs two at a time, and Taylor has to admit that for all that he can be, well, annoying and persistent, he has a great body. And it’s a reactive body, too. He moves a muscle in his arm and it’s like a butterfly flapping its wings; somewhere on the other end of his body, another muscle moves with it. “It’s an intensive week-long training regimen overseen by—”

“If it’s so intensive,” she says, climbing the stairs after him, “then why are you here?”

“I missed you, Tay!”

He punctuates her name by swinging open the door to her room. She follows him inside, allows him to shut the door, and when he sits down on the end of her bed she chooses one of the computer chairs, rolling it into the center of the room.

“No, seriously,” she says. “Why are you here?”

“Coach gave us the afternoon off and it’s only sixty miles and I wanted to surprise you, Tay!”

She reaches forward to swat him on the knee. “Gordo! You know I hate surprises!”

“I know, I know,” he says, “you like everything to be organized and in its place—” he mimes typing on an invisible typewriter, which is seemingly how Gordo thinks you organize yourself, “—but you’re not doing anything today, are you?”

“No,” she admits.

“So?”

“Fine,” she says, stepping up from her chair and over to him. He rises to meet her, circles an arm around her waist and dips her, and the shiver that involuntarily passes through her isn’t entirely unwelcome. Enough that when she comes up, flushed, she’s ready for more. But she has to set the ground rules, first. “No sex stuff, though.” She holds a finger up to his face, which is tricky because of how close he’s holding her. “Okay?”

He kisses her again and releases her. “Yeah, Tay, I got it. I can wait a month. Hey, you wanna go out on your birthday, just the two of us, and celebrate?”

“I have a party on my birthday, Gordo. You know that!”

“Okay. Day after?”

“That’s a Sunday, and we have school the next day. We’ll do something the Friday after, okay?”

Gordo nods, grinning expansively. “Perfect, Tay, just perfect. I can’t wait. I mean, I can wait. And I will wait. But I can’t.”

“Understood, Gordo.”

“And— Oh, hey, what’s that?”

“What’s what?”

And that’s when Taylor realizes she should have been so much more careful, that she shouldn’t have let Gordo come up here—not that she had much chance of stopping him—and that maybe she should start applying the same ruthless organization and forward planning she uses for school, cheerleading and Gordo to the rest of her personal life, because he’s over at the door, looking at the latest addition to the height marks carved into the frame.

“Tay,” he says slowly, “who’s Max? Is he a guy? Did you have a guy in your room?”

Strangely, he doesn’t sound mad. At least, he doesn’t sound like he usually sounds when he’s mad. His voice is too steady. Somehow that’s even scarier.

“No guys, Gordo,” she says quickly, because it’s what he needs to hear. “Promise.”

“So who is he?”

Looking quickly around her room for inspiration, Taylor’s eyes land briefly on the computer, and she remembers the webcam photo she took. How the low-quality camera basically erased the wispy dark hairs on Max’s upper lip and softened his features. Made him look different.

“Max is a girl,” she says. “Maxine. She’s a friend and she was visiting. We were just messing around.”

“I don’t know a Maxine,” Gordo says, still frowning.

Taylor quickly reaches for some facts she can use to anchor the lie. “She just moved here. She starts at our school in the fall. She’s nice, Gordo.”

“Cool,” he says, nodding. “Cool.” And then his grin returns as if it had never left. “Is she hot?”

“Yes,” Taylor says, “she’s hot, but you’re taken, you idiot!”

He holds up his hands in fake surrender and edges around the room, pretending to back away from her. “I get it, I get it, don’t attack me!”

Gordo’s still backing away, and he bumps into the computer desk, knocking the mouse and deactivating the screensaver, and Taylor wishes desperately for a do-over of the last few days, or at the very least, the last few minutes.

She left the webcam picture up on the screen. She had it up last night when they were talking—just to look at—and she never turned off her stupid computer because she was too tired, and she couldn’t even hear it when she woke up because it’s so freaking quiet, and now Gordo’s looking at Max, and—

“Oh, hey,” he says. “Is that Maxine? She is hot.”




chapter four

GIRL STUFF



YourCaptainTaylor: Okay, first I have to say this:

YourCaptainTaylor: I’M SORRY! I’M SORRY! I’M SORRY!

Maximillion: Uh

Maximillion: Did you mean to send that to me?

YourCaptainTaylor: Yes!

YourCaptainTaylor: Max, I haven’t been honest with you.

YourCaptainTaylor: I haven’t lied.

YourCaptainTaylor: But I haven’t told you everything.

YourCaptainTaylor: I have a boyfriend. Gordo. I should have told you about him. I don’t know why I didn’t.

Maximillion: Oh is that all?

Maximillion: I knew about him

Maximillion: Your brother warned me about him the first time I came over

Maximillion: He said he was large

Maximillion: He also said

Maximillion: Uh

Maximillion: Other things

Maximillion: I didn’t know your bf’s name is Gordo though

Maximillion: That’s hilarious

Maximillion: That’s the kind of name you’d give a pig

Maximillion: Actually isn’t that the name of Buffy’s pig?

YourCaptainTaylor: You watch Buffy?

Maximillion: I did until they killed Tara

Maximillion: That was bullshit

YourCaptainTaylor: Not the point.

YourCaptainTaylor: But you’re right.

Maximillion: About what?

YourCaptainTaylor: About both things

YourCaptainTaylor: Buffy sucked for killing Tara AND Gordo is a funny name.

YourCaptainTaylor: But Max.

YourCaptainTaylor: Oh $%@#, Max!

Maximillion: Did you just type out a bunch of symbols instead of swearing?

YourCaptainTaylor: Max! This is important!

YourCaptainTaylor: I messed up SO bad!

YourCaptainTaylor: You’ll never want to see me again after this.

Maximillion: Okay now I’m worried

YourCaptainTaylor: Gordo came over today. He came up to see me. Up to my room. And he saw your name on the wall.

YourCaptainTaylor: Next to my name.

YourCaptainTaylor: He got angry.

YourCaptainTaylor: Like, really angry. Cold angry. Scary angry. I think angrier than I’ve ever seen him.

YourCaptainTaylor: He asked if I’d had a guy up here.

Maximillion: Oh shit

Maximillion: Did he hurt you?

YourCaptainTaylor: No.

YourCaptainTaylor: But I panicked. I had to calm him down.

YourCaptainTaylor: So I lied.

YourCaptainTaylor: I told him you’re a girl.

YourCaptainTaylor: A girl called Maxine.

YourCaptainTaylor: Max? Are you there?

Maximillion: Yeah

Maximillion: Need a minute

YourCaptainTaylor: Okay.

YourCaptainTaylor: You don’t have to say anything.

YourCaptainTaylor: You don’t have to talk to me ever again.

YourCaptainTaylor: I’m sorry.

YourCaptainTaylor: I panicked.

YourCaptainTaylor: I already said that.

YourCaptainTaylor: But I did.

Maximillion: I’m back

Maximillion: Had to scream into a pillow

Maximillion: Mom and Dad are still passed out from our family day

Maximillion: Resting up before they go see a movie or something

Maximillion: But I didn’t want to wake them so I took precautions

Maximillion: It’s okay though right?

Maximillion: It’s fine

Maximillion: You just have a friend called Maxine

Maximillion: Lots of people are called Maxine

Maximillion: He’s not going to have any reason to think it’s me

YourCaptainTaylor: Oh god oh god oh god

Maximillion: Taylor?

Maximillion: Tay?

Maximillion: Are you there?

Maximillion: I’m coming over

* * *

Garrett greets Max at the front door but doesn’t let him in immediately. Instead, he blocks Max with a forearm on the jamb and looks at him intensely.

“Uh,” Max says, “hey.”

“Hey, dude.”

“So can I come in, or what?”

“Do you know what’s going on with her?” Garrett demands. He seems uncharacteristically lucid and focused, and not just because he isn’t face down on the couch. This must be what he was like before the weed, when he did more with his life than stop Max going through doorways. Maybe he smoked only evenings and weekends back then. “Gordo was here, and she’s been a wreck ever since, and I offered to have him killed, but—”

“You can have people killed?”

Garrett shrugs. “I’m the older brother. It’s my job to have people killed on my little sister’s behalf. I’m not saying there wouldn’t be some extensive research involved.”

“It wasn’t Gordo,” Max says. “Not really. He didn’t do anything, I mean. Look, it’s complicated. But, uh, if he asks if I’m here? I’m not. Ever. I’m never here. I don’t exist.”

“Sure. Sure.” Garrett lowers his arm and steps back. “Never liked him, anyway. I’m rooting for you, pal.”

“Thanks,” Max says absently, already pushing past him to run for the stairs. At this point, he’d know the route up to Taylor’s room like the back of his hand even if her house wasn’t a perfect mirror image of his.

Her door is shut, so he raps on it twice.

No answer.

“Taylor?” he calls. “It’s Max. Can I come in?”

No answer.

“Taylor?”

Never in his life has he entered a girl’s room without an invitation. Avery’s parents were very strict about that. It was one of their compromises with her: in return for letting a boy hang out with her so much, she had to promise they weren’t in a relationship, and she had to always give clear, verbal consent for him to enter her room. Max, for his part, had to listen to a lecture from her parents to the effect that if she ever told him to leave and he didn’t immediately comply, and they found out, they would have him arrested. He resented being treated like some kind of rapist in potentia, but he understood why they were like that, so he never complained out loud. He’s always known you can’t trust guys.

“Taylor?”

Nothing else for it. Keeping his hand on the knob, he gently pushes the door open, inch by inch, until he can see inside. Taylor’s there: she’s got the drapes pulled and she’s lying face down on the bed, but she’s on top of the covers and she’s not, like, naked, or anything.

Good enough.

“Hey, Taylor,” he says, closing the door behind him. He doesn’t do the parent thing of striding around the room, opening drapes and windows and tidying up, because unlike most parents, he’s not psychotic; besides, daylight and a cool breeze have never solved any of his problems, which tend to look better in the dark. Instead, he perches on one of Taylor’s desk chairs.

Taylor mumbles something into the pillow.

“You’re scaring Garrett,” Max says, and apparently that’s the key to getting her to roll over.

“Oh, please!” she says, her voice snapping automatically into ‘annoyed sister’. “The only things he’s scared of are giant Doritos.”

“What?”

“He says—” Taylor starts, and then, startled, she gathers herself up, knees under her chin, like she just realized where she is. When she continues talking, it’s in a much smaller, softer voice. “He has nightmares. He says the Doritos keep coming to take revenge. He thinks he’s funny. Oh, Max, I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry. I keep running things over and over in my head, like if I’d never written your name on the wall, or if I’d broken up with Gordo at the end of the semester like I thought I might at the time…”

“Tay, it’s okay. So what if he thinks there’s some girl called Maxine? And if you want to break up with Gordo, you should.”

She unfolds a little, looks earnestly into his eyes. “It’s not that easy, Max! When he’s not around I hate him, but when he has those big, football-grabbing hands on me, it’s kinda hard to think. He excites me. I’m kind of ashamed how much he excites me. Like, he makes me feel right, you know? Like I’m where I’m supposed to be, like I’m who I’m supposed to be. But he always wants to take things further than I’m ready for and now he’s getting mad at me? Just because I might know another boy? Anyway,” she continues, looking away and regrasping her legs, “I can’t break up with him now. He thinks Maxine is the new hot girl in town. If we break up, I bet he’ll start asking around about her. He does that. He dates best friends. That’s how we got together; he used to date Willa.”

“He sounds like a piece of shit, Tay,” Max says before he can stop himself.

“He is,” she says, nodding into her knees. “But he wasn’t always. And sometimes he still isn’t. And, like, he’s hot. Before him, I never really got what people meant by animal magnetism, you know? But it’s like I’m drawn to him. The only other person that’s ever happened with is—” She stops herself, shakes her head, and forces herself to stretch out her limbs. She looks stiff and uncomfortable. “Max, I need to show you something.”

She gets up from the bed and together they move to her computer desk, where one of the monitors has been idly drawing and redrawing a series of multicolored pipes. They disappear when she nudges the mouse.

“I switched screensavers,” she says. “I just had the blank screen before, and it meant I didn’t realize the computer was even on and…” She turns to him, eyes wet. “Gordo saw the picture of you. The one of you and me. He saw you.”

Oh shit.

He wants to sink into his chair. He wants to be swallowed by it, be taken from this place.

This is too much like the first days of the fall semester last year. Too much like the fear that took him over, that made his movements stiff, made his head swim, made him skip classes to avoid the guys who attacked him. Made him eat his lunch out back of the Math building. It was as much responsible for his refusal to return to gymnastics as anything else. It made him feel ungainly and strangely massive, as if dread had enlarged his bones and swollen his stomach and stolen from him every quick movement he’d ever made.

“Fuck,” he whispers. “Is he going to… come after me?”

“No,” Taylor says, “you don’t understand.” She clicks and brings up the picture on the monitor. “Look at it. Look at yourself.”

It’s almost too hard for him to focus, but he does so. And he doesn’t understand what she’s showing him; it’s the picture she took on Sunday, the one she sent to Avery. It’s Taylor and him, cheek to cheek, with her smiling and him looking bewildered. It’s fuzzy, but not so fuzzy that anyone with a half-decent memory for faces couldn’t pick him out of a lineup after seeing it.

“What are you saying, Taylor?”

“Gordo, um, he said you’re hot. He saw your picture and he said you’re hot.”

“What? Is he bi, or…?”

Taylor takes Max’s hand. “Pretend for a minute,” she says, practically whispering, “that you’ve never met you. That you don’t know what you look like. And you’ve just been primed to see a picture of a girl called Maxine. Now look at the picture again. Do you see her? Next to me like we’re best friends?”

“I don’t—”

Oh.

Yeah.

Maybe it’s that the webcam is cheap or maybe that’s just what webcams are like, he doesn’t know, but yeah. He has fuzzy dark hair on his upper lip, but in the picture, mangled by the low resolution, it just looks like a shadow. The picture’s taken from above, so Taylor’s pink scrunchie is visible in his hair. And he has a few loose strands around his face—he remembers constantly brushing them away—that look like bangs. And his face, so much like Mom’s, but not only like Mom’s…

“I look like Alice,” he murmurs, reaching toward the screen.

He has a cousin. Older, and she lives in the UK so they don’t see each other much. But she’s the daughter of his mom’s sister and on the few times they’ve seen each other in person, they’ve had to suffer jokes from everyone else in the family that they could be siblings because they look so alike. 

In the picture, he looks like her.

“Whoever Alice is,” Taylor says carefully, “she’s very pretty.”

“Yeah,” Max says absently. “She’s always getting approached by men, which sucks for her, because I’m ninety percent sure she’s gay.”

Taylor snorts. “Max, are all the girls you know lesbians?”

“Fair amount of them, yeah.”

That really could be Alice on the screen.

And then it all hits him. All of it at fucking once.

Gordo, Taylor’s linebacker boyfriend, knows about Max, and knows he’s been up in her room. And Gordo apparently has anger issues. The only saving grace is that Gordo thinks Max is a girl called Maxine. A pretty girl, at that; the spitting image of his cousin. Unfortunately, Max is a guy, and he’ll be attending the same high school as Gordo in—Max checks the kitten calendar hanging over Taylor’s computer; it’s August 5—slightly less than a month.

“Fuck,” he whispers.

“Yeah,” Taylor says. She lets go of his hand and leans back in her chair, eyebrows pinched. Thinking.

“What am I going to do?”

“What are we going to do?” she corrects him. “I’m not dumping this on you and then running away. That is, um, if we’re still friends.”

She sounds so anxious that Max momentarily forgets his shock.

“Of course we’re still friends!”

“Really?”

“Really,” he says, as firmly as he can.

She’s not buying it. He can see her closing up again, like she did on the bed, and that means if he wants to reach her, he’s got to get real. Like, actually, really real. He’s got to take down the barriers he keeps up all the time.

When did he even put them up? Feels like years ago. Feels like a lifetime ago.

He stands and reaches out for her, and when she takes his hand, he tugs on it until she stands, too. Holding his other arm open, he waits for her, and it takes less than a second for her to get it, to understand that he’s not going to initiate something so intimate, but that the invitation is there if she wants it, and then she’s in his arms, and he’s in hers.

“Friends,” he says, and squeezes her gently.

“Max, I’m so sorry.”

“It’s okay. It’s a really fucking huge problem, Tay, and I don’t know how we’re going to solve it, and—” he leans away enough that she can see his face, “—it was kinda short-sighted to write my name on the wall when you know your boyfriend gets jealous.”

“Max, I swear, I didn’t know he got that jealous. It’s never really come up, I guess.”

“We’ll figure it out.” He smiles. “Great big guy has a reason to come after me? Not my first rodeo, Tay. I’m a bit more prepared this time.”

She launches back into the hug and squeezes him tight enough that it almost forces the air out of his lungs.

“Jesus, Tay,” he says. “You’re strong.”

She lets him go and steps away, beaming. “Duh. I am a cheerleader.”

* * *

Clay answers the door, blinking in the early morning sun.

It’s Taylor’s first time seeing him up close, and her first impressions from move-in day are more than validated. It’s not so much that he’s tall, because he’s only maybe two or three inches taller than Max, but he’s big. Big like his dad. So big it feels like he comes from a different family to Max, and for a fleeting moment she wonders if Max was adopted.

Max looks like his mom, though, right? There’s probably a family photo somewhere, and it almost definitely looks like Taylor’s family photos, posed by the professional photographer as if to highlight the almost comical difference in size and shape between the two sides of the family: mother and daughter on one side, father and son on the other. The only difference being, Max is the second son, not a daughter.

“Hello?” Clay says.

“Hi! I’m Taylor. Is Max in?”

He looks down at her. “Are you the one who put the scrunchie in his hair?”

“Kinda?”

Adopting a more intimidating posture, Clay says, “Was it to make fun of him?”

“No!” Taylor waves her free hand rapidly. Nice to know Max is being looked out for; less nice to get caught in the crossfire. “We’re friends,” she insists.

At least, she hopes they are. Max promised her yesterday that her mistakes—mistakes plural and with a capital M, floodlit and covered in glitter—hadn’t doomed their friendship, but then he didn’t show this morning for practice, and it’s almost ten, and for the last two hours she’s been sitting on the couch in her exercise clothes, waiting for the doorbell and needing so much to chew on her nails that she ended up nibbling the side of her thumb instead. She’d almost broken the skin when her useless brother threw an empty box of Cheerios at her and insisted she stop moping.

What if, now that he’s had time to think about it, he hates her?

“Go on up,” Clay says, standing aside.

She’s stiff and awkward as she runs up the stairs; she didn’t stretch this morning. She didn’t do anything but worry. The only consolation is that if Max doesn’t hate her, and he’s still in bed, then he hasn’t stretched yet, either. They can do it together.

His door’s ajar, so she pushes it open and—

Oh, wow. She almost gasps: his room is a room! It’s no longer the blank, generic bedroom she found him in on that first day. The walls, which unfortunately for him are still painted in please-buy-this-house cream—‘normie neutral’, her mom calls it—are plastered with posters for bands; mostly bands Taylor hasn’t heard of, but some she has: Garbage, Hole, Blondie, Nirvana. The rest, she assumes, are rock and punk bands, though more of them feature women in the lineup than she would have expected; what a progressive genre! He’s got his guitar and amp set up in one corner, a small TV with a VCR and a DVD player all balanced together on top of what looks like a wooden box—which might be a placeholder until he gets more real furniture and might be an aesthetic choice; she can’t tell—and a big-box-store PC and monitor on a rickety looking desk. It’s still quite bare overall, which is a little puzzling—the Giordanos have got to be doing okay to afford a home in this neighborhood—but maybe they put most of their stuff in storage back in NY, and Max just hasn’t gotten the chance to go to buy more yet.

There’s something of Max here, though, an imprint of his personality, and that’s good to see. He’s even got some framed pictures up, of him and a girl who is probably Avery in various dismal-looking New York locations. She’s pretty!

And so is he. Although he looks kinda different.

Ignoring his light snoring, she picks up what looks like the most recent photo. It’s Max and Avery, their arms around each other’s waists, dressed casually, posing on the sidewalk somewhere. In the background, looming over them as if casting judgment, is the Statue of Liberty, but on closer inspection, it’s just a billboard or something, because the perspective is all wrong. And Max…

Well, he’s the same Max she knows. Same surprisingly delicate features for a guy, same full lips, all that stuff. But his hair is a lot shorter, his shoulders are broader, and there’s even the impression of more bulk around his neck.

He wasn’t kidding when he said he lost weight.

As if in response to her musing, he rolls over in bed, startling her. So she puts the picture back, lingers on it for a moment longer, and then crouches down by his bed. He’s facing her now, and it makes it easier.

“Hey, Max,” she says. Quietly, so she doesn’t scare him.

An eye cracks open.

“G’way,” Max mumbles. He’s got dark circles, just like her; he was probably up all night worrying, just like her.

“I brought you a Dr Pepper,” she says, pulling a Diet Dr Pepper out of her plastic bag and laying it down on the bed.

The other eye opens. “Fine,” he says. “You can stay.”

He throws the duvet aside and sits up, shuffling up the headboard until he’s upright enough to drink. And as he opens the can and starts pouring it into himself, Taylor can’t help quickly looking down.

Immediately, she catches herself looking, and she rights her gaze again, but like, who could blame her, really? He was obviously going to be wearing boxers or something—blue ones, today—but there’s always a chance, right? He’d look, if she undressed in front of him, wouldn’t he?

Pleased with her justifications, she moves on to being slightly alarmed: even his upper thighs are way too skinny! Just like the rest of him! Is he even healthy like this? Maybe it’s a good thing he can’t take gymnastics at VP High, because the first thing any competent coach would do is ban him from using any of the equipment until he’s drunk his weight in protein shakes and put on like thirty pounds. Put it on where? Everywhere!

“Jesus, Tay,” he says, throwing the empty can at the trashcan, “I really needed that. You got another one?”

Silently, she hands him the one she was going to drink—she’s suddenly not all that thirsty anymore—and he makes short work of it, finishing with an expansive belch, for which he immediately and slightly sheepishly apologizes.

“So,” she says, standing up, “you wanna get dressed and come exercise with me? Or would you rather sleep until noon?”

“I’m getting up,” he grumbles. “I’m getting up. Don’t suppose you’ve had any brilliant ideas about our situation, have you?” he adds as he swings his legs out of bed and staggers to his feet.

“Nope. But there is something I wanted to talk to you about.”

He stretches, and he’s not facing her so she gets to watch him closely as he does so. His shoulder blades collide under his shirt and, wow, yes, he might be spare, there might be little of him left compared to how he used to be, but what there is of him still draws an extremely compelling picture. Taylor can’t help it; she likes athletes!

He turns around again, and Taylor schools her face and scolds herself: their predicament has been caused by her boyfriend’s jealousy, and it is therefore inappropriate for her to lust over another boy, at least until the situation is resolved.

Because Willa was right. She is lusting. Best to just admit it. At least then she gets to enjoy it.

She lets him get his morning shower out of the way before she broaches the subject of his substitute birthday party. She wants him feeling good, because then he’s more likely to agree to it. So she waits for him, wandering his room, looking at more pictures, twanging the strings on his guitar, and tutting at his PC—he didn’t even take the stupid stickers off the front! It looks so ugly! Taylor’s whole family has bowed to her mania about stickers on things; the only computer left in their house with anything but a pristine exterior is the one Garrett bought second-hand because it said ‘Never obsolete!’ on the front, which he thought was hilarious. He uses it as a footrest.

Max gets done showering and doesn’t get her to wait outside this time. He just leaves the bathroom in that same robe—though it’s actually tied fully closed this time, unlike on the day they met—collects some clothes and takes them back into the bathroom with him. When he emerges again, fully dressed and with his wet hair finger-combed out of his face but otherwise still tangled and messy, she clicks her tongue at him and makes him sit on the end of his bed while she brushes it out. Why even own a hairbrush if you’re not going to use it?

“So,” she says as she brushes, “I was going to talk to you about this last night. But then Gordo happened, and I forgot. You said you had a birthday recently, right?”

“Last week, yeah,” he says. “Didn’t seem much point in making a thing of it, since we were about to move, and I’ve never really been all that into— Wait a minute; you don’t want to have a party, do you? Let me know right now, so I can start working on my excuses.”

“Not a party. Just a little thing. A get-together for the birthday you couldn’t have. Just you and me and a couple of my friends. Willa and Eddie. And we’ll go hunting in Mom’s drinks cabinet and we’ll watch movies and eat pizza and it’ll be fun, Max.”

“You really want to have a party—”

“—not a party—”

“—after all that shit with Gordo?”

“Yes! Because Willa and Eddie are two of the smartest people I know. They’ll think of a way to put all this behind you. I know it. C’mon, Max. You can sleep in the guest room or something and we can stay up all night.” She pauses, her hand resting lightly on his neck, where she’s been gathering up the hair. She could swear he shivers at her touch, just a little, so she leans in closer and says, “Please?”

Max shivers again.

* * *

Taylor can talk him into anything, it seems. And is he wrong, or was she flirting with him this morning? Just to get him to come?

Yeah, no. He’s got to be wrong. She’s got a boyfriend, and while she doesn’t like him much right now—he has rage issues, and he’s too stupid to control himself around his girlfriend—he’s a pretty solid indicator of her type, and it’s more or less what Max expected: large, dumb, follows a football around a big green field. Max looked Gordo up, now he has internet again, and he’s all over the school’s website. News article after news article after news article, and while Gordo isn’t the star of any of them—mostly, when football comes up, it’s the QB who gets the lead caption—he’s there in all the pictures.

He’s a big guy.

Scary big. Bigger than the guys who held him down back home. Big enough that if Gordo comes for him, that will be it. One punch from those massive fists will most likely just fucking kill him.

He’s got to hope Taylor’s friends have some ideas.

She told him not to dress up, so he didn’t. He’s wearing the Yes It’s Fucking Political Skunk Anansie shirt that Clay bought when he saw them live, years ago. Clay got the wrong size—XS—and they laughed about it at the time, but it fits perfectly now, which is kinda scary. It’s still better than his other shit, because wearing something that’s too big for him makes him feel even more scrawny, even less like his old self. He did throw on a pair of battered cargos, though, because a) he’s got to wear something, and he can’t wear shorts to a party, and b) all his pants hang loose, and the thing with cargo pants is, they’re supposed to.

And the shirt’s just about long enough to cover the ugly fucking belt he needs to wear.

His hair’s in the usual low ponytail, but to mollify Taylor, he bought real hair ties yesterday. They’re black and they’re unobtrusive and, damn her, she’s right: they do feel better than the rubber bands. Easier to put on, too.

Taylor’s front door opens before he gets a chance to ring the bell, and she’s there, dressed similarly casually but with a gold paper party crown on her head. He’s about to comment on it when she cheekily removes it and places it carefully on his head, fussing with it until it sits just right.

“Thanks,” he says dryly.

“Happy belated birthday!” Taylor says, and grabs both of his hands, dragging him inside, where two new people are waiting. They stand up from the couch when they see him, and Max almost laughs: they’re comically mismatched in size and shape.

Willa, the girl, she’s tiny, like five-two, five-three at most, with impish features, pale skin and bottle-red hair. She’s standing with a guy who is easily over six foot, and he’s pretty built. He’s not as bulky as Clay—his build reminds Max of the kind of adult male gymnasts he used to assume he would eventually come to emulate, before he stopped taking care of himself—but he’s not at all intimidating. He’s all smiles as he rushes forward to take one of Max’s hands from Taylor.

“Hi!” he says. “Eddie.”

“Willa!” Willa says, pointing at herself.

“Hi,” Max says. “Max. And I apologize for the hat.”

Willa looks blankly at him for a second, and then turns, roots around in the couch cushions behind her, produces an identical crown, and perches it atop her head.

“Me too,” she says.

It breaks the ice.

“So, you’re both cheerleaders, huh?” Max says, freeing his hands.

“Yep! I’m a flyer.” Willa dodges around Eddie and looks up at Max, grinning. “That means, when the rest of them want to show off, they pick me up and throw me in the air.”

“What happens next?”

“They catch me, hopefully,” she says with a shrug. “It usually works.”

“It always works,” Eddie says, “because I’m always one of the people catching her.”

“He’s a bottom,” Willa says.

“I’m a base,” Eddie corrects her. “A male base, specifically. Our job’s to anchor the pyramids.”

“Among other things,” Taylor says, coming back in from the kitchen. Max didn’t see her leave, but now she’s here with a tray of drinks, which she passes around. “Salut!”

“Salut!” Willa and Eddie chorus in reply, and they drain their drinks. Max follows suit.

Whiskey and Coke. Fine.

“Now we are all relaxed,” Willa says, returning to the couch, “Eddie and I have something to ask you.”

Eddie sits down next to Willa; Taylor drags Max onto the other couch.

“Wait, wait,” Eddie says. “What if I’m not quite relaxed enough yet?”

“No more alcohol until the pizza comes,” Taylor scolds him. “Or you know what’ll happen.” She turns to Max and explains, “Eddie barfs very easily for a guy his size.” Willa supplements Taylor’s explanation with mime.

“Fine, fine.” Eddie sits back on the couch, arms folded. “Ask away, dear beloved girlfriend of mine, light of my life, fire of my—”

“Max,” Willa says, interrupting him. “Tay says you’re cool. Are you cool?”

“Define cool,” Max says, arranging his arms slightly awkwardly in his lap. A shame he downed his drink; he could use a prop right now.

“Are you cool?” She’s moving her arms around again, but this time Max doesn’t get what she’s miming.

“What she means,” Eddie says, “is are you likely to get all weird and phobic if, for example, an attractive boy-girl couple turn out to be, let’s say, not entirely as they seem?”

“I don’t think so? It’s never come up. But no, I don’t think so.”

“Good enough!” Willa says, and then she leans forward on her knees. She whispers, “We’re fake,” and jerks her thumb back and forth between Eddie and herself. “We’re not dating.”

“Oh. Okay? Oh. Oh!” Max feels suddenly incredibly stupid for not realizing it thirty seconds ago. He’s never met a straight guy who would describe his girlfriend as the light of his life or the fire of his… convenient interruption, and he has been cursed to know a lot of straight guys. “So, uh, which one of you is…?”

“Both of us. We’re co-beards. Or I’m a beard and he’s a— a—”

“Frock?” Eddie suggests.

Taylor tilts her head. “What’s a frock?”

“It’s another word for a dress,” Willa says, “used exclusively by people from the nineteenth century. And Eddie.” Smiling apologetically, she says to Max, “It might be ‘beard’ for lesbians, too. I should check. We’ve, um, never come out to anyone like this before.”

“They didn’t need to come out to me,” Taylor says smugly. “I guessed.”

“She did not,” Eddie says. “She caught me making out with a boy from another school after a truly dismal away game.”

“This is of course a huge secret,” Willa says.

“And don’t let this little display fool you,” Taylor adds. “They’re way more straight-acting at school.”

Eddie coughs, sits up straight, rolls his shoulders forward to accentuate his size, and pitches his voice down almost a whole octave. “Hey there,” he says. “My name’s Eddie, and I’m a huge tool.”

Max doubles over laughing. He can’t help it; the transformation is so complete. Before him sits, suddenly, a jock.

“Usually I scratch something,” Eddie says, returning his voice to normal. “Or stare at a girl’s chest. If I get in real trouble, there’s always farting, but that’s the nuclear option.”

“His farts smell like perfumed roses,” Willa says. “It’s a dead giveaway.”

“So you’re not out at school?” Max asks, to clarify.

“Nope!” Willa says, dragging on Eddie to pull him back to a slouch. “It’s mostly for my benefit, actually: I want a sports scholarship, and I think I’m going to get one, but two years ago? There was this girl who also thought she was going to get one? And she came out?” Willa slices a finger across her throat. “End of story.”

“I keep telling you,” Eddie says, “just switch to field hockey or something.”

“Yeah, right.” Willa turns back to Max. “Can you see me playing hockey? I’d be the ball. Some of those girls are big enough to throw me the length of the field…” She shudders theatrically, and then cocks her head and adds, “That’d be hot, though.”

“Fortunately,” Taylor says, pulling on Max the same way Willa pulled on Eddie, causing him to fall backward into the couch cushion, “Max here is straight like me, so for the first time ever, our little sleepover is going to feature something other than sad gays lusting over men and women they can’t have.”

“Hey,” Eddie says, “don’t knock the closet until you’ve been trapped in it for eighteen years.”

* * *

A little while later, Willa and Eddie both declare themselves in need of the bathroom and vanish in alternate directions, leaving Taylor alone with Max. She’s pleased with him: he’s been doing well, making jokes and laughing along with Eddie’s, and he’s clearly charmed by Willa. Not surprising, as she charms most people.

Most good people, she corrects herself, remembering the distaste certain members of the football team have for Willa. A pretty cheerleader with no apparent interest in guys proved noticeable enough that she started the fake relationship with Eddie at least in part to keep them from slobbering all over her. And it’s been good for Eddie, too; you can’t go around claiming someone’s an eff ay gee when he’s dating the girl half your friends have a crush on. Not with any credibility, at least.

And good for Max, not being phased by them! She hadn’t seriously thought he might be homophobic, especially not with his lesbian bestie back in New York, but people can surprise you. Guys especially. And if he seems occasionally a little nervous, well, Taylor did drop the Gordo bomb on him. Nobody’s yet raised the subject of Taylor’s problematic boyfriend, so the question of what exactly they’re going to do about him is still unanswered. But Max is dealing, and if Taylor’s eyes are constantly slipping back to him, well, that just means she gets to ignore the knowing looks Willa fires her way whenever she gets a chance.

“So,” Taylor says, “what do you think?”

“Of Willa and Eddie? I like them. They’re not what I expected of cheerleaders. Either of them.”

“Oh my gosh!” Taylor says, swapping into a Valley girl voice. “You’re, like, so prejudiced!”

Then Max does the most incredible thing. Keeping eye contact with her, he taps himself on the chest a couple times, clears his throat, and changes his posture: he straightens his back and extends his throat a little. It’s a bit like when Eddie went all Cro-Magnon for his jock routine, only in reverse.

And in clear and perfect Valley girl, Max says, “I know, right? Cheerleaders can do anything!” He even tops it off with a giggle.

What the—?

“What the fuck?” Willa says, returning from the bathroom and beating Taylor to a response beyond incoherent mental screaming. “What the fuck? Max, was that you?”

“That was him,” Taylor confirms. She almost wants to look for her jaw; it’s probably on the floor somewhere; under the couch, maybe… “I don’t know how he did it, though.”

He sounded exactly right! Like, a little scratchy, maybe, if she were to look for things to critique, and lower-pitched than the stereotypical Valley girl, but despite all that, if she closed her eyes, she could totally believe she was listening to an orange-tanned beach bunny and not the skinny, pale boy sitting next to her, who looks only mildly uncomfortable under the attention.

“What,” he says, still speaking Valley, “like it’s hard?” Then he coughs lightly, covering his mouth, and says in his normal voice, “Takes concentration, though.”

“How is it even possible?” Taylor asks.

“It’s not falsetto, is it?” Willa says, like she already knows it’s not.

“How do you know?”

“Falsetto’s more… reedy? No, flute-y. No, more like a piccolo—”

“Willa.”

“She’s right,” Max says. “It’s not falsetto. Falsetto’s like—” and he switches into a high-pitched, cartoonish squeal, “—‘Welcome to Disneyland!’ Like that. It’s like a whole different way of speaking. Whereas this—” he shifts back to Valley again, “—is just about where you put your voice.”

He coughs, embarrassed, and looks away.

“So how d’ya do it?” Willa asks, settling back on the couch.

“It’s like singing,” he says, but that’s not even close to enough. Taylor and Willa’s blank looks compel him to continue. “Okay. My family, we were a church every Sunday kind of family, at least until Mom and Dad got too busy for it. And when I was a kid, I used to love the hymns. And we’re, you know, Catholic, I guess, so you can imagine the kind of stuff we were singing. Some of it was kinda punk rock, actually, all about the absolution of death and blowing the shit out of cities with trumpets. Anyway, I got to know the choir, and one of the sopranos gave me tips. Showed me how to move my voice around my mouth. To do Valley girl—” he switches again, “—you just need to throw your voice to the front of your mouth, and kinda speak through the nose, too.” He reverts to normal. “You can use falsetto if you need to go really high, but I never used to bother. I can also do a movie trailer voice.” He shifts posture once more, this time throwing his shoulders forward like Eddie, and growls, “‘In a world where one man fights for justice, another man fights for, uh, something else equally good.’”

Willa nods. “Very trailer-y.”

“Much better than Eddie’s straight voice,” Taylor says.

“In sixth grade it was mainly useful for prank calls,” Max says. “You know, we’d call up and I’d pretend to be the school secretary or Mr Moviefone or something.”

Taylor, overwhelmed, lays both hands on his knee. “Is there anything you can’t do?”

Max laughs, his cheeks still pink with embarrassment, but he’s rolling with it, and that makes Taylor so happy.

“Tay,” he says, “I can do gymnastics and I can do funny voices. That’s two things. And I’m out of practice at both of them.”

“It’s true,” Willa says, shaking her head in pretend sympathy. “That’s not a lot of things.”

“Thanks for your support, Willa.”

“You’re welcome!”

* * *

Max had enough room for only three slices of pizza, and he had to leave the crust on the third one, but Taylor declared it enough—she didn’t get through her third, either—and disappeared briefly to the kitchen, returning a minute or so later with more drinks. He asked if her parents will know that she’s taken their alcohol, and she told him the trick is to take the entire bottle. Mom forgets how many she bought, she said.

And now they’re out in the backyard, full of pizza and floating on whiskey and Coke, and Max feels good. Everything with Gordo feels far away. Unimportant. He’s out here with Taylor and they’re just talking and watching the stars. And Willa and Eddie are nice, with as many depressing stories to tell about being closeted at high school as they have funny stories about cheerleader stuff, and—

He snorts. Are all his friends here going to be cheerleaders? That’s… unexpected. Avery’s going to laugh at him. And probably scold him.

At least they share some other interests.

“Oh my gosh,” Taylor’s saying. “Max and I were talking about that earlier! It totally sucked when they killed Tara.”

“I didn’t watch a single episode more,” Willa says piously. “They could have killed anyone. They could have killed Xander! So why kill Tara?”

“They should have killed Xander,” Taylor agrees.

“Well,” Eddie says, swigging from his glass, “I don’t see what the big deal is.”

“Oh, come on,” Max protests. The warmth of the alcohol seems to have settled mostly in his throat, and it’s making him way more talkative than usual. “They finally let her kiss Willow on camera and then they kill her the very next season? You know that’s bullshit.”

Taylor’s vigorously nodding, but Eddie just says, “Eh.”

“You wouldn’t understand,” Willa says. “It’s a lesbian thing. And, um—” she gestures to Max and Taylor, “—a straight people thing? I guess? Flies right over your head, anyway.”

“Hey! I have solidarity. I just think it’s you people who are weird for sticking with it after Giles left.”

“Giles?” Max says. “Really? Giles?”

“Giles.”

“I don’t get it,” Willa says, and Taylor and Max nod along.

“We all know you don’t,” Eddie says. “But Taylor, Max, how can you not see it? When he takes off his glasses and cleans them on his shirt because he’s just so world-weary… That man, he could show me his Dewey Decimal any day.”

“Nope,” Taylor says, emphasizing the plosive.

Max, however, does his best to consider it, and takes a long drink as he does so. When he’s aware of all eyes on him, waiting for him to say something, he shrugs. “No,” he says. “Don’t see it.”

“Philistine,” Eddie says.

“What about Spike?” Taylor says.

“Spike?” Eddie replies, in the tone he might use to describe something he found floating in a school toilet. “Ew. After what he did to Buffy in season six?”

“I thought you stopped watching after Giles left?”

Eddie folds his arms and harrumphs. “I follow the blogs.”

“Hey!” someone calls from a little way away. It turns out to be Clay, his head poking up over the fence. He knocks on the wood until he has everyone’s attention. “Mom and Dad just called, Max. They’re on their way home now, and they will be able to see you from their room. Now, I won’t tell them you’re drinking out here, but if you don’t want them to know…”

“Got it,” Max yells back.

“And they say you can stay over if you behave yourself.”

“I’m eighteen! I can stay wherever I want! Even if I don’t behave myself!”

“If you tell them that to their faces, please do so when I’m in another state. Now shoo!”

“Thanks, Clay.”

“Thank you, Clay,” Eddie and Willa chorus. Taylor joins in a moment later.

Clay waves, and that’s the cue for the rest of them to gather up the tray and their glasses and the picnic blanket Taylor brought out, and head inside. Max is the first in, with Willa following, and together they take the glasses into the kitchen to rinse them while Taylor and Eddie put everything else away.

“Wow, Max,” Willa says, taking a glass from him and placing it upside down to dry, “your brother is so built.”

“I know. Dad’s very proud.”

She sidles closer. “I take it from your tone that you are conflicted about that?”

“About my brother being large?”

“About him being the favorite.” Willa pokes him. “And don’t try to deny it. I’m a lesbian with three straight sisters. Us black sheep can spot each other.” She pokes him again. “C’mon, tell me! I can be very annoying, I promise.”

“I don’t know,” Max says, shrugging. But he’s too loose from the alcohol not to just say what he’s thinking, what he often thinks when he’s around Clay. What he always thinks when people see him and his brother together. “Sometimes I want to be him so much it makes my head ache. He doesn’t have any of my shit, you know? Did Taylor tell you about, uh…?”

“Your scars?” Willa says. “She might have mentioned them.”

“Yeah, well, Clay doesn’t have scars. He got in a few fights in high school, but not like mine. He won his. And even though he used to be a bit of an outcast, he got over it. He got over it, and I couldn’t. And now he’s a normal guy. He’s a normal guy, Willa. He gets to have that. He’s got lots of friends back home, and he’ll probably have a job by the end of the week and lots of friends here by the end of the month, and when the money comes through from the sale of his Honda, he’ll have a car. He just lives life, you know? He lives life and he makes it look easy.”

“You okay, Max?”

He turns around, washes out the last glass. “I think maybe I shouldn’t drink,” he says. “I get depressed when I drink.”

“I have a solution for that,” Taylor says, coming round the corner into the kitchen and swaying a little; they’ve all had maybe one drink too many. “Bad movies!”

“How bad?”

“Just awful,” she says, coming closer and placing a hand on his forearm. “I promise. Total garbage.”

* * *

Well, that was close! Willa clumsily asked exactly the wrong questions and nearly brought Max down. So Taylor’s deployed the only solution she has. Not the movie thing; that’s just a pretext.

It’s a very distracting pretext, though.

The local Blockbuster sometimes bulk-sells the VHS tapes it can’t get anyone to rent, and Garrett has no taste and even less impulse control, and that’s how they have a pile of direct-to-video action flicks, terrible sequels, and the odd Disney followup movie. Right now, with the help of Garrett’s Doritos, they’re watching The Return of Jafar. Eddie, in an attempt not to be outdone by Max’s vocal gymnastics, has proved surprisingly good at copying the parrot’s voice, and he keeps interrupting the movie to say lewd things. Willa, who is lying lengthwise with her feet on Eddie’s lap, bounces a chip off his head every time he does so.

Taylor’s got the other couch. And she’s got Max. And as the movie’s gone on, as he’s laughed—mostly at Eddie rather than the movie—and as he’s talked, Taylor’s been more and more convinced that this was the solution, that Max needed this. Time among friends, time without family and without memories. He’s been stuck in his own head for far too long.

And on her couch, they’re close. Close enough she can hear his breathing. Close enough that their thighs are almost touching. Close enough that temptation almost overwhelms her. Close enough that if she crosses her legs right now, she can just—

No.

No, and who are you again, Taylor?

She’s not a cheater. No matter how delightful it would be.

The doorbell rings. They all look at each other, and Eddie, clearly sensing that nobody else wants to get up, starts to rise, but before he’s halfway out of his seat, it rings again.

And again.

And then the banging on the door starts.

“Taylor!” Gordo shouts. “Taylor! I know you’re in there!”

“Shoot,” Taylor whispers. “Gordo!”

* * *

Oh shit. Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit. It’s too real, it’s too familiar; Gordo’s shouting something through the door about Taylor and about Max, and why is it that everyone’s always pissed at him?

Someone’s always coming for him. Doesn’t matter where he goes or what he does or doesn’t do. Max Giordano: master of being in the wrong place at the wrong fucking time.

Eddie’s up and on his feet, pausing to say, “You know what to do, Willa,” before heading right for the front door. Willa looks startled—more startled—and she nods, but Eddie’s already rounded the corner and doesn’t see her.

Then Taylor’s in Max’s face, holding both his hands. “Max,” she says, “I think I know what he means. Just go with it, okay? Please? We can fix this.”

Max’s jaw feels tight, almost too tight to speak, but he forces out, “Aren’t I just going to jump the fence?”

“No!” Willa says, as Taylor leads him away from the couch.

“He might see you!” Taylor says.

“And he’s here because he’s mad, right?” Willa says. “You hear that?” She winces as Gordo bangs on the door again and yells for Eddie to take the chain off. “You want to leave Taylor here alone with him?”

“Shit,” Max says. “No.”

“Then come on! We have a plan!”

It sure would have been nice to have been let in on the plan before Taylor’s massive boyfriend started slamming full-body into her front door, but it’s too late to gripe about it. Max, Taylor and Willa run for the stairs together, and as they pass perilously close to the front door—Gordo’s line of sight to them through the window broken only by Eddie—Max overhears Eddie trying to get Gordo to back off.

“They’re upstairs, Gordo. And keep it the fuck down! You want the neighbors calling the cops?”

“What are they doing up there?”

“I don’t know! Girl stuff!”

“So let me in!”

“Not until you calm down, Gordo,” Eddie says, in a voice so commanding and big-brotherly that he suddenly sounds almost like Clay.

And then Willa’s ushering them into Taylor’s room, and with the door shut, all they can hear are muffled voices, followed by renewed banging as Eddie’s diplomacy fails.

“What are we going to do?” Max asks, fear already compressing his chest. His scars seem to throb, seem to burn, seem like a thrashing, dying thing, and he covers them with his palm.

“Taylor told Gordo that that—” Willa points to Max’s name on Taylor’s door frame, “—is for someone called Maxine, right? And then Gordo saw your picture and connected the dots, yes?”

“Yes? So?”

“We’re going to show him Maxine.”

She might as well be speaking French. He wants to say so, wants to demand to know what she means, but he feels as if he is simultaneously seizing up and drowning, as if all the fluid has flowed away from his joints and into his lungs.

“Max?” Willa prompts, concerned by his apparent lack of reaction to what she obviously thinks is a bombshell.

He closes his eyes, does his best to center himself, and regains enough control to say, “Explain.”

Willa takes him by the hands and leads him over to the bed, where he stiffly sits. Downstairs, the front door thumps again.

“Tay?” Willa says. “I’ve got this. Go down there and calm him the hell down. Tell him we’re waxing our legs or something. Give us five minutes. Ten at most.” Taylor nods and rushes back out, pausing only to throw an apologetic look Max’s way, and Willa turns back to Max. “Max? I know this is going to be hard to hear, but Eddie and I, we talked about it, and we really think it will work. Gordo needs to know Maxine is real; he needs to know she’s Taylor’s new bestie; he needs to know she’s not a threat to him. You understand?”

Max says painfully and with what little useful breath remains, “No.”

“You can do the voice, right? Like you did before? The Valley girl voice? I’m going to make the rest of you… match it.”

“Willa—”

“I’m going to make you look like a girl, Max. I’m going to make you into Maxine.”

Shaking his head—shaking his whole fucking body—Max says, “You can’t. It won’t work. It just won’t.”

“Did you forget already?” Willa says, grinning broadly. “Cheerleaders can do anything.”

* * *

It hurts to leave Max up there all alone with Willa, knowing what she has to do to him and not knowing how he’ll respond, whether he’ll even go along with it—whether he’ll turn out, suddenly, to be a guy like Gordo and not the guy she thinks he is, and try to hurt Willa—but Gordo needs placating, and nobody but Taylor can do it. So she takes the stairs at a run and a jump, lands—perfectly, duh—at the bottom, and takes deep, calming breaths as fast as she can. She has a whole routine for smoothing her nerves before a game, before she has to go out there and perform for everyone, and she rushes through it at double speed.

She can’t afford to mess this up!

When she appears at the front door, she is once again her most perky, peppy, cheer-captainy self.

“Gordo!” she says, making herself sound excited to see him. “Why aren’t you at football camp? Did Coach give you time off two days in a row?”

“He didn’t— It’s not football camp, Tay!” he yells. “How many times have I—? It’s an intensive— Fuck! You lied to me, Taylor! Max is a guy!”

Only one thing to do: play stupid. He’ll believe it of her; he never actually listens anymore when she tells him stuff. “No, she’s not,” she says, cocking her head to the side like a confused puppy. “Maxine is a girl! I told you!”

“No, no no no,” Gordo shouts, spittle coating his lips. “Coach heard me talking about you and him, about that name on your wall, and he said he knew the name! So I asked. Coach gets info on all new students, Taylor, in case he can use them. And Maxwell Grordowno, or whatever the fuck it is, he’s some fag gymnast from New York, and Coach wants him to try out. He was excited, Taylor! He thinks he can train a gymnast into a running back! He thinks it’ll lead to whole new plays!”

That’s horrifyingly possible. Vista Primavera High’s football team is middling at best, and their star QB graduated this year; the coach will be looking for an edge, preferably before he tears out his dozen or so remaining hairs.

“Well,” Taylor says, “he must have—”

“Max is a guy and you had him in your room and you lied to me!”

“Calm down, Gordo,” Eddie says, and Taylor notices he’s bracing the door with his leg and his shoulder. It’s the right move; with how hard Gordo was hitting it before, he’s probably ready to take it off its hinges.

“Max is not a guy, Gordo,” Taylor says. “Your coach heard wrong, or the paperwork is messed up or something, because yes, sure, Maxine Giordano is a gymnast and she did just move here from New York, but she’s also a girl and she’s up in my room with Willa right now!”

“Wh— What’s she doing up there?”

“Duh! Girl stuff! That’s what I was doing until you showed up and started yelling!”

Gordo chews on this for a moment. His brow pinches and his jaw works and he thinks on it the way he thinks on everything, which is to do it with his whole body, like his brain isn’t good enough to think about stuff on its own. And for a moment, she thinks she’s got him, she thinks it’s enough, that this might make him and this whole situation go away, but then he yells again, insists Coach doesn’t make mistakes like that, and she and Eddie are forced to launch into another round of lies and denials.

Come on, Willa. Come on, Max.

* * *

Willa’s searching through Taylor’s closet and throwing clothes onto the bed.

“Eddie and I,” she says, “we were running through scenarios. In case Gordo ever found out the truth. He’s a pessimist and I’m a realist so we, uh, we make plans. A lot.”

“You can’t make me look like a girl, Willa,” Max says, having found enough voice to properly push back. “I just— Look at me!”

He spreads his arms out, puts himself on display for her.

“I’m looking. And yes, I can. It’s been the plan for, like, a whole day. Ever since Tay sent us your picture. We were going to dress you up, make you up, and take photos. And we’d say, hey Gordo, did you hear about our new bestie, Maxine? She was here visiting with her cousin who has almost the same name but now she’s sadly gone back to New York.”

“And Taylor agreed to this?”

“No,” Willa admits, shrugging. “We brought it up and she immediately shot it down. Didn’t even give us a chance to go through the details. But we’re out of time, and it’s the only plan we have, sooooo…”

“The photos thing,” Max says, chasing this insanity to its conclusion, “you really think he would have bought it?”

“Sure. Same as he’s going to buy it in person. You can do this. You’re a pretty boy, Max.”

“I have stubble, Willa.”

She squints at him. “You have the wispiest ’stache I’ve ever seen. It’s only even visible because you’re Italian. Go shave it.”

“What?”

Willa stops shuffling through Taylor’s clothes and puts her hands on her hips. She’s doing her best to look intimidating, but it only works because Max is pretty sure a toddler could overwhelm him right now. “Max,” she says, “we don’t have time for you to have a crisis over this! If I say it’ll work, it’ll work. If you do what I tell you, you’ll get out of this with Gordo completely placated, and you’ll never have to worry about him ever again.”

“You’re really serious about this, aren’t you?” Max says, standing up from the bed, halfway ready to go along with this purely because of Willa’s absurd confidence.

“Yes!” Willa slaps him on the butt to propel him toward the bathroom. “You’re going to be Maxine, Maxwell’s near-identical cousin, just visiting. But only—” she slaps him on the butt again, “—if you go shave your wispy mustache!”

He should say no. He should fashion a rope out of bedsheets and take a chance on breaking his neck going out the window. And he definitely should have run out the sliding doors as soon as Gordo showed up.

Except Willa thinks it’ll work. And if Gordo’s mad enough at Taylor to very nearly batter down her door, that means he’s got to be dealt with tonight, before he can hurt her.

And Taylor was right when she stopped him from running: Gordo could easily have seen him through the front window, and then Taylor and Max would have been in serious trouble.

There’s no other option. If he doesn’t show, Gordo might hurt Taylor. If he does show, Gordo will definitely hurt him. But if he shows as Maxine, the cousin from New York, then yeah. It might work. And sure, it might not, but…

But he’s not going to put Taylor at risk just because it might go wrong.

Time to shave his mustache, then.

Taylor’s got a pink razor with a strange, wide handle. He can’t find whatever she uses for shaving foam, so he rubs moisturizer all over his face and runs the blade over everything he can find, which isn’t much: his mustache is dark, like all his hair, but it’s more or less all he can grow on his face right now. He wipes himself dry with a towel and rushes back into Taylor’s room, where Willa’s waiting for him, something flimsy and black in each hand.

“Take your clothes off!” she commands.

“Right here?”

“We don’t have time for modesty! Also: lesbian, remember? Now strip! And put these on.”

He does at least turn away, unbuckling his belt as he does so. The cargo pants drop immediately, and he throws off his Skunk Anansie shirt only to find Willa’s fingers in the waistband of his boxers, pulling them down.

“Hurry, hurry,” she says. “He’s still yelling down there.”

Yeah. Fine. Time to stop thinking and start doing. Max steps out of his boxers and pulls up the underwear Willa hands him. When he’s done, she hands him a pair of bike shorts.

“They’re small, so they’ll be tight,” she says, “but that’s good. Reach inside your panties and push your penis back between your legs before you put these on; they’ll keep it all in place.”

Logical. He doesn’t ask how she knows this. Maybe she’s improvising.

He has to get her help with the bra. She does the clasp for him, then turns him around and stuffs peach-colored inserts into the cups, following up with a folded sock behind each one. He doesn’t even get a chance to get used to the idea of wearing a bra because she’s already handing him a white shirt with I Heart NY on the front. He pulls it on, and then tugs uselessly at it; it barely covers his belly button.

Potentially worse, it has short sleeves.

“My arms are hairy!” he says. “Isn’t that going to be a problem?”

“Shut up and trust the process,” Willa says, and passes him another top, this one made entirely out of the stuff they use to make fishnet stockings. “And your arms aren’t that hairy, anyway. This’ll hide it fine.”

She’s right: the fishnet top reaches all the way down to his wrists, and what arm hair he has sort of blends into the material.

“Jeans,” Willa says, throwing a pair at him, and Max doesn’t even have time to be grateful that she isn’t going to force him into a skirt.

Nor does he have time to question whether a pair of Taylor’s jeans will fit him. It’s disheartening when they do, because Taylor’s close to Avery’s size, and on the few occasions after practice that he had to borrow Avery’s things, the only things that fit were her loosest sweatpants, and those only barely. He knows he’s gotten thin since the last time he practiced with Avery, but he hasn’t wanted to measure it, to put a number to what he’s lost.

Taylor’s pants are a little loose, actually. But there’s one thing of hers that almost definitely won’t fit.

“What about shoes, Willa?” he says. “I can’t wear Taylor’s.”

“Maybe,” she says, “maybe not. And we don’t have time to try, soooo…” She taps on her chin for a moment, and then dives for a drawer and hunts around inside. Without turning around, she chucks a rolled-up pair of pink socks at Max. They strike him right in the chest, dead center, and fall into his waiting hands. He can’t help but be impressed: Willa’s a fucking baller.

Cheerleaders really can do anything.

He’s no sooner got the socks on than Willa’s handing him jewelry: several bangles slide over each wrist, and she pulls up his ponytail to thread a pair of necklaces around him.

“They don’t match,” he says.

“That’s the point! I thought you were a punk!”

“Yeah, kinda, I guess, but, like, a guy punk.”

“Not anymore, Maxine.”

She pushes him over to the vanity and onto the stool, and whips out his hair tie. As she brushes out his hair, she says, “Might want to start practicing the voice.”

“What?”

“The voice! You know, the Valley girl voice you did earlier?”

“I can’t do that under pressure!”

“Okay,” Willa says reasonably, “so you’re a mute girl from New York, are you? One who has almost the same name as Taylor’s hot new neighbor?”

“Yeah,” he says, “okay. Point taken.”

“Good.”

“‘Hot new neighbor’?”

“Yes.”

“‘Hot’?”

“Stop asking stupid questions and do the voice!”

He nods, swallows a few times to lubricate his throat, and tries to find the Valley girl persona. “Like, oh my God?” he says. Ugh. Sounds like shit. He tries again. “Like— Like— Like, oh my God? Fuck! I can’t get it!”

“Focus,” Willa says, putting down the hairbrush and turning him around on the stool. “You can do this.” Before he can react, she applies a coat of lipstick and spins him around again so he can see himself, and in the bright light of the vanity mirror, he looks…

Shit.

“The voice!” Willa reminds him.

He says the only thing on his mind.

“Like, oh my God! I look like a girl!”

* * *

Eddie can’t keep holding Gordo back anymore, and Gordo’s really going to break the door down if they keep feeding him excuses, so Taylor holds up her hands and says, “Okay, Gordo, okay! I thought we could talk this out like adults! I thought you trusted me! But since you don’t…” She walks back a few paces and shouts, “Maxine! Willa! Gordo’s here! He wants to say hi!” As if they wouldn’t have been able to hear his ranting and yelling, along with half the neighborhood.

“You need to stand back,” Eddie says to Gordo quietly, while Taylor’s heart tries to break out through her ribs, “or I can’t unchain the door.”

For a second it looks like he’s not going to do it. It would be very Gordo to attach his stubborn stupidity and paranoid masculinity to the idea that being let through a door he’s actively trying to get through would be bad for some reason, but he does stop pushing on it, which allows Eddie to stop bracing the door and slide the chain aside.

Gordo comes inside.

Almost simultaneously, Max appears at the top of the stairs with Willa.

Taylor holds her breath.

She lets it out involuntarily when she sees how Max is dressed.

Willa found an old souvenir shirt Taylor didn’t even buy—it was a cheapskate gift from a relative who visited New York, like, five years ago—and didn’t know she still had. She never liked how it looked on her, but on Max, paired with a fishnet top from Taylor’s ‘fashion mistakes’ drawer, it looks kind of incredible, actually. Willa’s given him small boobs, and between that and his worrying waistline, Max has a shape.

He’s also wearing the pants Taylor left on the floor like three days ago and hasn’t gotten round to washing yet. Ick, Willa! Gross! But Max doesn’t seem bothered by them, so they can’t smell that bad.

The two of them descend, and Taylor can’t tear her eyes away from him.

“Oh my gawd! What’s with all the yelling?”

…says Maxine.

It would not be good for the deception for Taylor to let her jaw drop, so she practically locks up her face to keep it in place. Max is doing the voice! Except he’s dropped his Valley girl impression and replaced it with an exaggerated New York accent, and something about the nasality of it makes it even more convincing. He sounds like that one woman from her dad’s favorite sitcom.

And yeah, sure, as Max gets closer, Taylor can tell that Willa didn’t have time for a proper makeup job—he has a small amount of visible shadow on his upper lip—but she’s put a bold lipstick on him, and that’s all most guys ever seem to notice, anyway. Taylor’s worn a full face of makeup and a nude lip before and had Gordo tell her she looked ‘so beautiful au naturel’. She’s pretty sure he said it as ‘aww nature’, but she understood what he meant.

“Max,” Taylor says, “this is Gordo.” She stands aside and presents her boyfriend like he’s the prize on a game show. “Gordo, this is Maxine.”

“So, this is Gordo?” Max says, walking up to him. He swings his butt as he does so, and comes to a stop with a hand on his hip, in a pose every inch the haughty New Yorker from TV. He makes a show of looking Gordo up—and up!—and down, and says, “Huh,” managing to make the syllable sound profoundly unimpressed.

“Hey, babe,” Gordo says, having over the course of just a few seconds switched from terrifying to obsequious.

Probably still pretty terrifying for Max. He doesn’t show it, though. “Yeah, hi,” he says. “Tay, is he staying? You were gonna show me how you do that thing with your hair.”

He should be chewing gum! He should be blowing a huge, disinterested bubble right now! His performance is otherwise impeccable; Taylor wants to clap like she did when she first watched him tumble.

“Aw, shit,” Gordo says, grasping the back of his neck with one hand and doing a full and anguished lap of the reception room, before returning to look at Max. “No, babe, I can’t stay. I need to get back. I, uh, ran out on Coach. I need to tell him he was wrong.”

“Wrong about what?” Willa says, coming up behind Max and placing a protective hand on his shoulder. Taylor finds herself suddenly concentrating on that point of contact; is she… jealous? Max isn’t that cute, is he?

Especially not right now.

Gordo crouches down in front of Max and looks at her like he might look at a car on a lot. “Sorry, Maxine,” he says, “but Coach thinks you’re a dude. He’s gonna be pissed when I tell him he’s wrong.” He shakes his head, laughing. “Guess we’re not getting a new running back this year, after all.”

Max’s facade cracks, but only for a moment, and Taylor’s pretty sure Gordo didn’t see it; his eyes are lingering on Max’s chest. The pig!

“Your coach wanted me to be a running back?” Max says, maintaining the voice, just about.

“He did when he thought you were a guy.”

“Yeah, well, I’m not.” The voice is better this time. Stronger.

Gordo stands again. “He was going on and on about training up a gymnast.” He laughs. “He was convinced you were going to show us all up somehow. Although, Maxine… you could still be a running back. You can handle balls, right?”

“Not funny, Gordo,” Eddie says.

“Anyway,” Max says, either not recognizing the ‘joke’ or breezing past it, “I’m not staying—”

“She’s going to be a cheerleader,” Taylor blurts out, before Max can say anything that unravels the story she’s been desperately weaving for Gordo; he can’t claim to be going back to New York because Taylor already told Gordo that Maxine’s moved here, to Vista Primavera. “And that’s why I invited her over. Because she is a gymnast, and I want her on the squad—we want her on the squad—but she’s a bit of a tomboy. Soooo: makeover!”

Willa desperately waggles her eyebrows at her, but Taylor ignores her. Whatever Willa’s original plan, it was never going to survive contact with Gordo; improvisation is everything.

“So if they’re doing girl stuff,” Gordo says, “why are you here, Eddie?”

Eddie jerks a thumb at the empty Doritos bags. “Free food.”

Gordo mutters something under his breath that Taylor’s pretty sure is his favorite epithet for gay men, and then he turns to her, holding out his arms. “Babe, I gotta go. Coach’ll understand why I ran off, but now I’ve gotta tell him you’re not cheating on me and his new running back isn’t real? I’ll be lucky if he doesn’t bench me.”

“Okay?” Taylor says, stubbornly staying back. “So go!”

“Aw, c’mon, babe.” He steps toward her, arms still out. “Don’t be like that.”

“Ugh. Fine.” Anything to make him go away. She lets him hug her, grimaces through a kiss from him, and struggles out of his grip. He grins at her like nothing happened. “We’re going to talk about this, Gordo,” she says. “You can’t just come barging in here, accusing me of cheating and yelling at my friends!”

“I’m just passionate, babe! Now, really, I gotta go.” He starts pointing at everyone in turn. “Willa, hi.”

“Bye, Gordo,” Willa says.

“Eddie, sorry about your shoulder.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Eddie says, and Taylor, glancing over, notices he’s standing a little funny. That had better heal before practice starts again!

“Maxine! Looking forward to seeing more of you on the squad!”

“Yeah,” Max says. “Sure.”

“Yeah, a lot more. Just remember to…” Gordo throws around an imaginary pair of pompoms. “Be! Aggressive! Be-ee aggressive!”

“Won’t be a problem.”

Gordo turns back to Taylor. “And babe…”

“Goodbye, Gordo,” Taylor says.

“Later y’all!”

He slams the door behind him. Nobody says anything. By unspoken agreement, they listen to Gordo climb into his Wrangler, rev the engine and start up some tunes, and it’s only when the sound of his car fades into the night that anyone reacts.

And then the air goes out of everyone all at once.




chapter five

COMMITMENT


The stairs are in full view of the front hall and the door, and now that Gordo’s standing there, Max really doesn’t want to come down. Christ, the guy’s big. And he’s not big in that showy, bodybuilder way, and he’s not big like Clay or Eddie are, either. Gordo is shaped to move fast and break people, and there is nothing in the world Max wants to do less than walk up to him right now.

Gordo hasn’t noticed Max yet. None of them have. There’s still time to turn and run.

But then Taylor looks up, and so do the rest of them, including Gordo, and that’s it: all possible futures just got compressed down to whatever the fuck is about to happen. Max is committed. He’s doing this. He’s wearing Taylor’s clothes—even her underwear!—and he’s fucking doing this.

Shit. What is he doing, though? Willa said to do the Valley girl voice but suddenly that seems stupid and inappropriate and— and what was that thing Avery used to do when they were trying to get into R-rated movies? She’d make herself up to look older, yeah, sure, but there was this way she walked and talked. It commanded attention.

Yeah. He can do it. He hadn’t known he could still do the Valley girl voice until earlier tonight—hadn’t done it since he was a kid, since before his voice broke—and he pulled it off, so he definitely can pull this off, too. Even if his fucking belly button is on show.

Think Avery.

Think Avery.

Think Avery, when she’s being deliberately annoying.

“Oh my gawd!” he says, speaking as much through his nose as he can, and just about avoiding sagging with relief when it comes out okay. “What’s with all the yelling?”

Taylor’s eyes practically pop out of her head; Max takes that as a vote of confidence. He takes that confidence and hands it right back to Avery’s brash, exaggerated NY girl persona, and he flips his hair as he descends the stairs. The movements start to come more naturally as he goes, as he pictures Avery indignantly walking up to the theater ticket office, and by the time he steps off the last stair he’s shaking his ass just like she did.

“Max,” Taylor says, “this is Gordo.” And she wiggles her hands at Gordo like he’s the freshest and most delicious pie on the shelf. Fuck him and everything about him, but, shit, Max can see what she sees in him. Gordo’s handsome in that all-American way, square-jawed, straight-nosed, tanned and stocky, with hair that’s blond, but not so blond that his eyebrows are invisible. The exact opposite of Max; Dad used to say Max could walk sideways through a turnstile without paying, and that was before he lost all that weight. “Gordo,” Taylor continues, “this is Maxine.”

There’s an unavoidable shock of fear that passes through him as this beast of a guy is introduced to him, and he realizes immediately he’s going to have to play Willa’s plan for all he’s worth, because otherwise… It doesn’t bear thinking about. For now, he has to be Maxine. And Maxine is confident, she’s hot—Willa said so!—and she’s unimpressed by Taylor’s boyfriend.

“So,” he says, “this is Gordo?” Think Avery, he tells himself again as he closes the last couple of feet between them. Be Maxine. He props a hand on his hip and looks the guy up and down, trying not to dwell on how this linebacker meatsack has at least six inches on him. Christ, he can almost see Gordo’s history laid out behind him, like the weird line thing from Donnie Darko. He likes to seek out exes, Taylor said, and a string of broken-hearted girls present themselves to Max, all of them glaring at Gordo. The contemptuous, “Huh,” Max utters as he inspects him is not hard to find.

“Hey, babe,” Gordo says, and yeah, he sounds exactly like Max expected. If date rape could talk…

“Yeah, hi.” And that should be it, right? He’s presented Maxine to Gordo, proved she’s real and everything, so Gordo can go now, right? And they can all get on with their lives. “Tay, is he staying?” It’s hard to make the question sound disinterested and not desperate. “You were gonna show me—” shit, what would Taylor show Maxine? “—how you do that thing with your hair.” Okay. Good save.

“Aw, shit,” the guy says. He does that thing jocks do when they have to think, and walks in a circle like he’s a dynamo for his slowly charging brain. “No, babe,” he says when he’s done, switching to the pleading voice the jocks back home use when their girlfriends walk in on them kicking the shit out of someone, “I can’t stay. I need to get back. I, uh, ran out on Coach. I need to tell him he was wrong.”

“Wrong about what?” Willa asks, coming up behind Max. She positions herself as a united front, the two of them, and, yeah, Max could use a bit of that.

It’s the worst question she could have asked, though. It prompts Gordo to crouch down in front of Max, uncomfortably close. Max can smell him, can smell whatever they did today at football camp—football, probably, though he wouldn’t be surprised if they also tortured small animals or beheaded unwary freshmen.

“Sorry, Maxine,” Gordo says, sounding like he’s letting down the ugly girl who asked him to prom, “but Coach thinks you’re a dude. He’s gonna be pissed when I tell him he was wrong. Guess we’re not getting a new running back this year, after all.”

Yeah. There’s the fear, back again and coiling around him. Gordo’s coach knows about him?

“Your coach wanted me to be a running back?” he asks, too quick, too interested, and sounding a little too much like himself. Shit, of course the football coach wants him! Coaches rule their little fiefdoms like tyrant kings—all the ones he met back home were like that—so yeah, they’re going to keep tabs on promising new students with exploitable backgrounds.

Max shivers. The football coach wants him for the head injury brigade.

“He did,” Gordo says, barely able to contain his amusement, “when he thought you were a guy.”

“Yeah, well, I’m not.” The denial is immediate. Max is not going to be a fucking football player! Not after what they did to—

Wait.

Fuck.

Oh, fuck, fuck, fuck.

Gordo’s been addressing him as if Maxine and Maxwell are the same person, and that’s not what Willa planned—she wanted Maxine to be Maxwell’s cousin! Maxine’s not supposed to be even going to this stupid school. But Max has been responding to Gordo like he is—like she is—and that’s…

That’s fucked.

He should have thought faster. He should have been more clever. He should have said, oh, you’ll have to talk to my dumb cousin about that, or— or— or something!

Gordo’s gotten up and moved away from Max a bit, and he’s still talking and Eddie’s talking back to him but none of that is important because Max needs to start walking all this back, like, now.

“Anyway,” he says, his heart hammering in his chest, “I’m not staying—”

“She’s going to be a cheerleader,” Taylor says, interrupting him. It’s all Max can do not to stare at her, because what? “And that’s why I invited her over.” She’s talking faster than Max has ever heard her talk, and that’s probably because he can feel Willa behind him practically exploding with the need to interrupt her and substitute the other story. “Because she is a gymnast, and I want her on the squad—we want her on the squad—but she’s a bit of a tomboy. Soooo: makeover!”

Well, that’s the end of Willa’s plan, then. Max feels as if he’s stepped out over an abyss, and he’s merely waiting, cartoon-style, for gravity to get around to killing him.

Gordo, meanwhile, is still picking through the discrepancies in the stories he’s been told, his brain working away like a badly serviced truck engine. “So if they’re doing girl stuff, why are you here, Eddie?”

Eddie doesn’t hesitate, and he doesn’t flinch like Max might have. “Free food,” he says, and points out the chip bags scattered by the couches. He says it like it’s the most obvious thing in the world, and of course Gordo takes it as an insult, calls Eddie a fag under his breath. Eddie, again, doesn’t react, but then he’s almost as tall as Gordo; he doesn’t have the guy looming over him the way Max did. They’re not entirely the same size, but Max gets the impression that if Eddie threw a punch right now, Gordo would feel it.

He is so envious.

“Babe,” Gordo says, dismissing Eddie and holding his arms out in Taylor’s direction, “I gotta go. Coach’ll understand why I ran off, but now I’ve gotta tell him you’re not cheating on me and his new running back isn’t real? I’ll be lucky if he doesn’t bench me.”

“Okay?” Taylor says. “So go!”

Gordo holds out his arms like a B-movie Frankenstein’s Monster chasing after a starlet. “Aw, c’mon, babe. Don’t be like that.”

“Ugh. Fine.” Taylor acquiesces, and Max has to look away while they kiss. It’s rubbing it in: not only has this wonderful, sweet girl got a boyfriend, and not only is he Max’s physical and aesthetic superior in basically every way, but Max is currently dressed as a girl! He could not have less of a chance of dating Taylor.

Life really isn’t fair.

So he blocks them both out until Gordo’s let go of her and Max doesn’t have to look at that shit anymore.

“Willa, hi,” Gordo says, every inch—every foot—the smarmy ex-boyfriend.

“Bye, Gordo,” Willa says, and the hate in her voice makes Max want to high five her.

“Eddie, sorry about your shoulder.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Eddie says.

And then it’s Max’s turn. “Maxine! Looking forward to seeing more of you on the squad!” The way he says ‘more’… Fucking gross. If Maxine were real, she’d kick him in the balls.

“Yeah, sure,” Max says.

“Yeah, a lot more,” Gordo continues, like he didn’t make it clear before. Worse, he starts dancing around like a cheerleader, and the mockery he injects into his short performance is almost as gross as the innuendo. “Just remember to Be! Aggressive! Be-ee aggressive!”

Maxine is going to kick him in the balls. “Won’t be a problem,” Max says, on her behalf.

Gordo turns back to Taylor. “And babe…”

“Goodbye, Gordo,” Taylor says.

“Later y’all!”

And then the fucker’s gone, zooming off in some full-throated jock machine that’s probably been specially tuned to be obnoxiously loud, and as everyone else breathes sighs of relief, Max silently thanks Avery, thanks Maxine, and releases the tension he’s been holding in his limbs.

It turns out to be the only thing holding him up, and he staggers backward, lands painfully on the bottom stair. But he’s not thinking about the pain. He’s not even thinking about how he’s wearing Taylor’s clothes!

He’s thinking about how Gordo, that tower of meat masquerading as a man, expects a girl called Maxine to start school in September. A girl who looks like him and who shares the same school records as him.

How could this get any worse?

* * *

Nobody wants to be the one to break the silence. Nobody wants to be the one who precipitates Max’s inevitable breakdown, least of all Taylor. She finds herself staring at him, waiting for him to react, but he’s just watching the front door, as if Gordo might burst back in and require Max to perform Maxine again.

And then Max collapses. Falls backward, wobbling on his feet, his borrowed pink socks slipping on the fake wood or laminate or whatever the heck it was Dad picked. He lands on his ass at the bottom of the stairs, and then he’s still. Batteries pulled out. Power off.

Shoot!

Still nobody else moves, and that’s it, Taylor’s got to take control of the situation or nobody will! She beats back the guilt and the panic and the concern that Max is just kinda sitting there and flips herself into cheerleader mode: do now and do well; think later, when everyone’s safe and off the field.

She puts on her captain voice and says, “Eddie,” and she’d be amused at how quickly he snaps to attention if the situation weren’t so serious. “Help Max up and take her to the couch. Willa, get her some water. I’ll be back in a minute with her— Darn it! With his clothes.”

Ick! Stupid pronouns! Like she’s ever had a problem telling guys from girls before!

Except, she’s got to admit to herself, as Willa flits out to the pantry for water, that Max’s whole performance really spun her head. From the moment he strutted up to Gordo—wearing Taylor’s I Heart NY shirt, no less!—with a hand on his hip and attitude oozing from every pore, Taylor knew something had shifted forever.

Maybe once you’ve seen someone as a girl, you can’t see them as a guy ever again.

Okay, no, that’s sexist reasoning.

Maybe she wants to see Max as a girl.

Oh? And why would that be?

Ick. Whatever happened to ‘think later’? Move it, girl!

Taylor takes the upstairs hall to her room at a near-run and only doesn’t barge the door off its hinges because she doesn’t want repairing it to be another fire she has to put out on this supposedly relaxing week without her parents. Inside, she finds Max’s clothes scattered all over—understandable, she guesses—and starts collecting them up. She only pauses when she turns to her bed and finds his boxers, discarded like the rest of his clothes.

Huh. They can’t be Max’s boxers, can they?

“Who else has been leaving boxers in your room, Taylor?” she whispers to herself. And she shudders at the only other potential answer, because Gordo, if he knows what’s good for him, has never undressed in here.

So, if they are his, that means Max must be wearing something else. That means Max, right now, is wearing a pair of Taylor’s panties! And, like, wow! Way to go, Max! That shows commitment!

Out of the room again, taking the stairs three at a time and executing a perfect landing on the jump down the last five or six—she can’t help it if she’s good, even when she’s worried—Taylor marches into the living room with Max’s clothes and immediately wonders why she brought them. What, did she think he was going to strip off all the girl stuff in front of all of them?

Whatever. It might make him feel better just to see them—and it definitely made her feel better to be doing something. She dumps them on her dad’s recliner and squats down by the couch, to check on Max properly. Eddie’s got him lying down, but Max’s head is resting in Eddie’s lap, which is not what Taylor expected. She looks up, meets Eddie’s eye, and he just shrugs at her, and if Eddie’s not bothered and Max isn’t bothered, Taylor isn’t bothered. Whatever! She’s just not used to being around guys who don’t care about that stuff. Guys plural, since she usually experiences Eddie as a twosome with Willa.

Max looks okay, though. Yes, not actually good, or he’d be sitting up and talking instead of just lying there, but he’s not breathing too quickly and he’s not gasping for air or anything. Taylor, veteran of more than her fair share of cheerleader panic attacks among the squad, is an expert at spotting the signs, and Max isn’t displaying any of them.

Maybe he’s just thinking.

She takes his hand, cups it in hers. She can’t help noticing that even his hands are small for a guy. Not super small, not like, say, Willa’s, but she could splay her hand against his, and his wouldn’t be noticeably larger. Just like, a tiny bit bigger? No wonder Gordo bought Max’s girl act; everything Taylor can see and feel is telling her to buy it right now, and she knows the truth!

Willa, returning from the pantry, leans over the back of the couch and hands her a bottle of water. Unwilling to release Max, Taylor grips it between her thighs so she can crack the cap with one hand.

“Hey,” she says quietly. “We got you some water.”

For a horrifying moment, his breathing ceases and his closed eyes flutter and his whole body stiffens, and she thinks, shoot, he really is about to start panicking. And then, a miracle: Max opens his eyes and smiles at her. But the smile becomes a laugh and then it doesn’t seem to stop, and that’s worrying in itself. He shakes with laughter, seems to be losing control of it. His legs start to curl up, and he takes his hand from her grip and grasps his stomach, like he can shut himself up just by squeezing himself.

“Max?” Eddie says.

One of Max’s hands travels up his body to his chest and lays there, and for a moment she wonders why he’s gripping one of his false boobies, but then it hits her: that’s where his scars are. The scars from the time a group of guys he used to know, used to trust, held him down and burned him.

And Taylor just gave another guy, another very large guy who already had reason to dislike Max, all the excuse he would ever need to beat the living crap out of him. If Gordo ever finds out what happened here tonight, he’ll see Max as the guy who came on to his girlfriend and then dressed as a girl to try and get one over on him, and no way Coach Penderson will give two craps about Gordo beating someone up if that’s the story he hears. He’ll probably even spin it that Max came onto him while dressed up. Same playbook as the old QB, the one idolized by half the team, even though he left a trail of distraught dates all through junior and senior year: she was begging for it, she was pathetic, she was a slut. Except worse, because guys will do much worse to a guy they think is gay and might, like, look at them, than they will to a girl they think might still put out once she calms down.

What have you done, Taylor?

She’s hurt someone who was already badly hurt, that’s what she’s done. And the danger he ran from New York to escape? She’s brought it here.

Max is recovering a little, getting back control, and as he sits up from Eddie’s lap, he reaches for the bottle Taylor’s been lamely offering him. He takes a long swig, interrupted only by gasps for air as his body struggles to resupply him with the oxygen his hysterical laughing fit deprived him of.

“I am fucked,” he says between gasps. “I am so fucked.”

“What?” Eddie says. “I thought you pulled it off great! Kudos, by the way.”

“Taylor’s massive boyfriend thinks I’m a girl. What’s he going to say when I show up at school in a month?”

“Nothing,” Willa says, sitting down on the couch opposite, “because we’re going with the story. The original story we planned. Yes, I know he thinks you’re you, but it won’t take a lot for Taylor to convince him of our cousin story, especially if she makes kissy faces at him. The cousin story,” she adds, looking pointedly at Taylor, “being the one we should have gone with all along.”

“I know,” Taylor says, still crouching on the floor in front of Max. “I messed up. Max, I’m sorry.”

His chest is still violently rising and falling and his eyes are still wide, but he manages to meet her gaze and smile softly. “It’s okay,” he says. “Not your fault. We all had to think fast.” He looks up and away. “Although, Willa, if I’d known about your ‘cousin’ plan before all this started, I would definitely have gone out the window. Taken my chances with a drop from the second floor. I don’t need the use of my legs, anyway.”

Just for that, Taylor smacks him on the knee. “Yes! Of course you do!”

“Joking,” he says. “But I should have hidden. If I’d stopped to think, I would have.”

“It’s okay, though, isn’t it?” Eddie says. “Willa’s right: Gordo might be pretty, but he’s not the smartest boy, and I happen to know he’s been worried about his memory lately.”

Taylor’s head snaps around. “What do you mean?”

“I hear things.” Eddie taps at the top of his head. “Too many helmet collisions. I think he’s just being paranoid after Coach Penderson made the football team read those blog posts on head trauma he printed out.” He smirks. “He even yelled at them to angle their heads to the side a bit if they think they’re going to crash into each other. But we can make him believe the Maxine story, I’m sure of it.”

“You think so?” Max says, and there’s such hope in his voice, Taylor almost bursts into tears.

“I know so. Danny Ortiz told me. Half the Varsity team’s terrified of it.”

“How do you know Danny Ortiz?” Taylor asks, but Eddie doesn’t reply, just smirks at her.

It’s enough for Willa, though, because she fake-gasps at him. “Eddie!” she exclaims. “What about our engagement? We were to be wed!”

“Save your judgment for someone who gives a damn!” Eddie replies, his hand resting dramatically on his forehead. “You knew I was a slut when you proposed!”

Max snorts with laughter, and though he still looks kinda worried, he’s got to be feeling better if he can laugh, right? So Taylor rocks back on her haunches, stands in one practiced motion, and flops onto the couch next to him. She butts shoulders with him, and he butts back.

“Thank God for dumb jocks,” he says, which is a bit mean, but she’s not going to lecture him about making judgments. He’s still a little shaky, but he’s masking it, smiling, drinking from his water bottle, and Taylor’s so proud.

That’s the kind of resolve under pressure that all good cheerleaders need!

* * *

He wanted to go home, to calm down, to sleep it off, to bask in the joy that his worst fears might not come to pass this time, but when he said as much, he was mobbed by three cheerleaders and implored to have another drink and come upstairs, back to Taylor’s room, because the night’s not even half-over yet, and they still have bad movies to watch. So he relented. Before he knew what was happening, he found himself sitting on the end of Taylor’s bed with her sitting behind him, brushing his hair. And she’s been back there for ten minutes now, so surely she’s just doing it for the fun of it? How much brushing does it take?

But it is relaxing. Willa and Eddie are arguing over which Blockbuster-branded direct-to-VHS sequel they’re going to feed into the machine, and Max has a beautiful girl massaging his head and another whiskey and Coke. The near disaster with Gordo already feels a long way away. Almost not worth worrying about anymore, at least not for tonight.

“So,” he asks, “how did I do?” It’s the excuse he’s sure they’ve been waiting for. He’s seen it in them, the desperation to ask every possible question about the performance he put on, and while he doesn’t necessarily want to discuss it, he wants Eddie and Willa as friends more than he wants to avoid a little discomfort. And Taylor’s been quiet, brushing diligently, but saying little. He needs her to know that he’s okay and unworried, even if neither of those things is entirely true, so he adds, “Because I think I did pretty good.”

“Oh my gosh, Max!” Taylor says, suddenly animated, granted permission by his forced confidence. She bounces her way across the mattress until she’s level with him. “You were incredible! How did you do it?”

“It was all Willa. She just kept throwing things at me and I kept putting them on.” He squirms, shuffling on the bed, playing it up. “Some of them are more comfortable than others.”

“Holy shit,” Eddie exclaims, loud enough to make Taylor and Max both wince, “are you tucked?”

“What’s that?”

“It’s a drag thing,” Willa says, looking up from the pile of video tapes scattered on the floor between her and Eddie. “It’s when you, um… Actually,” she interrupts herself with a giggle, “Eddie, I think this is more your department?”

Eddie takes a long drink, and Max follows suit; this doesn’t sound like information he wants to take in while in full control of his faculties.

“Okay,” Eddie says, when Max has come up for air, “first of all, how squeamish are you? Especially about, like, maleness-related things.”

Looking down at the clothes Willa dressed him in, Max replies, in the voice he borrowed from Avery, “A lot less than I was when I woke up this morning.”

Taylor giggles and bumps into him again, and because it makes him giddy whenever she does that, he decides to keep talking in the voice. Just for now. He pulls back on the accent, though.

“So,” Eddie says, holding up his hand, first and third fingers raised, “I want you to imagine that I have a testicle on the end of each finger.”

“I see it vividly,” Max says. Taylor snorts.

“What tucking is, is you push up with these two fingers and shove those bad boys right back where they came from: back into the body. And then—” he raises his middle finger, “—while you’ve got them in position, you take the penis and you ‘tuck’—” he makes bunny-ear quote marks with his other hand, “—it back between your legs. Then you pull your undies up real quick before it all falls apart.”

Max nods slowly. “Then I’m definitely not tucked,” he says.

“So, um…” Taylor shuffles closer and looks down at his lap. “Where are you keeping it, then?”

Okay, that’s a less cute reaction. Max crosses his legs and lays his free hand in the way, so Taylor can’t ogle the crotch of the jeans he borrowed anymore.

“Bike shorts,” Willa says, rescuing him.

“Oh, sure,” Taylor says, nodding like it makes perfect sense. Then she butts against Max again—still loving that—and explains. “We wear them for uniform practice. Spankies for games but bike shorts for practice. They’re just…” She waves her hands around.

“They cover everything,” Willa says. “Time of the month? Covered. You’re a bit bloated? Covered. Razor bumps? Covered.”

“Meredith’s cellulite?” Taylor says. “Covered.”

“Everything,” Willa confirms.

* * *

Because they watched The Return of Jafar downstairs earlier—or part of it, anyway—Willa overrode Eddie’s request for more Disney sequels and insisted instead on Teen Wolf Too, which proved disappointing enough that Eddie, halfway through, declared himself in need of more alcohol. Willa went down to help him, leaving Taylor and Max alone.

At last! She’s been sitting next to him on the bed for, like, an hour, and she’s barely gotten to talk to him! He’s been laughing along with Eddie and Willa’s commentary on what’s turned out to be a truly terrible movie, but there’s been something brittle about him the whole time, and Taylor desperately needs to check in.

“Max,” she says seriously, “if you need to have a breakdown, you totally can. We can lock the door; they’ll never know.”

That gets a laugh, but she’s not sure why. “I think I’m okay, Tay,” he says. “You really think Eddie and Willa are right? You think we can gaslight Gordo?”

‘Gaslight’ him? Someone’s been reading ahead in the Psych textbooks! Someone other than her! “Yes, I’m sure of it,” she says, though she’s far from as certain as she makes herself sound. She just doesn’t want Max to worry; it’s not like there’s anything they can do about it right now.

“Then I’m good. I’m fine. I mean, what am I actually wearing? Jeans and a shirt? It doesn’t really matter that it’s your stuff and not mine; it’s barely different from what I normally wear.”

“Except my stuff fits you better than your stuff,” Taylor can’t resist pointing out. Immediately, she winces, wondering if it was a rude thing to say.

Max doesn’t seem bothered. He nods toward the door frame, where their heights are inscribed, and says, “I am only an inch taller than you.”

She bumps into him, shoulder to shoulder. “Not even an inch!” she says. Max snorts, and finishes the last of his drink. “Hey, how come you didn’t borrow any of my shoes?”

“I figured they wouldn’t fit me,” Max says with a shrug, “and we didn’t have time to check.”

Both of them are wearing socks; Taylor extends her foot out next to his, meeting him at the thigh, knee and ankle. Their legs are practically the same length—Max’s minuscule extra height must be in his torso, which makes sense, looking at how Taylor’s shirt sits on him—and she lines up their feet next to each other.

“We look like the same size,” she says, and quickly adds, to mollify him, “I have big feet for a girl.” Which she does, kinda, but not too big, just like with her hands. “What size are you?”

He shrugs. “Like an eight. Nines are usually kinda loose on me.”

She leans down, briefly steadies herself with a hand on the floor—the alcohol is definitely settling back in—and rummages around under her bed, looking for a particular pair of tennis shoes. When she finds them, she presents them to Max, who recoils slightly.

“Don’t be a baby,” she says. “I’ve barely worn them. They don’t smell.”

“It’s not that,” he says defensively. “They’re— They’re pink, Tay.”

“So?”

He huffs at her. “Fine,” he says, taking them from her and slipping them on. He seems briefly irritated that they go straight on without so much as a struggle, but when he looks back at her, she beams at him, which prompts a blush that can’t be entirely attributable to alcohol.

He likes her. The pretty boy—right now dressed as a pretty girl—likes her, and she loves that he does. Does that make her a bad person?

No. No! Absolutely not! After Gordo’s little display tonight, she’s earned a little fantasy cheating. She’d never do anything—and the more she gets to know Max, the more certain she is that he would never do anything either, not without her explicit consent—but the thought of it is fun to play with. So she giggles at him, she makes him stand up to model the shoes, and she hugs him.

Maybe for a little too long.

“Are we interrupting?” Eddie asks. He’s standing in the doorway, holding a tray with several Cokes and the rest of the whiskey on it. Willa, next to him, says nothing, but she’s smirking like the cat that got the cream.

“No,” Taylor says, letting Max go and stepping away, but slowly, because she isn’t doing anything wrong, because she hugs her girlfriends all the time, and that’s what Max is right now, so she sticks her tongue out at Eddie and Willa.

She’s delighted to see Max copy her.

* * *

The movies stop being comprehensible after a while, start to shift between scenes seemingly at random, and it takes a while for Max to realize that it’s because he’s drunk. Drunk as hell. He might be overdoing it, actually, because he’s still not very experienced—a couple glasses of wine with Sunday dinner, the odd night on borrowed beers with Avery and a handful of times they snuck in somewhere they shouldn’t—but it’s hard to care, because they’re all laughing and drinking right with him, and Taylor’s here.

Taylor’s here.

So close he can feel her breath on his face.

He’s had to admit two things to himself tonight:

First, that the girl voice gets easier when he’s had a drink or three, that it maybe sounds even better without the exaggerated Valley or New York accents, and that it’s kind of a fun voice to speak in, since it’s almost like singing;

Second, that he doesn’t just have a crush on Taylor. He’s smitten.

How could he not be? She’s sweet and bubbly and friendly, and she’s also smart and thoughtful and surprisingly nerdy about unexpected topics. And it’s not just computers; she’s a math geek and she described to him the premise of a series of sci-fi dragon novels with an intensity she admitted she takes care not to reveal at school. Even being captain of the cheer squad isn’t enough to protect her from that revelation, she said; if it ever gets out, she might as well get the big square glasses and the dungarees and go live in the school library.

He told her he basically lived in the school library his whole last year in New York, and she giggled and said that was sweet.

Max has never been sweet before, not to anyone except Avery.

Sure, Taylor’s fucked things up. He’s still not convinced the thing with Gordo won’t explode, despite Eddie and Willa’s insistence otherwise. But he could no more reject Taylor for it than he could go walk on the moon. Besides, he never expected to make friends this year; dodging a jock, if it comes to it, is still preferable to holing up in the library at lunch and spending every evening either alone or painfully aware that Avery could be practicing for the gymnastics career she still has, or seeing girls—lately, Rebecca—rather than wasting time with him.

A sigh flows through him as he remembers how excited Avery was when the girl of her dreams turned out to like her back. And how happy it made him: Rebecca deserved Avery in a way Max never did.

“Hold still!” Taylor half-whispers, in the hoarse, careful tones of someone trying to concentrate through too much alcohol.

“Sorry!” Max whispers back, and he holds his head as motionless as possible. The makeup brush tickles as it glides under his chin.

In the background, a Disney movie plays. Not a remaindered sequel this time; Eddie insisted on watching something actually good, and dug out the VHS of The Little Mermaid. Part of Your World plays as Ariel swims around her underground collection of human trinkets and Taylor pats powder onto Max’s cheeks.

At least she got done with his eyes quickly. Having to look up and hold steady as a drunk Taylor wielded an eyeliner pencil right up close was almost as nerve-wracking as facing down Gordo.

She sprays his face all over with something cool, leans forward to blow it dry—he closes his eyes and wrinkles his nose, which makes her laugh—and then she bounces up off the bed, pronouncing him ready for his close-up.

A sudden self-consciousness takes him over, despite the significant alcoholic lubrication, and he clutches both arms over his bare belly as he stands, feeling exposed and a bit silly, a sensation that isn’t helped by Eddie’s exaggerated leer and Willa’s excited whistles.

He didn’t want to put on Taylor’s spare cheer uniform at first. It was a step too far, and he even stopped doing the voice to say so. He’d look stupid, he insisted. But she won him over in stages, first with pleading, then with smiles, then with another drink, and finally by going out to her bathroom and getting into uniform herself.

“If you look stupid in this,” she said, “then so do I.” And then she giggled at him, and how was he supposed to resist?

Taylor’s uniform turned out to fit perfectly, though he had to pad the bra a little more so it didn’t feel loose up there, and he had to borrow a pair of leggings to hide his leg hair. And while he did feel weird when he first put it on, that was before he sat there for twenty minutes, working on another drink while Taylor painted his face; right now, if he doesn’t think about what he’s wearing, it feels as comfortable as anything he’s ever worn.

More comfortable, actually, he realizes, walking little circles around the room, while Taylor and the others watch him in silence. He has actual freedom of movement! More than in anything he’s ever worn. He tests it by balancing on one foot and slowly raising the other behind him, leaning forward in one of the yoga-inspired stretches his old coach taught him, and the cheer uniform just… gets out of his way.

Amazing.

“See?” Taylor says, when Max has his foot level with his neck. “I told you she was good!”

Taylor throws him a pair of pompoms, and he impulsively runs through what he remembers of one of her simpler routines, oblivious to the flash of Polaroid cameras, able to concentrate only on the freedom of getting to move again. And despite his bare belly, despite the skirt flying out around his waist, despite the cheer uniform, he doesn’t care: he’s not in the gym at his old school, where the guys used to sarcastically catcall as they passed; he’s here, in Taylor’s room, and the only people present are his friends.

So why be self-conscious? Why not just have fun?

* * *

“You picked up that whole routine just from watching me?”

“Yeah. You did it a lot, Tay. Out in the yard? I do pay attention, you know. And it’s mostly made up of stuff I’ve done already. Just not in a skirt.”

“Well, you owned it. You owned that skirt. You’re already as good as half my squad, even when you’ve been drinking. I wish…”

“Hmm?”

“I wish you could join the squad.”

“Taylor—”

“I know. I know why you don’t want to. And I’m not going to pressure you. We don’t even have any slots open for guys right now. I just…” Taylor sighs and rolls over to face him. “I wish you’d come here two years ago, is all. I wish you’d never had a bad year. It’s not fair.”

“Not fair to me or to the squad?” he whispers, smiling. He’s lying with his head propped up on one arm, and though she can barely see him, she can hear the smile in his voice, a voice she feels like she knows intimately now, in both its forms.

“To you!” Taylor squeals. On the other side of the room, Eddie grunts and rolls over on the futon, causing Willa, sleeping quietly next to him, to mumble in her sleep. Taylor slaps her free hand over her mouth. Max laughs gently at her, and she adds ruefully, “Okay, and the squad.”

“Remind me never to become captain of anything. Power corrupts.”

“Max! I am not corrupt! I’m just… aware of my responsibilities, is all.”

He grins at her again and rolls over on his back, gathering the sheets around him. He’s probably cold: he’s still wearing her spare uniform, which doesn’t cover the arms or the stomach, and the AC keeps it cool at night.

She wishes she could tell him how beautiful he looks. Because with actual time available to make him up, with time to do more with his hair than just brush it out, Max looks fantastic. When he went to the bathroom last, Willa came over to obsess with her over the pictures they took, and they agreed: he looks like a cheerleader. A real cheerleader. Like one of them. He looks like the kind of girl who has a hundred friends, who always has a date, whose parents dote on her.

And Taylor bites her lip, thinking of the thing she didn’t share with Willa:

He looks like the kind of girl who never has to worry about guys holding her down and burning her until she scars. He looks like the kind of girl who never has to be afraid of doing what she wants, being who she wants.

She can see another life for him, a life he could have had, a life where guys wouldn’t come after him for his interests. It seems cruel and arbitrary that instead he’s had to hide himself, restrict himself, because of something as dumb as his sex.

Instinctively she reaches out for him, only for him to roll over, away from her, and she’s almost disappointed until a quiet, growling snore emanates from the other side of the bed. Taylor thrills briefly at the confirmation that Max is comfortable enough around her to fall asleep in her bed, and then she plumps her pillow, twitches until she’s completely comfortable, and closes her eyes.

Only to be nudged and poked until she opens them again, what feels like moments later.

“Oh crap,” Taylor murmurs; everything, very suddenly, hurts. “My head…”

“Yeah, mine too,” Willa whispers. “Get out from under Max and come talk to me outside, okay?”

“Get out from under… What?”

Willa gestures with her eyes and then marches out of the room, leaving Taylor to discover that Max, still sleeping, has rolled over to face her. Willa’s exaggerating, thankfully: Max doesn’t have his arm around her or anything—it’d be hard to get up without waking him if he did—but his hand is resting lightly on Taylor’s shoulder.

She takes a moment just to look at him, wincing against the small amount of sunlight lancing through the gaps in the drapes. They never cleansed or wiped their faces or anything last night, any of them—not a habit she wants to cultivate—and Max is still fully made up.

He looks like a girl. A beautiful girl. And in Taylor’s spare uniform, he looks like one of her cheerleaders. Will she ever see him any other way again?

Will she want to?

Shut up, Taylor. Do now; think later. She lifts his hand gently off her shoulder, lays it on the mattress, and carefully rolls out of bed, thanking God and all his heavenly angels that Dad had the floorboards seen to when she first became a cheerleader, because the creaks from her late-night routine step-throughs kept putting Mom off her bodice-ripper novels.

On the balls of her feet, she walks silently out of her room, pausing only to pick up the pile of Polaroids on the dresser, thinking that if Max wakes up before she gets back, she doesn’t want them to be the first thing he sees. One of them, the one second from top, shows him jumping off the floor, just enough to curl his legs up, and the motion’s raised the uniform top high enough to expose the very bottom of his burn scars.

Poor Max.

Willa’s waiting for her in the hallway, and she grabs Taylor by the wrist as soon as she emerges and drags her all the way to the main bathroom, shutting the door behind them and comically looking around like a spy in a kids’ cartoon.

“Where’s Eddie?” Taylor asks before Willa can say anything.

“Gone,” Willa says, sounding distracted.

“Already?”

“Tay, it’s past ten.”

“Oh.”

“And he has a thing.”

“Don’t you mean,” Taylor says, waggling her eyebrows, “that someone else has a thing, and he wants to—”

“Any other time and I’d be innuendo-ing along with you,” Willa says, “but this is important.” She sits on the edge of the tub and frets with her fingers. “Tay, we messed up bad.”

A dizziness that has nothing to do with her headache hits her, and Taylor squats on the floor, suddenly afraid for her coordination. “Messed up how?” she says.

“It’s not just Gordo we have to worry about.”

“No?”

“Think about it! He’s at that intensive football… thingy…”

“Football camp.”

“Right,” Willa says, nodding too enthusiastically and then wincing; her hungover brain’s probably too big for her skull, just like Taylor’s. “And so’s Coach Penderson and so’s the whole team and the usual hangers-on. And you know what Gordo’s like when he’s mad: all of them will know that he thought you were cheating on him with a guy named Max. Hell,” she adds, flapping a hand in the air, “he talked to Penderson about it! That’s how he knows about the gymnastics stuff!”

Taylor rubs her throbbing, lolling head. “I can’t think straight, Willa. Walk me through it.”

Jumping up from the tub, Willa starts pacing and counting on her fingers. “Coach already knew about Max. He gets updates on new students in case he wants to poach them. That means he’s seen Max’s file. That means he’s seen Max’s picture, Tay! And then Gordo comes back and says, wicked sorry, Coach, that gymnast guy you’re so interested in is actually a girl. You think he’s going to just let that go?”

“Oh shoot,” Taylor says. Her stomach lurches.

“And the rest of the team, you know what they’re like! They could care less about some new gymnast guy, not unless he joins the team, but a hot new girl? One you told Gordo is going to be a cheerleader? They’re going to be asking around. Maxine’s going to be the It girl of senior year. Except we both know that she’s not. And so will everybody else, soon enough.”

“Oh no, no no no no.”

“Yeah,” Willa says, dropping back onto the rim of the tub. “I figure we have until they leave football camp. And then Coach Penderson’s going to go straight to the school computers to check and see if he’s gone senile or not, and the guys are going to start talking to, well, everyone.”

Taylor’s mouth feels like a sand dune. “Willa,” she says, “we really messed up.”

“Yeah, no shit. I’ve been up since five and I’ve been thinking about nothing else.”

“Tell me you have a plan!”

“Only one. But it’s a really bad one.”

* * *

Max rolls over in bed, and the first thing he notices is that he’s slept on the other side of the bed than usual.

The second thing he notices is that this isn’t his bed.

The third thing he notices is that he’s wearing Taylor’s red, white and black cheer uniform.

He sits straight up, and that’s when he notices the final thing: his monstrous hangover. How much did he drink last night? And will Taylor get in trouble for it? She claimed her mom doesn’t notice her diminishing supply as long as they take whole bottles, but he’s ninety percent sure they finished off one bottle of whiskey and moved onto another before they finally stopped. Eddie drank at least one round neat after they ran out of Coke, and nobody wanted to go downstairs again. Won’t she notice two missing bottles?

Balancing carefully on the edge of the mattress, Max stands successfully on the second try, takes one step, and almost trips over a futon. He frowns at it for a second before he remembers, oh yeah, that’s where Eddie and Willa slept. Weird that Willa didn’t sleep in the bed with—

With Taylor.

With Taylor and him.

Oh shit.

And now Taylor’s gone, and Willa’s gone, and that means he must have done something stupid in his sleep, or said something awful in the throes of drunkenness, or done something to chase them away and leave him here alone.

Alone, dressed in Taylor’s spare uniform.

What did he do?

Shit! He really should have gone out the window last night. What was he thinking?

Oh. Right. He wasn’t thinking. He was drunk, just like Taylor and the others. And the cheer uniform, which must have seemed funny last night—though he doesn’t remember laughing—will be, in the cold light of day, ridiculous.

Shit.

He needs to know what he looks like.

He needs to know what they saw when they woke up before him.

Without making a sound, Max creeps across Taylor’s bedroom until he reaches her massive closet. He swings it open, and at the last moment, he closes his eyes.

He’s scared to look.

“C’mon, Max,” he whispers, “how bad can it be?”

Fuck it.

Opening his eyes, Max looks for himself in the mirror, and finds someone else. There’s a fucking girl standing there. She’s wearing Taylor’s spare uniform—with a pair of leggings under the skirt—and she’s still got last night’s makeup on and her hair is tousled from sleep.

She looks like his cousin. Like his real cousin, Alice, who lives in England. But also like his fake cousin, Maxine.

He reaches out a hand and holds it up, fingers splayed, and the girl in the mirror does the same thing.

It’s like an out-of-body experience.

Because she’s him. He is her. He’s a fucking cheerleader.

And that’s impossible.

* * *

“I say this with love, Taylor, but what the hell are you doing?”

Taylor spins on her toes, holding up a piece of halved bagel in each hand and posing with them. Arm out, arm up, hold for two beats, yell, ‘Go Titans!’ and switch up…

“I’m making Max breakfast!”

Willa, pinching the bridge of her nose, says, “You’re toasting a bagel?”

“Yes?” Taylor says, twisting back around and dropping the two bagel halves in the toaster. “It’s a taste of home. New Yorkers are always eating bagels on TV.” She wrinkles her nose. “It’s a shame we don’t have any lox. Hey, Willa, what’s ‘lox’?”

“Are you taking this at all seriously?”

Taylor drops the smile. It was getting tiresome keeping it up. “Yes,” she hisses, stepping closer to Willa, “of course I am! But I’m not going up there looking like someone just died! And crises are best faced on a full stomach, Willa.”

Willa mutters, “Give me strength,” but she doesn’t contradict Taylor, and that’s good enough.

“What is ‘lox?’” Taylor asks again.

“Salmon,” Willa says. “Look, you know you need to be careful with Max, don’t you?”

“I do,” Taylor says seriously. “I am. I will.”

“No, I mean really careful. Remember how he completely blanked after Gordo left, and then like two minutes later he was laughing hysterically, and then he was fine? Taylor, he made himself be fine. It was like you could see the mechanisms working away in his head, pushing everything down.”

The bagels pop up, and Taylor starts covering them with some cream cheese she found in the fridge. “What do you mean?” she says.

“I mean, that’s a guy who is used to repressing. Who is used to pleasing other people. And maybe it’s to keep himself safe, or it’s so he can make friends, or it’s a trauma reaction, I don’t know—”

“Have you been reading the psych textbook, too?”

“I just watch The Sopranos and I pay attention to what the mob guy’s therapist says. Taylor, I know he’s all cute and fun and snarky and stuff, and I know he seemed okay with everything last night, but you could really hurt him. I see him touch that scar, Tay. When he’s anxious. Some part of him is always thinking about it.”

“Yeah,” Taylor says, muted. “Duh.”

“So you get it, right? The most important thing is that we never put him in the crosshairs again.”

“I’ll be careful. I promise. Believe it or not—” she tips the bagel onto a plate and fetches a Diet Dr Pepper and a bottle of ibuprofen, “—not hurting Max is, like, my primary goal here, Willa.”

She jogs up the stairs and back into her room, with Willa following behind, expecting to find Max still asleep. He isn’t, though. He isn’t even in bed; he’s standing in front of her closet, with the doors open, looking at himself in the mirrors.

He’s not moving, and his hands have curled into fists.

“Hey, Max,” Taylor says, placing the plate, the soda and the bottle of pills on the nightstand. “I brought you some breakfast.”

“This is fucked up, Tay,” he says, not looking away from his reflection. She doesn’t mention he’s still doing the voice, though it’s a flat and emotionless rendition of it; it might alarm him. “How do I look like this? How do I still look like this?”

“Max—”

“It shouldn’t be this easy, Tay. But there I am. Just rolled outta bed like this.” He shakes his head minutely. “I’ve always been the broken one,” he mutters. “But not like this…”

“Max, it’s just…” Taylor trails off. This wasn’t what she expected, and maybe that’s stupid of her, but he really was so comfortable with it last night.

“This isn’t supposed to be me. That—” he points at his reflection, “—is someone else.” He breaks off eye contact with himself and recoils away from the mirrors, flexing his fingers, and seems about to start pacing, but then he stops himself. Goes almost completely still. “Fuck,” he whispers, “I don’t know what I’m saying. Like, I don’t know why I even care.”

“You don’t have to know,” Taylor says quickly. “And you don’t have to know how to feel. You can just…” Shoot. She doesn’t know what to say again. “You can just… chill?”

He laughs emptily. “Mom and Dad, they don’t know what to do with me. They never have. Clay grew up quick. So did Dad, from what they keep telling me. And now, not only am I… stuck, it turns out all it takes is a— a skirt and a bit of makeup and—”

“Max,” Willa says firmly. “This isn’t all that unusual.”

He whirls on the balls of his feet and points once again at the closet mirrors—abstractly, Taylor observes his exemplary balance, and how perfectly he brought himself to a stop facing exactly the direction he wanted, seemingly without really thinking about it—and says quietly, “What about this is not unusual?”

“Max?” Willa says. “Sit down. Please? I have a raging hangover and it’s hard work keeping up with all—” she waggles her hands in the air, “—this.”

Max pauses, seems to have something of a silent conversation with himself, and then nods and sits down, legs crossed, on Willa and Eddie’s futon. Taylor’s torn briefly between giving him his space and offering support; she picks the latter and sits next to him.

She places a hand on his back. He doesn’t reject it.

“This isn’t very weird, Max,” Willa says.

“How?” Max asks tiredly.

“I take it you’ve heard of drag queens?” Taylor doesn’t need to see the look Max turns on Willa to imagine what it’s like. “Of course! Well, Eddie and me, we go to clubs sometimes. Eddie, uh, more than me. And, Eddie, he hooks up. And one time? He hooked up with a drag queen. More than once, actually, with more than one drag queen, but he asked this one if he could make him—Eddie—look good in drag. And the drag queen said, yes, obviously, he could make anyone look good in drag, but Eddie would have to manage his expectations. He said Eddie would be more Wesley Snipes or Patrick Swayze than John Leguizamo. Still fabulous, just not, uh…” Willa frowns. “There’s a word for it. It means a drag queen who looks like a real girl. I forgot it, though.”

Taylor’s not the only one to get lost here; Max cocks his head slightly and says, “I’m sorry, but what does any of this have to do with Patrick Swayze?”

“To Wong Foo,” Willa says. “It’s a movie. About drag queens. It’s not important. The point is, um…”

“Willa?” Taylor prompts, when Willa just sits there for a while, eyebrows pinched.

“John Leguizamo!” she says suddenly. “That’s my point! He’s my point. Okay, so, in To Wong Foo, he played a drag queen, and they made him up to look like a girl, right? And he looked super good. But that was back in the nineties, like, ninety-five, or something. And did you see him in that boxing movie this year? On HBO?”

“No,” Taylor says.

“Yeah, actually,” Max says. He looks sideways at Taylor’s puzzled expression. “Dad likes sports,” he adds with a shrug.

“And did he look like a girl in the boxing movie?” Willa asks triumphantly.

“No? He just looked like, uh, a guy. A boxer.”

“There you go!” Willa says, brushing imaginary dust off her hands.

After a few moments of silence, Taylor says, “Sweetie? Walk us through it.”

“Okay, it’s like, every guy has an age limit, right? A point beyond which you can’t just brush out their hair and put lipstick on them and make them look like a girl. John Leguizamo in To Wong Foo, he was under that limit. In the boxing movie, he was definitely over it. So Max, all it is with you is that you’re, like, pre-limit. Puberty’s not done with you yet. In two years, five years, you wouldn’t be able to do a John Leguizamo. You’d have to do a Wesley Snipes.”

“Willa,” Max says, “I haven’t seen this movie.”

“But you know what Wesley Snipes looks like, right? Big guy, lots of muscles, kills vampires…”

“I know.”

“He’s after the limit. So’s Eddie. So’s Gordo. You’re not, but… you’ll get there, Max. You will.”

He nods slowly, and the ice wall around Taylor’s heart starts to melt. The way he looked when she first came in… Scary. Not Gordo-scary; she was scared for Max, not of him.

“Hey,” she says, when Max doesn’t seem ready to say anything else, “how about some breakfast?” He looks around at her, still silent, so she fetches the plate and the soda and the painkillers, and takes them back over to him. She sits down again, in front of him this time, and deposits the plate in her lap, wishing she was wearing leggings like Max; the plate’s kinda cold. “Eat!”

Hesitantly, he reaches for one half of the bagel, picks it up, inspects it, and then shrugs and takes a bite. There’s a microscopic pause after his first chew, and then he carries on as if nothing’s out of the ordinary. “Not bad,” he says, after swallowing.

“Not as good as New York, huh?” Willa says.

“Back home, you can get them fresh. But for out of a bag, this is fine.”

“Just ‘fine’?” Taylor whines, playing up the offense; it’s not entirely acting, but that’s mainly because she hates it when he calls New York ‘back home’. She wants here, California, Vista Primavera, to be his home.

“It’s lovely,” he says with a smile. “Thank you, Taylor.”

He finishes off the rest of it quickly enough and starts washing it down with the soda. Taylor, relieved of the need to keep the plate balanced on her lap, uncrosses her legs and stretches them out in front of her, right next to Max. Max, apparently subconsciously, copies her.

“Okay,” Taylor says, now that Max is fed and watered. “There’s something we need to talk about, Max. Something else. It’s, um, not going to be fun. So you might want to take some ibuprofen first.”

He tilts his head at her, his silky, near-black hair caressing his neck, and Taylor bites her lip. He’s so pretty, and this is going to hurt him so much.

* * *

He’s still wearing Taylor’s uniform.

He should get changed.

It’s worse than he thought: he’s never going to be able to set foot inside that school. Hell, if Gordo or any of the others on the football team ever find out where he lives—far from impossible, given that he lives next door to Gordo’s girlfriend—then he might become a prisoner in his own house.

And they’ll have to move again.

Another state. Another town. Another school. New jobs for everyone, because Dad won’t be able to move offices so quick again. Max isn’t stupid; he knows they left New York because of him, even though they won’t say it. Because he got stupid and got caught and got hurt worse than usual. And couldn’t shake it, after. Couldn’t become his old self again. Mom used to look at him like he might suddenly vanish one day; Dad still looks at him like he’s weak.

Dad’s right.

And Mom doesn’t know how right she almost was.

He looks down at himself again. Leggings; cheer uniform; bra and panties and bike shorts. He really should get changed.

All his fault. He couldn’t let it go. Had to prove to himself he could still do it. Had to promise himself he could maybe keep up with what he loves in the privacy of their new backyard. Had to get seen by Taylor and had to go along with whatever she asked. Because he needs to be liked so much; because he needs to fly so much.

All this for a few moments of happiness.

He had fun last night. After Gordo left, Taylor wanted to dress him up like a cheerleader and he was so dizzy with relief—and so drunk—that he let her. And then he threw himself around her room like he didn’t have a care in the world because, briefly, he didn’t.

It was like becoming someone else. Someone for whom the last few years never happened.

Someone new.

Someone alive.

And last night was amazing even when he wasn’t jumping about. And it wasn’t that borrowing Taylor’s clothes was fun—it was mostly embarrassing, though less so the more he drank—but being with her and her friends, being a part of something again, that was fun.

No, it was more than fun. It was exactly what he’s been craving. What he’d almost forgotten was even possible. Everything was so natural and easy, and he wasn’t keeping any of them from being anywhere they’d rather be, not like with Avery.

And now here they are, Taylor and Willa, looking at him with concern in their eyes, worrying about what they’re going to do, how they’re going to fix things, and he’s done it again. He’s fucked it all up.

They’re going to have to move again. And Clay will pity him and Mom will shout and Dad will probably give up on him entirely.

And he’ll lose Taylor and Willa and Eddie.

He should get changed. Guy clothes again. Get out.

But he can’t seem to move.

Taylor’s saying something and it’s like he can’t even hear her. He doesn’t want to hear her. Because she’s trying to fix it, she’s trying to fix it for him, and how can he tell her he’s not worth it? How can he make her understand he’s a waste of time when he doesn’t know how to form the words?

In the days after he was burned, he used to get very cold. Didn’t matter how hot it got outside, how close he sat to the radiator, how many layers he bundled up in. He’d get cold and he’d have to sit very still to conserve his energy. On those days, all he could do was sit and hold himself and wait for the day to end, in the hope that the day after would be different, that he would be more himself again.

Max tugs down his top as far as it will go, smooths out his skirt, pulls his legs up under his chin, hugs his shins through the leggings, and shivers.

* * *

Taylor’s using her cell and not the phone in her room, because Dad checks the numbers for the house line on the monthly bill, and he will have questions. Questions like, why did you call your brother, and, wasn’t he supposed to be watching you while we’re away; questions Taylor does not want to have to fabricate answers for. But Dad doesn’t check her cell bill anymore; she sends too many texts and it’s far too much work.

“Come on,” she mutters to herself as it rings. “Come on! Pick up, you piece of— Garrett! Hi!”

“Taylor?” he croaks. He sounds like crap.

“Garrett! Where are you?”

There’s a pause on the line. Probably Garrett blearily getting up from whatever hole he found to sleep in and getting his bearings. Taylor can picture it: graffiti on the walls, some poor woman having a baby on a bare mattress on the other side of the room, needles everywhere, and, shoot, she’s just remembering the apartment from Trainspotting.

“Uh,” he says. “Not sure. There’s— There’s a couch. I think it’s a couch?”

She shouldn’t be annoyed with him; he got out of the house yesterday explicitly so she could spend time with her friends without him crawling all over the place, inhaling Doritos and expelling musty odors. But she needs him right now, and he’s… Well, he’s being Garrett!

“It’s definitely a couch,” he’s saying. “It has cushions and everything, and there’s— Oh! Hey. Yeah. Thanks,” he adds to someone on his end. Probably someone giving him a cup of coffee or a huge pile of drugs or something.

“Garrett,” she says, controlling her temper, “we have a situation. I have a situation. I need to hack into the network at two schools. One here, one in New York. That means I need—”

“Zero days, got it,” he says, stretching out the Ze to a ludicrous extent. There’s some chatter on the other end that Taylor can’t quite make out.

“Yeah,” she says. “Zero days.”

Max is still working on processing everything—it’s a lot—and while Taylor would love to be sitting with him, taking care of him, stroking his hair, and so on… she has shizz to do. Namely, carry out Willa’s plan, which is as ingenious as it is simple: change the M on Max’s records at both schools to an F, swap the name out, and update the picture. It’s only a stopgap solution, but it means that when Coach Penderson logs back in tomorrow and checks up on Maxwell Giordano, he’ll find Maxine in his place. He’ll chalk his false memory to the contrary up to a senior moment, maybe give the guys on the team another lecture about avoiding head injuries, and move on.

Is it a perfect plan? Most likely not. If she wasn’t still kinda hungover she could probably poke a dozen holes in it. But she honestly can’t think of anything better right now, and it gives them a month to fix it instead of a single day.

Taylor, though, has fallen at the first hurdle: both schools have kept their computer systems up to date. And how dare they? They’re supposed to be incompetent! Vista Primavera High sure was incompetent two years ago, when Taylor hacked the class schedule to get herself, Willa and Eddie on the same lunch period. It was easy back then.

Garrett, as much as she hates to admit it, will have no such problem. And it’s not because he’s smarter than her—just luckier—but because he’s got the contacts. He can get the latest system vulnerabilities for her, the so-called ‘zero-day exploits’. Once she has them, she can do everything else herself, but until then…

“How soon can you get here?” she asks. “Or do you need me to come get you?”

“Noooo,” he says quickly, “don’t come here, lil sis. I’ll get Banger to give me a ride.”

“Who’s ‘Banger’?”

“He’s Banger.”

“Oh.”

“You’ve met him.”

Taylor’s head throbs. “I’m sure I have.”

“Cool. Later, Taylor.”

He hangs up. Taylor gives herself a moment to look out of the patio doors at the serene, silent backyard, and then she fetches a cushion from the couch and screams into it. It’d be so easy not to have a brother. Dad could have pulled out. Mom could have faked it and finished early. There could have been a freak electrical storm that took him out when he was still in kindergarten.

She quits her silent ranting—and the circles which, she suddenly realizes, she’s been walking around the living room—when Max and Willa appear in the archway from the front hall, having just come down the stairs. Taylor throws her phone at the couch and doesn’t bother to check if it lands safely because she’s running for Max. She sweeps him up in a hug and, after a moment, he hugs her back.

“I’m okay, Tay,” he says, sounding weak but not defeated. He pulls back from the hug to smile at her. “I’m really okay. Willa, she helped.”

Willa flashes her eyes at Taylor, but then she says, with slightly forced cheerfulness, “I just talked. Not my fault if I was accidentally helpful.”

“I was spiraling,” he says, cocking an eyebrow at her. “It’s a—”

“A maladaptive coping mechanism,” Willa says cheerfully. “A shame framework—a shamework!—in which all problems appear to be caused by—and deserved by—Max.”

“What she said,” Max says, and disengages from both of them entirely. He starts walking circles around the living room, just like Taylor did, but he’s stretching his arms out as he goes; he’s working out the kinks. “Do you have anything else to drink? Anything non-alcoholic, I mean.”

“I can make you a smoothie!” Taylor says, bouncing on her toes. “I can make all of us smoothies.”

She practically runs to the kitchen. Max and Willa follow her, and Taylor has to suppress another little spike of jealousy that it was Willa that got to help him again. It’s just good that he’s been helped!

“You know,” Max says, hopping up on the counter and kicking his legs in the air—Taylor makes a mental note that if Max ever wears a skirt again, she’s going to have to warn him about keeping his thighs together—“I think everyone’s plan last night was terrible, actually.”

“Hey!” Willa says, pulling out a chair and sitting at the kitchen table. “I worked hard on mine.”

“Come on, Willa. Nobody has a cousin with exactly the same name as them. And cousins don’t look exactly alike. I mean, I thought I looked like my cousin when I looked in the mirror this morning, but put us in the same room and you wouldn’t have a problem telling us apart. We’re different heights, for one thing. And her name isn’t anything like mine.”

“It’s Alice, right?” Taylor says, filling the blender to the limit.

“Right.”

“It happens,” Willa insists. “Identical cousins. Same names. I bet it happens. It’s an epidemic.”

“I still think it would have worked better than what I came up with,” Taylor says gloomily. “I just panicked and said the records were wrong, and—”

“Well, we’re fixing that today, aren’t we?” Max says.

Taylor breathes out in relief; she’d been worrying Max hadn’t taken any of it in when she and Willa outlined it upstairs. She hadn’t been looking forward to laying it all out again.

“It’s a temporary fix,” she says. “We’re just buying time. Just getting Gordo and Coach Penderson off your back. I can revert it afterward.” She pours the contents of the blender into three metal cups, pops the lids on and hands them out, and for a minute or so there’s no sound but three girls guzzling their morning—okay, early afternoon—health drinks.

Max still has most of his lipstick on, and the way his lips wrap around the straw… He’d have every guy in school after him. It’s almost a shame Maxine’s just pretend; just for last night.

Though, she corrects herself, it mostly isn’t, because having all the guys chasing you is a really, really irritating position to be in. Thank goodness for Gordo; he keeps them off her.

Except this whole situation is sorta his fault, so maybe she’ll just banish him from her brain again for now.

Max slurps the last of his smoothie. “Oh my God,” he says, and hops back down from the counter and starts rinsing his cup in the sink. “I really needed that. Hey, Tay,” he adds, pausing his cleaning, “sorry I freaked out. I’m trying to get better about that.”

“Max, oh my gosh! Do not apologize!” She steps in front of him and raises her first finger. “It’s a cheerleader rule: we fix problems, not people.”

“There are cheerleader rules?”

“Oh, Max,” Willa says, “there’s a cheerleader Bible.”

* * *

It’s easy to feel better about things when he’s around Taylor and Willa. And that makes no sense, because by any objective measure, his life is getting more and more complicated, and the three of them are dealing with that by constructing an ever more elaborate house of cards around his identity, which doesn’t help with the complication thing, but they’re fun. And he could mope and moan and make himself miserable about it all, but he’s spent more than a year that way; it seems beyond absurd to seek such a state deliberately. So rather than dwell, he’s helping clean up the mess from last night: collecting and washing glasses, bagging his clothes and stashing them in Taylor’s room, folding the Doritos bags into little triangles—he shows Taylor how; she’s suitably impressed—and chucking them in the trash, and artfully rearranging the bottles in Mrs Scott’s drinks cabinet so it doesn’t look like any are missing. The picnic blanket goes in the washer-dryer and the pile of VHS tapes gets stashed away in the huge, glass-fronted cabinet in the den. They’re just sitting down at the kitchen table to warmed-through pizza slices—one each, since the girls are watching their waists and Max isn’t all that hungry—when a key starts rattling in the front door.

“Whoops,” Max says, pizza halfway to his mouth. Taylor glances over and he looks down at the cheerleader uniform he still has on, and shrugs.

“Whoops,” Taylor giggles.

“Wanna hide?” Willa whispers.

Max shrugs again, and then whoever it is outside—Garrett, presumably—finally succeeds in mating key to lock, and the front door bangs open.

He probably should have gotten changed back into his clothes, but given the trajectory of the last few days, Max suspects he’ll have to borrow Taylor’s stuff at least once more. Better to get used to it now. Better to keep practicing the voice, which has been getting easier and easier.

At least, that’s the logical explanation. The real explanation is that Max doesn’t have the energy to care about it all right now. He spent all his calories on panicking, then on worrying, and most recently on cleaning up, and now he’s spent. Let whatever happens happen.

“Hey, sis!” Garrett calls.

“In here!” Taylor yells back.

The three of them are positioned facing the arch through from the entryway, so they’re all witness to Garrett, looking as disheveled as ever, stumbling to a stop and leaning against the wall. Another guy, shorter, more put-together and much darker-skinned, comes up behind Garrett and leans on his shoulder.

“Hey!” says the guy. “Cheerleaders! How’re you doing, ladies?”

“Drop dead,” Taylor says.

“Backing off, ladies.”

“Be nice to Banger, Taylor,” Garrett says. “He’s driving me back to my car when I’m done here.”

“Ugh!” Taylor mutters under her breath. Garrett’s ducked out from under Banger’s arm and he’s already heading upstairs, so Taylor takes a deep breath—Willa puts her hands over her ears; Max copies her a fraction of a second later—and yells, “Fine! I’ll be nice to your inevitably gross friend!”

“I appreciate it,” Banger says.

“So,” Willa says, “‘Banger’ is an interesting name. How’d you get it?”

“It’s actually ‘Bangor’,” he says, emphasizing the O. “It’s a city in Wales. Which,” he adds after a pause, “is where I’m from.” Huh. He does have an accent. Max wonders how long he’s been over here.

“Oh,” Taylor says, disinterested, “in England.”

The man laughs, though the laugh has an edge to it. “No, Wales is in Great Britain. It is not in England. We’re neighbors, that’s all. England’s the big ugly bruiser on our doorstep. Worse food, worse weed, fewer sheep, more money.”

“So what’s your real name?” Max asks.

“Jim.”

“Bor-ing,” Willa sings.

“Banger it is,” Taylor says, smiling, and Banger nods.

“I like it,” he says. “Makes me sound dangerous, like.”

“Or like a firework,” Willa suggests.

“Or like a firework,” Banger agrees.

They’re saved from a growing awkward silence by thumping feet on the stairs, followed by a frantic scrabbling noise as Garrett presumably fails to make the kind of perfect landing Max has seen Taylor make several times now. He’s panting when he rounds the corner into the kitchen, and he throws a thumb drive onto the table, narrowly missing Max’s pizza plate.

“Got ’em,” he says.

“That was fast,” Taylor says, narrowing her eyes.

“It’s two school systems, Taylor, and they’re both on out-of-date versions of the same software. It’s not hard.”

“Hey,” she says, “I could have—”

“I’m sure you could,” Garrett says, holding up his hands in surrender, “but you need it quick, don’t you?”

“Yeah,” Taylor mutters. Willa reaches over Max’s lap and pokes Taylor, and she adds, “Thanks, Garrett.”

“Welcome,” he says.

“I’ll go start the car,” Banger says, and smiles. “It was nice to meet you, ladies.”

“You too,” Max and Willa say together. Banger gives them a little wave, and backs away, out of sight. Moments later, Max hears a car start outside.

“This is everything, yes?” Taylor says, holding up the thumb drive and glaring at Garrett.

“Everything,” Garrett says. Then he looks at Max, narrowing his eyes. “Weren’t you a guy before?”

“Possibly,” Max says.

Garrett barks a quick laugh, says, “Whatever,” to himself, and shambles away out of the house.

* * *

Taylor pulls up to her computer, plugs in the thumb drive and starts copying files. Behind her, Willa’s finding Max somewhere to sit while they wait.

“Will this work?” Max asks.

“It’ll work,” Taylor snaps, and then she carefully unhunches her shoulders and spins around in her chair. “Sorry. I get antsy when I hack. And when I have to deal with my brother. Yes, it’ll work. This is all Garrett does when he’s not high. Go take a look in his room, if you want; it’s like Serial Experiments Lain in there, if Lain smelled really gross and had a snack addiction.”

Willa says something in reply to that, but Taylor’s already spun her chair around again and gotten back to work. Two schools, two networks. It helps that they’re both, like Garrett said, using basically the same software, and that although they’ve been patched recently enough to keep her out—because she doesn’t spend her whole life online—neither of them have applied a single update for months.

It still takes a while to get in, find her way around—it’s very different from last time—and pull up the information she needs. When she does, and kicks her chair back from the desk to show them, Willa’s showing Max how to play Mario on Taylor’s GBA.

“Ladies!” she says, clapping her hands for attention. They both look up, Max laying the console aside and walking up to stand behind her, Willa bouncing along the edge of the mattress and peering at the screens from there. “Here are the records for Vista Primavera High.” She brings up the three entries she’s prepared. “Here’s me: Taylor Janine Scott.” Her file is headed up by her most recent class picture, taken just before Christmas last year. “As you can see, it’s light on the biographical information, heavy on the academics and extracurriculars, so we’re not going to have to change much. Here’s Eddie.” Eddie’s file, labeled Eduardo ‘Eddie’ Barrera, flicks up on the screen. “See here, how they put nicknames in? Now, Max, here’s yours.”

Maxwell ‘Max’ Giordano appears.

“Wow,” Willa says. “How old is that picture?”

“Two years,” Max says. He’s trapped his fingers between his thighs and he’s staring at them intently. “I skipped picture day last year.”

“It’s basically the same system at Max’s old school,” Taylor says, bringing up the appropriate record. “Same file format. They sent the whole lot over, nickname and everything. All we’re going to change is the name, the sex, and the picture.”

Max looks up, startled. “The picture?”

“Yes. We’re going to recreate it exactly, just with you as, you know, a girl.”

“O-kaaay,” he says, uncertain.

“I’ve already saved the old one,” Taylor says. “I can put it back anytime.”

He cocks his head at her, and seems ready to protest, but then he half-smiles and says, “Yeah, okay. It makes sense, I guess. It just…” He shrugs. “It feels final.”

“It is extremely not final.”

* * *

Max lingers at the screen for a while, looking at his old school picture, at the sixteen-year-old staring back at him, wishing he could take back the time between then and now, wishing he could erase everything that put him here, everything that permanently marked his body. And then he shivers and throws the thought away; young Max was stupid. He thought the bullying had a point beyond which it couldn’t escalate. At least now he knows that when it comes to guys who don’t behave the way they’re supposed to, there is no upper limit on what punishments can be inflicted.

The picture’s posed against a standard class-picture wall—that blue, mottled thing the photographer always brings with them. Taylor’s proposing they use her blue accent wall as a substitute; she can adjust the levels on her computer after, she says, to make them look the same.

All Max has to do is wear something similar to the old picture but unambiguously feminine, and fortunately for him, Taylor has a large wardrobe. It doesn’t take long for Willa, sorting through the contents of Taylor’s closet, to find a collared shirt that’s almost an exact match for the one in the picture, just with the buttons on the other side. Taylor adjusts his makeup, toning it down a little—“Nobody’s a slut on picture day. Except the sluts.”—and Willa passes him a simple crucifix necklace.

“So you look innocent,” Willa says. “And kinda Catholic.”

“I am kinda Catholic,” he says, grinning at her and doing up the clasp. “I’m just not innocent.”

They check him out from all angles. He looks a little weird, since he’s still wearing the cheer skirt, and the vibrant school colors don’t go at all with the understated look up top, but both Willa and Taylor pronounce him ready, and he adopts a neutral pose in front of Taylor’s desk, angling himself so none of the computer stuff gets in the frame.

“Cheese!” Taylor says, and squeezes off a Polaroid. Then there’s another flash, and Max realizes Willa’s taken one, too.

“Hey!”

“I’m just memorializing the moment,” Willa says, shaking the picture.

They put both Polaroids down on the bed to develop, and it’s incredibly strange watching the pictures fade into existence. It’s like his alternate self, this girl Maxine, comes into being right in front of him, and he can’t stop himself from reaching out for the one Willa took, the one that’s slightly off-angle and thus unsuitable for the computer records.

“Keep it,” Willa says.

“You think I— Should I?”

“Definitely, Max!” Taylor says. “You’re never going to do this again; might as well remember it.”

“True,” he mutters, still staring at the picture. It’s both less and more real than the mirror, somehow. Maybe because it’s not moving with him, because it’s a frozen moment in time, a moment in which he was Maxine and nobody else.

Taylor, meanwhile, is scanning the other picture into her computer, and he and Willa watch, fascinated, as she loads it into her paint program and starts making adjustments. She keeps his old picture open in another window as she works, and when she’s done, she’s proved right: the colors do match. She’s even replicated the weird texture of the photo-day backdrop.

From there it seems to take her only seconds to make the adjustments to the files on both sets of school records, and she kicks back her chair again to make room for him to lean down and look at his new self, now official, for as long as she needs to be.

Maxine ‘Max’ Giordano

Female




chapter six

THE ONLY WAY OUT


The end of Taylor’s junior year was bittersweet, because although she was one year closer to college, one year closer to really doing something with her life, and although she got to be cheer captain, like, for certain in her upcoming senior year, it was also the year her mentor graduated. It was the year Robyn went away. And Robyn was her cheer idol, and the only girl on the squad aside from Willa who shared Taylor’s frustration at both their inability to qualify for regionals, and the lack of ambition on the squad in general. She was the outgoing captain, but more importantly, she was the girl after whom Taylor shaped her entire life.

The cheer graduation ceremony was the same as it is every year, but whereas for her first two, Taylor stood at the back and giggled with Willa, this time she was up front and deadly serious. For two reasons: firstly, she was the incoming captain, having held the (honorary) deputy position for the whole year prior, and it wouldn’t have been appropriate to do anything but take the slightly silly and entirely optional ceremony completely seriously; secondly, and most prominently, this time, it was Robyn who was graduating. Robyn, the girl who taught her everything she knows about cheerleading, the girl who helped her with her History homework, the girl who let her know it’s okay to be a bit nerdy if she wants, the girl who told her she doesn’t have to let Gordo just do whatever he pleases and that if she gives him an inch he will take mile after mile after mile… was graduating.

Robyn was leaving her.

Taylor couldn’t take her eyes off her the whole ceremony. A fundamental part of her was peeled away that day.

Unaccountably, she feels the same way now. Which is stupid! Obviously Max would have to take off all the girl stuff sooner or later, because he’s got to go home before his mom sends out a search party, and she knew this all along, but watching him wipe off his makeup, watching him walk into her bathroom for a shower still dressed in her cheer skirt and emerge in his cargo pants and band shirt with his damp hair tied back in a low ponytail… It feels exactly the same.

Like watching one of her best friends leave forever.

Oh, Robyn said it wouldn’t be forever, that she’ll be back to visit for important games, and she’ll definitely be cheering them on if they ever get to regionals, but it’s not the same.

And neither’s this, not really. She’ll still have Max; it’s only Maxine that’s gone. Maxine, the girl she knew for just one night. Maxine, the girl who was never real.

She’s being silly.

“Hey,” Max says, sensing her discomfort, “what’s up, Tay?” He walks up and cups her upper arm in his hand, and goodness, that feels right. His hand on her, so natural, so innocent, like they’ve been best friends for a hundred years, that’s how it should be. She reaches up and covers his hand with hers, because she doesn’t want him to take it away.

He wouldn’t have done that yesterday, Taylor’s pretty sure. Before Maxine, there was a barrier between them, the kind of barrier straight boys and straight girls put up between themselves so they can be friends. And she’s glad to have it gone.

Be another Robyn for me, she wants to tell him.

“I’m fine,” she says instead. She finds a smile for him, but it’s not enough, not even remotely, so she yanks him in for a hug. He falls into her arms, still too thin—especially without the chest padding he wore overnight—but he fits there perfectly, just like Robyn did, and as she lets him go, she brushes cheeks with him.

And then the gesture is suddenly too intimate, so before she can get embarrassed about it, she turns it into a cheek-kiss, complete with over-enunciated, “Mwah!”

Max laughs and says, “Mwah,” for her, deadpan, in his usual voice. But he must have noticed the change in her expression before she can catch it, because he does it again, the full cheek kiss, only this time when he says it, it’s in Maxine’s voice.

If she could bottle a moment…

They hold hands, looking at each other, for what ought in all rights to be forever, and then Max says, “I should go.”

Still in the voice.

Taylor nods. Doesn’t trust herself to say anything. Just follows him down the stairs and to the front door and keeps her cheer up until he’s given her one last spine-tingling smile in return, and then the front door closes and she’s alone in the house again.

Holy crap.

Holy crap, holy crap, holy crap! What is going on with her? Why is she so determined to spend time around this boy? It can’t be because she secretly craves close friendships, because despite the loss of Robyn she still has Willa. She even still has Eddie, kinda, though she knows that this time next year he’ll be preparing to go to the most liberal school he can find—so he can come out of the closet so hard he’ll rip the door off its hinges—and she’ll only see him at holidays for forever after that.

Maybe it’s Gordo? It’s not like he’s covered himself in glory with his recent behavior.

Yeah, but despite all that, despite his baser instincts and his general icky level of gross teenage boy-ness, she still loves it when he kisses her. It makes her feel like she belongs, like she’s a real cheer captain and a real popular girl, not some nerd who only got her shizz together right as middle school was ending.

So what is it?

Max, still wearing Taylor’s spare cheer uniform, closing the door to her bathroom like he’s saying goodbye… it’s running on a loop in her head.

Maybe it’s just that simple. She misses Robyn. And here, just a few months later, is another charming, talented athlete to replace her.

No. There’s more to it than that. There’s got to be.

Taylor needs to think.

She also needs to stop staring out the window like a lost puppy. Shaking herself, she spins around and runs back upstairs to get changed; she wants to get in a few simple stretches in the backyard before she showers off the remaining alcohol smell.

Gosh. Max, though. He did so much for her last night, and he kept up the Maxine thing way longer than she expected him to. And if he seemed relieved to take it all off, to clean his face, well, obviously he would! That must be why it feels like such a betrayal that Taylor finds it so easy to see Maxine in him.

All it takes is a smile, and there she is.

* * *

Last night, somewhere between hurriedly stripping in Taylor’s room and Taylor shuttling a pile of his clothes downstairs and back up again, Max lost his belt. It just wasn’t in the armful of crap he took into Taylor’s bathroom with him, and it wasn’t anywhere he could see on her floor. And he didn’t want to mention it, because he’s embarrassed that he even needs one, and because going by Taylor’s behavior last night, she probably would have said, well, why don’t you borrow these hot pink jeans or something.

Anyway. He’s walking from Taylor’s house back to his, and his pants are definitely falling down.

Christ. He really needs new clothes. Or to bulk up again.

New clothes are probably easier.

At least the Skunk Anansie shirt fits.

He unlocks the front door as quietly as he can, hoping to get upstairs without being spotted, but in his entire life that’s worked exactly once, and this afternoon is no different. His mom, possessor of the most sensitive set of ears in the United States, bustles out of the kitchen, floury apron still tied around her waist.

“I was about to send Clay out for you,” she says, frowning expansively at him. “Since when do parties go on until four in the afternoon?”

“It wasn’t a party,” he says. “Just some friends.”

“Hmm.” She turns her head in that owlish way moms seem to pick up, and yells in the direction of the den, “Luca! He says it wasn’t a party! Says it was just some friends!”

Max’s dad shouts, “Leave the boy alone, Gina!” His voice is muffled by the journey up the steps and around the corner from the room at the back of the house he’s already made his own.

“Well,” his mom says, turning back to him, “it’s good you’re making friends so quick. This is that Taylor girl, is it?”

Max nods. “And some of her friends.”

“All girls?” she asks, raising an eyebrow.

“Not all girls,” he says, declining to mention the ratio. If she knew it was two girls and two guys, she’d start getting—entirely inaccurate—ideas. Mom’s desperate for her boys to find love. She was insufferable about Avery until she found out her orientation, and that Clay has yet to find a steady girlfriend has been a mainstay of Sunday dinner conversations for at least five years.

“Hmm. Why do you smell so… flowery?”

“I showered at Taylor’s.” Because if he came home smelling of alcohol, his mom’d make him dig his own grave and then bury him in it.

“And you couldn’t have borrowed some other boy’s shampoo?”

“Um. Why? It’s just shampoo.”

“Gina, are you still hassling the boy?” his dad shouts.

Mom turns and yells, “I’m just checking in!” Then she pulls Max into a brief hug, kisses him on the forehead—she still has a little height on him, even now—and says, “I just worry, Max. I don’t want the other boys making fun of you.”

“That’s the last thing I want, Mom,” Max says.

She smiles, kisses him again in the same place, and then releases him, ruffling his hair as he escapes. “You’re a good boy,” she says to his retreating back, and it’s good that she can’t see his face, because then he’d have to explain why that sounds suddenly so incredibly funny to him.

There’s music coming from Clay’s room, music Max knows well, being butchered by Clay playing over it on his bass, so he stops by. He doesn’t bother knocking—Clay would never hear it—and just kicks open the door.

“Heyyyy,” Clay says, stopping the strings with a burst of feedback and reaching over to pause the CD. 21st Century Digital Boy comes to a halt in the middle of the second chorus. “You have a good night?”

“It was alright,” Max says, leaning against the door frame with maximum nonchalance. “You’re borrowing my stuff again?”

“It used to be my stuff.”

“Yeah. And then you grew up, you said.”

“Yeah, well, I got nostalgic.”

“Just put it back where you got it.”

“Sure,” Clay says, “I’ll return it to your carefully organized CD folder.” He raises his first and pinkie fingers and thrusts them at Max. “You’re so punk rock.”

Max, grinning, gives Clay a much ruder gesture in return and shuts him in with his music again, so he can continue to mutilate it in peace.

Through the door, Clay shouts, “And that’s my shirt you’re wearing!”

Max leans against the wood, shouts, “Like it would ever fit you!” and then braces the doorknob, in case Clay decides to try to take it back by force. He doesn’t, which is momentarily disappointing. Their brotherly scuffles basically stopped dead after Max got burned, and while he appreciates the thoughtfulness, he doesn’t especially enjoy being treated as if he’s made of glass. Even if he needed it for a while.

The song starts again, and Clay goes back to playing along, and Max decides it’s equally likely that, rather than still thinking of Max as terribly breakable, Clay just doesn’t want to get out from under his bass. It’s very easy to accidentally trip on the cord, and a guy Clay’s size goes down hard.

His room’s just down the hall, and Max closes his door gratefully behind him, feeling like he’s shutting out everything; not only his family, but everything with Gordo, everything that happened last night. He leans against the door, becoming him again, becoming Max, becoming someone and something he understands, and not someone who lets a pretty girl put him in a skirt just because she asks nicely.

When he’s feeling good and numb like he ought to, he lets himself stagger over to his bed and fall into it face first. Rolling over to look at the ceiling—bare, unlike Taylor’s, which still has the remnants of her childhood glow-in-the-dark stars scattered all over it—he takes a deep breath and asks himself, so, Max, what the fuck was that?

But the answer eludes him, no matter how many times he asks it, and the thing about existential crises is, they’re boring, especially when you’ve been having them on a semi-regular basis for over a year, so he gets back up again and sorts through his CD folder—Clay left it out, because of course he did—looking for something to listen to. Nothing leaps out until he finds one of Clay’s home-burned CDs, something a friend sent him over the internet, and of which Clay ran Max off a copy: a bootleg of a live show by Bikini Kill.

Fine. He’s pretty sure he hasn’t listened to this one before. He puts it on. Turns the volume up. And up. Loud enough to drown out Clay’s cacophony. And yeah. Yeah. It’s scrappy and it’s messy but it’s live, and live music always gets to him, always reaches inside him and burns away the memories, cauterizes the raw nerves, remakes him into someone who gives a shit.

Moments later he’s dancing around his room, shaking his hips, swinging his arms, and it’s only when he catches himself in the mirror that he realizes he’s doing one of Taylor’s cheer routines. But he’s too into the music to let that stop him. It’s kinda fun, actually, so he watches himself for a while, hurling himself around the room, always in sight of the mirror, delighting in the music and the joy of movement and the way his reflection doesn’t quite look like him anymore. He can imagine Taylor cheering him on, trying to get him to do more of her routines, the way she does.

And then Rebel Girl comes on, and fuck it; he pulls out the hair tie and finger-combs his hair until it flies around him as he dances, and when the chorus hits, he grabs a couple of shirts from the back of his chair and throws them around himself like pompoms.

* * *

She doesn’t know if Max is going to show. She spent all Thursday night worrying about it. She could have messaged him—she has his AIM and his cell—but she hasn’t wanted to disturb him. He probably had some serious thinking to do, and all Taylor could do last night was hope that his thinking was more successful than hers.

And now she’s feeling foolish, sitting here at the kitchen table in her workout gear, tapping her nails on the sides of the two smoothies she’s prepared, waiting for him.

He’s not going to show. He hates her. He’s messaging Avery, telling her all about the weird neighbor girl who made him wear her cheer uniform. He’s telling his brother about her. Shoot, no, he’s telling his parents! And any minute now, his dad and his brother are going to show up at her door, demanding to know what she thinks she’s doing with—

“Hey, sis.”

“What?” she snaps.

“Whoa, don’t shoot the messenger!”

Garrett drags himself into the kitchen and starts rifling through the refrigerator, and she’d throw a smoothie at him if she wasn’t still holding onto the hope that Max will come over and drink it.

“What’s the message, Garrett?” she says. “Is it ‘I smoked too much weed and now I can only taste congealed foods’?”

He looks down at the pizza slice he’s got for himself. “No,” he says slowly, “it’s ‘I helped my little sister out of a jam and I’m still waiting for her to thank me properly’.”

“Drop dead, Gar— Oh. Shoot. Yeah. You’re right.” Leaning forward on the kitchen table, she wants to bash her head on the wood. How many times is enough to knock some sense into someone? Five? Six? “Sorry,” she says, leaning back again. “I’m frazzled. Thank you for rushing back over yesterday. I know you didn’t have to.” She’s laying it on a bit thick, but it’s hard to apologize to Garrett and even harder to thank him.

Garrett mock-bows. “What are big brothers for?” He takes a bite of pizza, ripping the cold cheese away with his teeth, and adds, with a full mouth, “Don’t answer that, sis.”

It’s frustrating: she has so many mean things lined up to say to him, but none of them are appropriate. Damn him; he’s going to be riding this good deed for weeks.

She’s saved from her thoughts by the doorbell, and since she’s positioned herself just right to be able to see past the arch to the narrow window by the front door—Dad likes to joke that it’s for shooting arrows out of—she can tell instantly that it’s Max at the door, not his dad or his brother or Avery come all the way from New York to kick her ass. She doesn’t bother hiding from herself or from Garrett how delighted she is, and she hops up from the chair and grabs the smoothies in one motion.

“Hi,” Max says when she opens the door, and who knew she could miss so badly a face she last saw less than a day ago? “Up for some practice?”

“Absolutely!” Taylor says, inserting all the pep she can find into every syllable. She presents him with his smoothie, which he takes from her and slurps appreciatively.

“Hey, dude,” Garrett says, walking by on his way to the stairs. “You’re a dude again, dude.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Max says.

Taylor slams the front door shut and growls, “Garrett!”

Garrett shrugs. “Just saying.”

“How’s Banger?” Max asks, as he heads with Taylor for the patio doors.

“He’s good,” Garrett says, pausing at the base of the stairs. “He thinks you’re hot, dude.”

“Tell him thanks but no thanks.”

“Will do. Nice shirt.”

Max looks down at his shirt, and Taylor takes it in for the first time. It’s another band shirt, this time for a group called Pansy Division. Under a yellow graphic, the word deflowered is printed.

“Oh yeah,” Max says, pulling at the hem. “It’s my brother’s.”

“And, what, you just wear his stuff?”

Taylor’s dragging on Max now, trying to pull him out of this conversation, and as Max allows himself to be dragged, he says to Garrett as a parting shot, “I wear your sister’s stuff, too.”

When she finally gets them out into the yard, she slides the patio door shut so hard it bounces, and she has to shut it again before it clicks.

“Oh my gosh!” she exclaims, practically doubled over. “I’m so sorry; my brother is so embarrassing.”

“I dunno,” Max says. “He sort of grows on you.”

“Yeah. Like fungus.”

Max grins at her and runs out onto the grass, and as soon as he hits the soft dirt he tumbles straight into a perfect cartwheel, coming to a stop facing her, arms out, still smiling.

“We doing this?” he calls, and all Taylor’s irritation vanishes as she runs after him, ready to show him that she can do a perfect cartwheel too, thank you very much!

* * *

A-Very-Nice-Person: Okay so you’re not allowed to make fun of me for this

A-Very-Nice-Person: But I broke my ankle

A-Very-Nice-Person: Well almost broke it

A-Very-Nice-Person: Everyone thinks I broke it because it’s all strapped up, and that’s what I tell the guy at the deli because it gets me free sandwiches

A-Very-Nice-Person: But it’s just

A-Very-Nice-Person: Well it hurts that’s what’s wrong with it

Maximillion: Oh my god, Avery, what did you do?

A-Very-Nice-Person: Prefacing this by saying you’re not allowed to laugh at me because I really truly broke my ankle and I am thus deserving of all possible sympathy

Maximillion: Sigh

A-Very-Nice-Person: Shut up

A-Very-Nice-Person: Anyway

A-Very-Nice-Person: I was at Rebecca’s

A-Very-Nice-Person: She’s not out to her family and they came home unexpectedly

Maximillion: Avery

Maximillion: Did you jump out a window?

A-Very-Nice-Person: I’ll have you know I CLIMBED out a window on two sheets tied together

A-Very-Nice-Person: And Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: I’m not kidding when I say

A-Very-Nice-Person: Don’t try it

A-Very-Nice-Person: It only works in movies

A-Very-Nice-Person: IRL it just really hurts

Maximillion: It’s funny you told me this

Maximillion: Because I almost did that last night

A-Very-Nice-Person: Did what

A-Very-Nice-Person: You almost climbed out of a window???

Maximillion: Yes

A-Very-Nice-Person: NO

A-Very-Nice-Person: MAX YOU CAN’T

A-Very-Nice-Person: YOU CAN’T EVER

Maximillion: It’s fine I didn’t

Maximillion: But I wanted to

A-Very-Nice-Person: Why why why

Maximillion: It’s Taylor

Maximillion: She knows I miss gymnastics and

Maximillion: Well

Maximillion: She asked if I wanted to be a cheerleader

Maximillion: And there was only one escape route

A-Very-Nice-Person: NO! NO!!

A-Very-Nice-Person: Changing my advice

A-Very-Nice-Person: Climb out that window

A-Very-Nice-Person: JUMP OUT

A-Very-Nice-Person: Max you can fly I promise you can fly if you just believe

A-Very-Nice-Person: Jump out the fucking window

A-Very-Nice-Person: You CANNOT become a cheerleader Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: Remember what we used to say Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: Cheer is the mind killer

A-Very-Nice-Person: Don’t do it

A-Very-Nice-Person: I take back every nice thing I said about Taylor

A-Very-Nice-Person: She’s evil




“I’m evil, am I?” Taylor says in her most innocent tone of voice.

“Shit!” Max exclaims, almost falling out of his chair; when the hell did she show up?

“Sorry.” Taylor leans on the back of his chair and steadies him with a hand on his shoulder. “I couldn’t resist. Clay let me up. Are your parents ever home?”

“Only when it’s inconvenient,” Max says, finally getting his heart under control. “Gimme a sec,” he adds, turning back to the computer.




Maximillion: Gotta go

A-Very-Nice-Person: No no no Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: I have to give you the antidote

A-Very-Nice-Person: Read The Bell Jar

A-Very-Nice-Person: It is the opposite of cheerleading

A-Very-Nice-Person: I assume

Maximillion: Noted




He logs out, closes his eyes for a moment, and then turns awkwardly around on his chair to face Taylor, who has retreated to the end of his bed and is smiling at him.

“How much of that did you read?” he asks. “I don’t have a guilty conscience or anything. I’m just curious.”

She leans forward on her knees, propping her chin on her hand. “Enough to know what to do next time I want free sandwiches.”

“She didn’t mean that about cheerleading,” Max says quickly. “And I definitely—”

“It’s okay,” Taylor says with a giggle. “I know the rep cheerleaders have. We’re like the bad guys in every other high school movie.”

Max stands up out of the old dining chair he keeps at his computer desk—he doesn’t use his computer enough to need anything that’s actually comfortable—and stretches, before flopping down onto the bed next to her. A part of him is still insisting it’s not appropriate to sit on a bed with a girl he’s not dating, but they slept in the same bed two nights ago; any remaining reticence around casual intimacy is basically a bad habit.

“So,” he says, laying back with his hands behind his head, “I know why I’m on the internet on a Friday night, and I know why Avery is…”

She leans back, joining him. “You think because I’m a cheerleader I have a stacked social calendar? And okay, yes, I kinda do, but this is a slow weekend. Mom and Dad are back tomorrow afternoon, so I want an early start to clean anything I missed. Oh,” she adds, turning to face him, “that’s the other thing: Gordo’s back from football camp tomorrow, too. And that means he’s probably going to want to see me.”

“Gross,” Max says, before he can stop himself.

“It is what it is,” Taylor says. “So, like, can we practice in your yard tomorrow morning? Just in case they let him out early for good behavior or something.”

“Sure. But I can’t do cheer stuff in my backyard. I think my dad would explode.”

They did more of her routines yesterday, and he’s had to admit that he’s enjoying them. They’re fun, and though she hasn’t gotten him shouting ‘Go Titans!’ yet, it’s probably only a matter of time.

She nods. “Serious gymnast stuff only.” She pokes him, and uses the pressure to roll herself onto her back. “No cheering,” she says to the ceiling, but slowly, like she’s chewing on a thought. “Also… Gordo’s coming back, like, for real coming back, not just showing up at random, and that means there’s something I can’t put off saying anymore.” She breathes, in and out, and Max gives her the time. He knows what she’s going to say, anyway; he’s been expecting it. “I’m not going to dump him, Max. I have him under control right now. And besides…”

“I know,” Max says, clenching his stomach muscles. It’s only a restatement of what he already knows, but it still hurts to see someone like Taylor shackling herself to someone like Gordo. She’s so much better than him. “He’s hot, so I get it,” he adds, to lighten the tone, to assure her everything’s okay.

It doesn’t entirely work. Taylor, her brows pinched, rolls over again, intent on examining his face. “You think so?”

“I mean,” he says quickly, “he’s not my type…”

She giggles, her features softening again, and relaxes. And in that moment she seems suddenly so beautiful and so carefree that Max could reach for her, could kiss her all over, could tell her how precious she is, how much better she is than a dick like Gordo. But he won’t, because Max has nothing to replace Gordo in Taylor’s life, nothing of even remotely the same caliber; Taylor is better than him, too.

A little while later, he goes downstairs to fetch a drink for them both, and on his way out of the kitchen with a couple of canned iced teas, Clay calls to him from the living room. He’s got a DVD paused—looks like The Matrix—and he’s leaning over the back of the couch, waiting for him.

“How’s Taylor?”

“She’s good,” Max says, leaning against the arch.

“No,” Clay says, “I mean, how’s Taylor?” He waggles his eyebrows.

“Clay, what are you talking about? She’s a friend. We’re not doing… whatever it is you’re implying we’re doing.”

“Oh,” he says, “is this another Avery situation?”

“You mean, do I have a friend? Yes.”

“Okay, okay. Cool. Cool.”

“Did you want something?” Max asks.

“Yeah. Yeah! Okay, so since I’m stuck here on a Friday night, and you and your platonic ladyfriend are just ‘hanging out’—”

“Put away the scare quotes, Clay.”

“—I thought I’d be generous and get takeout for us all.”

“Okay. Sure.” Max twitches his lips. “Why are you hanging out here on a Friday night?”

“Because I don’t know the good venues yet,” Clay says, his tone suggesting Max is the dumbest person ever to have lived.

“Oh. Right.”

“So, you want pizza? Thai? Tex-Mex?”

Max shrugs. “Just get whatever. I’m not fussy and I don’t think Taylor is, either.” He turns to go, and then adds, “Get a low-cal option, alright?”

“Sure.”

“Oh, and if you want to know about local venues,” Max says, “ask Taylor’s brother, Garrett.”

“Kid brother or older brother?”

“Older.”

“Okay. Cool. Cool.”

It doesn’t occur to Max until after Clay starts making the call—to a Chinese takeout place—that if Clay follows that advice, Garrett might tell him about, well, all the shit he saw. But Max can’t bring himself to worry about it; Garrett’s so out of it half the time, it wouldn’t be hard to say he imagined it. ‘Dude, your brother’s, like, a girl cheerleader.’ It’s just not credible.

Taylor’s going through his music when he gets back, thumbing through his folder of CDs, and she’s found the drawer with the tapes in, too. She has a few of them out, and when she notices him, she holds up one CD and one tape for his approval. He swaps her, one iced tea for one tape.

“I want to hear your music,” Taylor says, as he loads it into the deck.

“The Clash?” Max says, tapping the empty tape box. “This is more like my dad’s music. Or it would be, if my dad wasn’t a Barry Manilow guy.”

“Still,” she says, and presses down on the clunky play button. Should I Stay or Should I Go? starts up, and she holds out a hand. He takes it, bemused, and she starts dancing, a formless, stepless set of moves that he nevertheless gets drawn into.

When the beat picks up, he raises his hand and she spins around underneath it like a ballerina, and when she’s done, she steps forward and raises her hand in turn, grinning at him.

Never let it be said that Max Giordano backs down from a challenge. As the song plays, he whirls around under her hand just the same as she did under his, and returns to the neutral position to find Taylor’s smile broadening enough to consume her.

* * *

She doesn’t know why she dressed up for this, she really doesn’t. Except that maybe she’s feeling guilty for spending all Friday evening with Max, and maybe she’s feeling especially guilty for how hard it was to tear herself away at the end of the night and how much she missed him when she went to bed alone. And she keeps telling herself that the guilt is stupid, it’s misdirected, because Max and Gordo could not be more different, both in themselves and to her!

It’s the image that appears in her mind that finally breaks her out of the funk: Max and Gordo, side by side, proving to her how different they really are, only Max is wearing Gordo’s football uniform with full pads, and Gordo is wearing Max’s cheer uniform, and the comparison is so ridiculous that she bursts out laughing right there on the couch.

“What’s so funny, babe?”

Wait; that’s not Max’s cheer uniform!

She laughs even harder.

“Babe?”

“Oh, gosh,” she splutters. Trying to get herself under control, she leans into Gordo’s reassuringly solid chest. Each breath from him is a heave, and functions like a massive metronome; perfect for calming her down. “It’s something Willa said. I just remembered. Sorry.”

He buries a kiss in her hair and turns back to the movie. Taylor spots her mother looking at them and rolls her eyes at her.

It’s a supervised date. Not Gordo’s first choice and not Taylor’s either, but her parents just got back and they’re feeling clingy and they gave her the option either of spending her evening with Gordo on the couch, or of being grounded until she’s eighteen. And since she enjoys going outside once in a while, she’s taking the supervised date.

Besides, it guarantees Gordo will behave himself. He knows how to impress parents; for some reason, a guy who is almost as wide as he is tall but who can still say three, four or even five words in quick succession is like catnip to parents.

“What’s this movie about, then?” her dad asks, looking up from his laptop, because he can’t stop working for two hours to watch a stupid movie.

Gordo leaps in, explaining the plot, and Taylor tunes out. She saw it in the theater last year, anyway, and wasn’t very impressed at the time; a year has done nothing to improve the movie. She wanted to watch The Two Towers but didn’t want to say so in front of Gordo, so he ended up renting Feardotcom.

They get an hour up in her room later on, and she has to leave the door open. Gordo whispers, “Just one month until we’re done with this bullshit,” and she squirms in his arms.

“My mom’s not going to let up when I turn eighteen, you know,” she says quietly.

“She will,” Gordo says confidently. “And if she doesn’t, your dad will.”

“I don’t think—”

“Oh, hey, babe, Justin’s having a party next week. Parentals are out. You should come.”

“What day?” she asks, running through her mental checklist.

“Friday.”

“Sure.”

“And bring Maxine.”

Taylor stiffens. “Max? Why?”

Gordo laughs, bumping her head up and down with the movement of his chest. “Because! The guys want to meet her.”

“Um—”

“And think about it, Tay-Tay,” he says, “isn’t it better for them to meet her now, at a party, than chasing after her at school while she’s trying to get to class and stuff?”

“Uh, yeah, maybe,” Taylor says, running her mouth on automatic while her mind whirs away. “But she can’t. She’s not around right now. She went home.”

“Home? She goes to school here now, doesn’t she? Isn’t this ‘home’?”

“Yes, but I mean, she’s always calling New York home, and it just— She’s visiting. Home. New York. Queens,” she adds, for verisimilitude.

“She should come out with us another day, then,” Gordo says reasonably.

“She’s visiting all week.”

“All week?”

“Yeah. I think that’s what she said. All week.” Taylor mentally beams Drop it drop it drop it into Gordo’s head with all the energy she can muster.

“Didn’t she just get here?”

“You know what families are like,” she says.

“You should ask her anyway,” he says.

“What? Why?”

“Maybe she gets back in time. You know,” he continues, shifting Taylor off his chest so he can look at her directly, “if she’s going to go to our school in September, she’s going to want to know people. Nothing worse than starting out on your own.”

“She knows me,” Taylor says. “And Willa and Eddie.”

“You’re not going to be in all her classes with her, babe. Neither’s Willa. And what’s Eddie going to do with her? Ask her. She’ll be mad if you don’t.”

Laying herself decisively back down on Gordo’s chest, Taylor finally concedes. Or pretends to, anyway. “Fine,” she says, “I’ll ask her. But if she says she can’t make it, she can’t make it.”

It’s enough. He drops it, but Taylor can’t relax again, not after that, not until he’s gone and not until she’s opened all the windows to air out her room. Gordo uses enough Axe to suffocate a hippo.

* * *

On Monday morning they spend longer practicing than usual, but that’s Max’s fault, in a way; Taylor told him to start coming over an hour later every morning, because her mom won’t let her have a boy up in her room if she’s still around, but Max forgot. Or he was eager enough to come over that he didn’t want to remember. Either way, by the time Taylor’s parents—to whom he was introduced only from afar, since they were conveniently mid-routine when first her mom and then her dad stuck their heads out of the sliding door—have gone to work, the two of them are exhausted, dripping with sweat and practically falling over as they go back inside.

They already had their smoothies, so Taylor loads them up with a Diet Dr Pepper each, and they head upstairs.

“Ick,” Taylor says, giggling, as they accidentally bounce off each other at the top of the stairs, “you need a shower.”

“As if you don’t smell, too!” he says, pushing open her door and backing through, so he can pinch his nose at her as he does so.

“Please!” she says, haughtily raising her nose in the air. “I am a cheerleader! Cheerleaders do not sweat.”

“Tell that to your armpits.”

She guiltily pats at one of them while he laughs at her.

He takes the first shower. He decides not to wash his hair; yes, it got a bit sweaty, but it doesn’t actually smell, not like his pits, which are sticky with it. He goes over them twice with Taylor’s rose-scented body wash and emerges, patted dry and in clean clothes—which still don’t fit; he’ll get around to going to the mall one of these days—into a bedroom which contains, to his dismay, one very stressed-looking Taylor.

“What’s up?” he asks, immediately going to sit by her on the bed.

Silently, she holds her Sidekick up so he can read it, and scrolls through reams of texts, all from Eddie. At a late point in the otherwise one-sided conversation, Taylor started replying.




Taylor: Eddie, what’s going on?

Eddie: I tried your cell three times! I only didn’t try your house phone because I hate talking to your mom. WHERE ARE YOU?

Taylor: I was practicing with Max out back.

Eddie: Good for you. Why is Danny saying MaxINE is going to be at Justin Lawrence’s party on Friday night?

Taylor: What

Eddie: CALL ME




“What party?” Max asks.

“Justin’s parents are away this weekend. Gordo wants me to come. He wants you to come, too. I said you were in New York!” She throws the phone down on the bed and looks away. “He kept pressing. I agreed to ask you. So, I guess this is me asking you?”

“Cool,” Max says. “Maxine is unfortunately out of town this week.”

“That’s what I said—”

Her phone chimes again; Eddie repeating his last message. And again. And again. And—

“Alright, Eddie!” Taylor yelps. “Keep your pants on!” She bounces up from the bed, pulls the phone off the wall and drops it onto the mattress, then hits the speed dial and switches it to speaker.

“Taylor!” Eddie says.

“Eddie,” she says, “walk me through it.”

“Okay, so Danny’s parents were out last night so I was over at his, and— Wait, is this line secure?”

“My parents are at work.”

“Good. Good. Anyway, he was on the phone with Meredith, and—”

“Why was he talking to Meredith?” Taylor blurts out.

“Excuse me? Am I telling the story here or are you? And, for your information, Meredith knows Justin’s sister, and Danny heard from her that she said that Justin said the new girl’s going to be at the party. Everyone’s very excited to meet her.”

“She can’t be there,” Max says. “She’s gone home. It’s very sad; we all miss her.”

“Hey, Max. It gets worse, sorry. Coach Dale is asking after you. After Maxine, I mean.”

“What?” Taylor says. “Why?”

“Obviously because you told Gordo you wanted her on the squad. And Gordo told Coach Penderson, and he told—”

“Yeah, yeah, I get it.”

“Oh shit,” Max mutters, feeling himself fall back onto the bed. The phone bounces when he lands, distorting Eddie’s voice for a second.

“She wants to meet you, Max, and she’s probably going to call your house or something today to arrange it, and—”

“Eddie,” Taylor snaps. “Shut up a second, okay?” Eddie makes outraged noises while she leans over Max and places a hand on his chest. Her hand rises and falls rapidly, and that’s what makes him realize he’s breathing hard and fast but taking nothing in. He watches her hand go up and down, up and down, light-headed, almost hypnotized. “Max?” Taylor says quietly.

“Shit,” Max says. “Fuck. Shit. Fuck.”

“Yeah,” Eddie says on the speaker, “that’s about the size of it.”

He takes a deeper breath and follows it up with another. It doesn’t calm him, but he doesn’t feel like he’s going to faint anymore. “So let me get this straight,” he says. “Coach Dale, your coach—” he looks briefly at Taylor, who nods, “—wants to talk to me.”

“She wants to meet you,” Eddie says. “She wants to see what you can do.”

“And everyone’s suddenly expecting me at this party on Friday.”

“Five stars, Maxine.”

He can’t find any words that aren’t mindless swearing, so Taylor replies for him. “She can’t do this, Eddie. I mean, he can’t. We can just make excuses. I can call Coach Dale—”

“What will you tell her? Maxine’s on the computer system now; I bet she’s looked her up.”

“I can just tell her she doesn’t want to be a cheerleader after all!”

That won’t work. Coaches are relentless.

This has gone too far.

He needs to put a stop to it.

Now.

Now now now now now—

Gently, he takes Taylor’s hand off his chest and stands up. Walks over to her computer desk. “How do I put my old file back, Taylor?” he asks, monotone. “I’ll let Gordo beat the shit out of me if he wants but this is spreading too far. It’s got to stop.” His voice degrades to a whisper, and he starts fruitlessly moving the mouse around the screen, looking for a shortcut or a program or something with which to fix it all. “It’s got to stop.”

“We’ll find a way, Max,” Taylor says. She walks up behind him, places a hand over his, and stills him and the mouse cursor both.

“No, you won’t,” Eddie says. “I’m sorry, but you can’t take this back, Max. You can’t change the records again; Coach Penderson might be a nutjob but Coach Dale isn’t. You can’t tell Gordo you’re actually a twinky lil boy from Queens, and even if you do and you somehow survive, you can’t go to school as the twinky lil boy from Queens who tried to put the moves on the captain of the cheer squad, and—” Eddie takes a deep breath, “—you especially can’t go to school as the twinky lil boy from Queens who put the moves on the cheer captain and then dressed as a girl in front of Gordo fucking Cleary. You just can’t. Take it from someone who is very careful about who knows his secrets.”

“Eddie—” Taylor starts.

“I’m serious. They’ll beat you for it, Max, and you know that. And that’s the least bad thing that could happen to you. You know that, too.”

Max’s chest squeezes him like a bear trap. He feels suddenly like his lungs ought to burst messy and bloody from between his ribs, tearing him open from throat to belly button. His burns itch, and memories come back to him, of trying to fight back, of not being strong enough. Of spit in his face, of ringing, mocking laughter.

Of being held down.

Held down and burned.

Over.

And over.

Again.

“Max…” Taylor whispers. She’s got a hand on his back now, but he barely feels it.

“There is a way, though,” Eddie says. “Have you heard the phrase, ‘the only way out is through’?”

* * *

Taylor gave Eddie the job of informing Willa, and herself the job of getting Max back home. She’d prefer to keep him here, at chez Scott, but if Eddie’s right and Coach Dale’s going to call, then Taylor wants to be there to intercept it. If Mom Giordano picks up the phone and some random woman asks for Max, that’s one thing; if she asks for Max, the teenage girl who wants to be a cheerleader, and Taylor’s not there to snatch the phone out of her hand, that’s another.

Max is curiously pliant. He’s not shutting down like he did after The Gordo Incident—although there is a sense in which this whole affair can be classified The Gordo Incident, or possibly The Taylor Incident; ick—and he’s responsive when she asks him direct questions. But he seems to not be there in any real way, and that worries Taylor more than any shutdown or oncoming panic attack or anything else. Still, it makes it easy to shuttle him back from Taylor’s to his place, and thank goodness he showered already!

Unlocking the front door with Max’s keys, Taylor and Max get only halfway to the stairs before Mom Giordano sweeps into the entryway and gasps with the kind of exaggerated, obvious care that makes Taylor briefly a little jealous.

“Hi, Mom,” Max says, and Taylor’s relieved; she’s not going to have to carry this conversation all by herself.

“Hey, Mrs G,” Taylor says. “I was just taking Max upstairs. He twisted his ankle, and I—”

“Max!” Mom Giordano says. “Were you practicing too hard?” Without waiting for an answer, she turns her attention to Taylor. “I keep telling him he should find something else he’s good at. Between that—” she nods in the direction of Max’s feet, “—and everything else, it’s just too dangerous.”

“Oh, no, Mrs G, it wasn’t when we were practicing. My idiot brother came out of his room at the wrong moment and knocked Max off his feet.” When in doubt, blame Garrett.

“You did the right thing, bringing him home.”

“Mom,” Max says, “it’s fine.”

“It’s not fine. Now,” she adds, addressing Taylor again, “you leave him with me, dear, and—”

“Mom! It’s fine. I’m okay. Taylor and I are just going to my room.”

“Hmm.” Mom Giordano looks her up and down. “Are you eighteen, Taylor?”

“I’m eighteen in one month, ma’am,” Taylor says, straightening up and trying to look responsible and respectable.

“Hmm. Alright. Are you staying for dinner?”

“Um. May I?”

“You may. But you eat what I put on the table, okay?”

And with that, Mom Giordano’s turning on her heel and returning to the living room. Taylor’d love to leave it there, but there’s one other matter that needs to be addressed.

“Um, Mrs G? We’re expecting a call. Max and me. From some friends. Is it okay if we get the phone when it rings?”

“Sure,” Mom Giordano says, continuing her march back into the living room. “Just hold on a moment,” she adds, with considerable volume. Taylor and Max hold on; Mom G returns a moment later with a phone in her hand. It’s obviously the one from the living room, unplugged and trailing its cord: it’s a bulky model, the kind families buy as their main phone. “He doesn’t have one in his room,” Mom Giordano explains, holding it out.

Taylor takes it and, feeling like she ought to lean into the stereotype a little, exclaims, “He doesn’t have a—? Who doesn’t have a phone in their room?” She makes a mental note to bring over one of the spares from Dad’s office, because despite her exaggeration, she really is a little horrified. Nobody who doesn’t have the world’s best cell plan should be without a phone in their room!

“I’ll be out in the yard most of the afternoon,” Mom G says. “Take my messages.”

“I will, Mrs G,” Taylor says, playing the diligent honor student card as best she can. Max’s mom nods at her and disappears back into the living room, and Taylor meets Max’s eyes, whispers, “Phew,” and together they go upstairs.

It takes a minute to locate the phone jack in Max’s room—it’s behind the bed—and that’s good, because it gives Taylor something to do rather than worry about Max, who flops into a beanbag chair and stays silent. She gets the phone plugged in, checks for dial tone, and sets it down on the bed.

“That’s new,” she says, sitting down on the end of the bed and pointing at the bean bag chair. It wasn’t there last time.

Max blinks at her, and then says, “Oh. Yeah. We’re still unpacking. This was in the old den, but the bedrooms are bigger here so Dad claimed the den for his own. Like he needs a home office or something. I got this as compensation.” He shakes his head. “Tay? Are we really doing this?”

She’s about to answer, and then she remembers how sneaky moms can be—‘I’ll be out in the yard’ could easily be mom-code for ‘I’ll be crouched outside my precious son’s door with a cup to my ear in case the slut from next door tries to seduce him’—so she hops up to Max’s stereo and hits play on whatever CD is currently loaded. She turns the volume down, loud enough to obscure their voices to outside ears but quiet enough that she doesn’t have to shout.

She sits cross-legged on the floor next to him and places a hand on his knee. “It’s up to you,” she says. “I’ll back your play, whatever you decide. And, for what it’s worth, I’m sorry. None of this would be happening if I hadn’t—”

“No, Taylor,” he says, covering her hand with his. “None of this would be happening if I’d listened to my parents and dropped gymnastics. If I’d played football at my last school instead. Or if I hadn’t been caught by those guys, or if I’d fought back better, or— or any number of things.” He smiles, and it’s the slightest, saddest smile Taylor’s ever seen. “There’s a hundred things that got me here. You did, like, two of them.”

She nods, mournful, and leans her head against his arm. “You’re taking this well,” she says.

He laughs emptily. “I think I’m taking it about the same as I did when I got these.” He taps on his chest. “There’s a certain point where all you can do is see what happens next. Where you just keep going until something else stops you.”

“The only way out is through.”

“Exactly.”

The only way out is through: Max pretends to be Maxine for Coach’s benefit. Maybe even meets her. Maybe even goes to the party this Friday. Maybe becomes Maxine. Because that was the choice: be Max, and be humiliated, be dogged by this for his whole senior year and maybe end up in the hospital, courtesy of Gordo or any of the unwashed assholes at her school who might find Max’s less traditional approach to masculinity offensive;

Or be Maxine.

Sitting back on her haunches, Taylor examines him. Really, properly examines him, not as a friend or as an interested woman, but as one might look over a block of clay one is to work with. He fooled Gordo and he probably fooled Garrett’s British friend, but can he fool the coach? Can he fool everyone at their school? And how sustainable is it likely to be? Is it really better than going to school as Max and facing the music?

Yeah. It’s way better. Max has already been attacked once, and it was so bad, Dad Giordano moved the family across the country. And Taylor already knows how much that got in Max’s head. If he’s too messed up to fight back or run if the guys here come for him, hospital might be optimistic. 

“Max—” she starts saying, but the phone rings, cutting her off. She abandons her thought and dives for it, almost knocking it off the bed in the process. “Hi!” she says, once she’s fumbled the handset up to her ear. “Giordano residence?”

“Taylor?” It’s Coach Dale. “Is that you?”

“Oh, hey Coach!” She frantically waves for Max to come over, and he does so, dropping onto the bed next to her.

“I was hoping to talk to Maxine Giordano or her mother. But since you’re here… Coach Penderson says you know Maxine, and I’m assuming that’s true, because you’re answering her number. Her file says she’s a skilled gymnast; what do you think?”

Taylor’s been holding the handset away from her ear so they can both hear the coach, and she looks at Max, waiting for permission to move forward. Max, however, just shrugs.

“She’s actually been coming over most mornings,” Taylor says, “and practicing with me. I’ve even been showing her a few of our moves. She’s good, Coach. She’d have to learn the ropes, and she’s probably more of a base than a flyer, though she could do both—”

“Like you, then,” Coach says.

“Yeah, like me.”

“Is she there? Can I talk to her?”

Taylor looks to Max, who nods and accepts the handset from her. He doesn’t put it to his ear immediately, though; instead he sits up, crosses his legs, straightens his back, and breathes deeply a few times. In and out. In and out.

“Miss Giordano?” Coach says, tinny with distance.

Max looks back at Taylor. She gives him a thumbs up. Now or never.

“Hi,” Max says, in Maxine’s voice. It’s not the overly diphthonged ‘Hi’ of his New York Girl voice, the one he said was adapted from a role Avery liked to play sometimes, and nor is it the excitable and, now she comes to think about it, quite Taylor-esque ‘Hi!!!’ of his Valley Girl voice. It just sounds like him, but different. “Coach Dale?”

Taylor adds a second thumb to her first one.

“Maxine!” Coach says. “I hear you’re a gymnast. And I hear Taylor’s been trying to recruit you.”

“Every day since I got here, Coach,” Max says. He’s shaking a bit now, from stress or anxiety or the effort of keeping up the voice. Taylor takes his free hand and squeezes it, and he half-smiles at her.

“That’s Taylor for you. In the run-up to Robyn graduating, I thought it’d be years until we saw another captain like her, but there was Taylor, ready and waiting. A mini-Robyn.”

“She loves cheerleading, Coach.”

“She does. Say, Maxine, are you okay? You sound a little—”

“Oh,” Max says, realizing the same time Taylor does that his shaking has crept into his vocal performance. “It’s just— We were doing routines just now. I’m worn out.”

“Good call! I like a girl who shows initiative! So, when are you going to show me your moves, Maxine? It’d do me a world of good to know, going into tryouts in the new semester, that we have one of the empty spots filled with someone who knows her stuff. I’m hoping that’s you. I can do Thursday.”

Taylor’s eyes widen. Thursday? But that’s—

“Thursday is fine,” Max says. Taylor covers her mouth so she doesn’t say anything stupid.

“Ten o’clock,” Coach Dale says. “Have Taylor bring you; she knows where everything is.”

“See you then, Coach,” Max says. Coach says a couple other things Taylor can’t make out, and then the line clicks and Max delicately replaces the headset. “Fuuuuuuuck,” he whispers, still in Maxine’s voice. “That’s it, then.”

“We could have put it off longer,” Taylor says. “We could have said next week. We still could. Coach would understand.”

“No,” Max says, standing up and starting to walk slow laps around his room. “It’s better this way.”

Taylor knots her eyebrows. “Really? Walk me through it.”

“The party’s Friday, right?”

“Oh, you don’t have to—”

“Taylor,” he says, stopping momentarily to glare at her with his hands on his hips, a move that seems so incredibly Maxine, Taylor has to bite her tongue to stop herself from giggling. It doesn’t help that he’s still doing her voice. “We both know I’m going to end up going to that party. There’s no point fighting it. And I don’t have to stay all night, anyway. I can show my face, show proof of life, that kind of thing, and then I can, I don’t know, get my period?”

“We’ll think of something,” Taylor says, straight-faced.

Max resumes pacing. “Anyway, if I see Coach Dale Thursday, that’s kind of like an audition, isn’t it? If I can get through that without her getting suspicious, then I know I can do the party. And if I can’t… then it’s just your coach I’m humiliated in front of, and not everyone at school. That’s better, right?”

It’s not. Nothing’s better. Nothing’s good! Because she can see it in his face: if this goes bad, if Coach sees through him, or if someone at the party does, then he’s going to do something drastic. Like never come to school. Or move to another state. Or even—

No! Ick! Don’t think about that! She’s going to get Max through this. It’ll be the hardest and highest-stakes thing she’s ever done and ever will do—even harder and more potentially heart-breaking than trying and failing to get the squad to regionals—but it’ll be worth it, because Max needs her.

“You won’t be humiliated,” she says, standing up to join him and taking both his hands in hers. “You won’t.”

“You’re very confident.”

“I am. Because you’ve got me and Willa on your side, and we’re cheerleaders, and you’re a cheerleader now, too, and cheerleaders can do anything.”

* * *

They’re going to the mall. When Taylor said that yesterday, in his room with Green Day playing in the background and in the aftermath of his call with Taylor’s coach, it was with the reverence the godlier members of the congregation back home reserved for the priest. And when she spelled out her logic, it made sense: he fits into her stuff pretty well—not something he likes to think about—but he’s going to need his own underwear and some basics, and if they get him some unisex items as well, he doesn’t need to worry about sneaking two sets of clothes out of the house.

At least yesterday wasn’t a total disaster. Taylor stayed all afternoon and evening, and not only did that mean he got in plenty of practice maintaining the Maxine voice without the assistance of alcohol, it allowed her to intercept his mom’s curiosity at the dinner table. He was fragile enough that he probably wouldn’t have been able to withstand his mom’s attention on his own. He even managed to get some sleep, in the form of a couple of stressful naps during the afternoon—Taylor used the downtime to read his books and fix his broken installation of Windows XP, apparently—and most of a night’s sleep.

As a result, this morning, he feels almost optimistic. Taylor’s confidence is infectious, and she was nothing but reassuring about his chances yesterday. Didn’t he pull it off with Gordo? And that was with five minutes’ prep! Imagine what can be done with a whole morning to get ready!

Max escapes his home by the expedient of yelling out, “Going to Taylor’s! Back tonight!” and then slamming the front door before anyone can tell him no. He practically runs all the way to Taylor’s, stopping only momentarily to check both her parents’ cars are out of the driveway. She’s waiting for him, the door already open, and ushers him inside and up the stairs.

He’s out of breath by the time she closes her bedroom door behind them, and he manages nothing more than a simple, “Hey,” before Taylor stops him.

“Uh-uh-uh!” she says, wagging a finger. “Girl voice. From now until you go home. Got it?”

“Do I haveta?” Max whines, but he does it with a smile and in the girl voice, hoping to get a laugh out of her. He does, and she relents for a second, reaching out for his hands again.

“You okay, Max?” she says. “Last chance to back out.”

“Where would I go?”

“I’m serious. I’m about to become a mega bee-yotch, so this is your final opportunity to say, ‘No, Taylor, leave me alone, stop yelling at me.’”

“I’m ready.”

“Good,” she says. “Now strip!”

He backs away. Why are girls always telling him to take his clothes off in this room? “Um. Why?”

Hands on her hips, Taylor says, “Max, you’re hairy. Hairy arms, hairy pits, hairy legs. We covered you up before, when it was just for Gordo, but if you start doing routines in front of Coach in leggings in the middle of August, you will die. So we’re waxing you. Head to toe.”

“Head?” he says weakly.

She taps her upper lip. “You’ve grown back a little,” she says. “You can get away with it on the rest of your face, mostly—there’s a couple of things I want to get with tweezers—but we need to wax your lip. Don’t worry,” she adds brightly, “I went to Walmart and got a box of the right stuff.”

With a shrug, he turns away and pulls off his shirt, drops his pants and kicks off his shoes and socks. He’s not wearing any jewelry, so that’s it.

But he can’t bring himself to turn around.

“Max?” Taylor says gently. “It’s okay. Your burn? I’ve seen it. You know I have. I’m not going to make fun. I’m not going to be weird. You can turn around.”

He nods. And very, very slowly, he turns around.

“You can lower your arms,” she says.

He unfolds his arms. Taylor’s sharp intake of breath makes him wince.

“Sorry,” she says. “It just— It always looks so painful.”

“I know.”

“Are you moisturizing it?”

“Yeah. But it doesn’t seem to help. Just makes it kinda damp.”

She looks at him for a moment, cocking her head and biting her lip, and then she shakes herself, grabs his hand, and drags him into the bathroom.

Waxing takes a while.

It hurts on his arms and legs, but nothing is as bad as waxing the upper lip. When Taylor pulls the strip away, leaving raw, red skin and a few spots of blood, he almost yells out.

“Oh my God!” he says, nearly laughing from the strange and sudden endorphin rush. He fans at the hot skin. “That was— God. Fuck! I felt them coming out by the root!”

“That’s exactly the point, Max!” Taylor says.

“How do women do this?”

“Exactly like you did. With a lot of swearing. And it’s better than shaving because you don’t have to do it multiple times a week. Here.” She’s holding out the waxing kit she used on his arms, legs and chest. He’s thankful she didn’t have to do his chest, back or butt—he’s not Clay, who looks when naked as if he just rolled around in iron filings—but there’s clearly something still to do, and he does not want to know what it is. “I need to go text Willa and see where she’s at. You—” she taps the box, “—need to do your bikini zone.”

“My…?”

“Yes.”

“Just to clarify,” he says, and points.

“Yes.”

“Okay.”

“This is me giving you the chance to do it in private, by the way,” she says, and when he nods, she backs out of the bathroom and shuts the door behind her.

“Right,” Max says, taking care not to drop out of the voice. “Here we go. Bikini zone. Jesus Christ.”

He locks the bathroom door, pours a handful of wax beads into the little heater, and then drops his underwear. There’s a pair of hairdressing scissors on the toilet seat, and he trims his pubic hair while he waits for the heater to go ping. When it does, he gives himself a moment to regret his entire life up to that point, and then starts applying the wax.

It can’t be worse than the upper lip, can it?

* * *

That was the other reason Taylor left him alone in the bathroom: so Max’s battered masculine pride doesn’t have the opportunity to be further wounded by a girl seeing him cry with pain. She can still hear the yelping, though, so she puts on a CD while she catches up with Willa.

Willa’s not answering, though, and Taylor’s about to call her when the doorbell goes.

“Getting the door!” she calls through to the bathroom, and she doesn’t wait for an answer—Max is probably in no state to provide one—before running down the stairs. Willa’s waiting for her with a plastic bag and a box of pastries, so Taylor takes the more delicate container off her hands and escorts her inside. “Did you get everything?” she asks in a low voice.

“Not yet,” Willa says. “What? Boobies don’t grow on trees, you know.”

“Do you know when they’ll—?”

“Friday. I’ll bring them over.”

“Okay,” Taylor says, nodding, “right.” No boobs until Friday, which means Max needs to get through a trip to the mall and a session with Coach without them. Fortunately, she had an idea about that.

Setting the box of pastries down on the kitchen table, Taylor opens the cereal cupboard—Garrett keeps it fully stocked; snacks are about all he spends his money on—and pulls out empty and half-empty boxes until she finds what she’s looking for, right at the back. She tucks the box of artisanal Whole Foods oatmeal—remnant of one of Mom’s many specialized diets—under one arm, grabs some sandwich baggies, retrieves the pastries, and rushes back upstairs, Willa in tow.

Max is still in the bathroom, though he’s not making any more upsetting noises.

“Willa’s here!” she calls through the door. Instead of answering, he opens it, and stands there, looking drained. He’s put his underwear back on, but he’s otherwise naked, and he’s covering his burns again.

“Oh, hey!” Willa says cheerily. “A waxed Max!”

“Hi, Willa,” he says. He’s still doing the voice, but he sounds so tired, and Taylor has to fight every instinct that tells her to put off this trip until tomorrow. No. He must do this today. Not only do they have momentum—very important—but they need to do a test run before he meets Coach. And in San Diego there’ll be a lot of people around who can implicitly pass judgment on Max’s girlness, and, crucially, they’ll all be complete strangers.

It’s going to go fine. All those complete strangers are going to see three girls and nothing more. It’s going to be a huge confidence boost for him, she just knows it.

“You look great!” Taylor says.

“Aw, thanks!” Willa says, theatrically preening.

“I meant Max.”

Willa fake-sulks for a moment, muttering, “You never notice me,” then she grins at both of them, her tongue poking minutely through her lips, and starts unpacking the contents of the plastic bag onto the bed, next to the pastries.

“What’s next?” Max asks.

“First things first,” Taylor says, “you need boobs.”

Max closes his eyes for a second, and performs a complicated maneuver that looks on the surface to be a simple sigh but which Taylor is certain involves taking all his neuroses, fear, anxiety, and straight-boy desire to touch a boob, and shoving them all somewhere they can’t get at him. When he’s done, he opens his eyes again, nods, and says, “Okay.”

She beams at him.

“Well,” she says, “Willa’s working on getting you a long-term solution, but she says she won’t have it until Friday—”

“These things take time,” Willa says.

“—so for today and for Thursday, I had an idea.” She holds up a finger, telling everyone to wait while she goes for her bottom underwear drawer, the one with all the stuff she doesn’t wear anymore or would rather never wear if she can avoid it, thank you very much. She pulls out two pairs of bobbly, unloved pantyhose—last worn in December for a reluctant church visit when her very-serious-about-Christmas grandparents visited—and rips each of them in two. While Max and Willa watch, she inserts one leg of each pair of hose inside the other, and then flaps a hand at Willa, who passes her the sandwich baggies and the box of oatmeal. With a baggie secured inside the first doubled hose leg, she slowly starts pouring in the oatmeal, lifts it up to check for volume against her own breasts, then fills it a bit more, sealing the baggie when she’s done and wrapping the remains of the hose around it. She does the same with the other, and throws the oatmeal box, almost empty, back at Willa.

Tying them up takes only a second, and then she sits down and puts one of the temporary boobs in her lap while she starts shaping the other one. Willa takes the lap-boob and copies her, and soon they have a pair of mostly identical and mostly round balls of hosiery, filled with oatmeal.

“Taylor,” Max says, “those aren’t going to fool anyone.” He’s sitting on one of her computer chairs, and he’s borrowed a robe so he doesn’t have to be entirely naked while they work.

“Nobody’s going to see them, silly!” Taylor says. “This is only step one. Step two…” She throws her completed boob to Willa and returns to the chest of drawers, this time rifling through the things she actually likes until she finds a sports bra that ought to fit just perfect. She holds it up so Max can see it. “You put this on,” she says, “and it has support for your breasts, right? See this stitching? But it also flattens them and holds them in place, so they don’t move around while you exercise. Put the oatmeal boobs in there and they’ll flatten just like a normal boob, especially if we squish on them a bit. And it doesn’t matter that they’re not bouncy like real boobs because, well, sports bra!”

Max pinches the bridge of his nose. “Oh my God,” he says. “I must be going insane, because that actually makes sense.”

“Of course it does,” Taylor says, handing him the sports bra. “It’s my idea!”

She and Willa both tactfully turn away as he shrugs off the robe and starts struggling into the sports bra. Sports bras, fortunately, do not possess any arcane clasps or fastenings or other elements liable to trip up the inexperienced, so it’s not long until he says, in a trembling voice, “Ready.”

When Taylor turns around, Max has the robe pulled tight around himself again, which is a little disappointing. She passes him the oatmeal boobs and waits for him to put them in.

He doesn’t. He’s just standing there, conflicted about something, Taylor can tell, and she’s in bee-yotch mode right now, so she says, “Out with it, Max,” though she adds a smile to take the sting out of it.

“Uh,” he says, still hesitating, but he gets himself together before Taylor has to go over and poke him. “Remember what Eddie said? About tucking? Do you think I should do it?”

“Yuh-huh,” Willa says quickly. “I was just gonna say you should tuck. You don’t want your thingie all flapping around when you’re in the fitting room, Max.”

“Then, um, can I borrow some bike shorts again? And… um…”

Realization hits Taylor like a brick. “Yes!” she says, and dives for her drawer again. She finds a clean pair of plain panties, pairs them with a clean pair of bike shorts, and places them carefully on top of one of the boobs Max is holding.

“Thanks,” he says, seeming very unsure, and retreats back to the bathroom.

Aw. Taylor wanted to see how it was done.

“Hey,” Willa whispers, “are we really going to give him the…” She points at one of the packages on the bed.

“If this works out,” Taylor replies, “he’s going to have to keep this up for the whole year. So yeah, I think we are. You’re sure it won’t, like, change him?”

“Nothing permanent,” Willa says confidently. “It’s like… putting him on pause. Mostly.”

“Okay,” Max calls from inside the bathroom, “I’m coming out! You promise not to laugh?”

“We promise!” Taylor shouts, exchanging a quick worried look with Willa. It can’t be that bad, can it?

It’s worse. When Max walks out of Taylor’s bathroom, with his sports bra stuffed and a pair of Taylor’s bike shorts hugging his hips, with his dark hair hanging unstyled and loose around his shoulders, with his arms and legs smooth and still a little shiny with moisturizer, he doesn’t look like Max anymore, and once again Taylor feels the shock of betrayal. Even though it’s what they’ve been aiming for, what they’ve been hoping to pull off, it doesn’t make it any less of an insult to the boy who first showed up next door just over a week ago.

Maxine’s back. And they haven’t even dressed her, shaped her eyebrows or done her makeup yet.

Taylor can’t stop herself looking closely, and it looks like Max has indeed tucked properly; there’s nothing there to see.

“Wow,” Taylor says.

“Is that a good wow or a bad wow?” Max says, hugging himself.

“It’s good. It’s good.”

He nods absently, looking around the room. Taylor doesn’t know what he’s looking for, and probably Max doesn’t know, either. He’s just lost.

So it’s her job to find him.

He’s biting his lip, and she can’t have that, so she walks silently over to him and with a single finger she pops his lower lip out from under his tooth. He looks at her, so close, so pretty, the slight pinch gone from between his eyebrows, suddenly a picture of innocence, suddenly so new and full of possibilities.

Taylor leans closer and whispers in his ear.

“You look amazing, Maxine.”

* * *

As Taylor and Willa bicker over which outfit he’s going to wear, Max sits on the end of Taylor’s bed, legs crossed, arms folded around himself, and wonders if this will truly be the shape of his life from now on: sitting in the bedroom of the girl he’s into, waiting for her to pick out girl clothes for him to wear. It seems unfair.

It also seems like the only way to survive the school year.

The sports bra is tight and compresses his ribs, but the strangest sensation of all is from between his legs. He’s tucked. He did exactly what Eddie said, and it seems like it’s worked; his balls are definitely pushed up inside his body, which feels super weird, and the rest of him is definitely folded back, out of the way. But if this is something drag queens do for every performance, Max thinks it ought to be less uncomfortable.

It pinches.

At the other end of the bed, the argument rages on.

“She’s a tomboy gymnast,” Willa’s saying, “and we’re girlifying her. So it works! Think of it as the pre-girly stage.”

“I think it’s boring,” Taylor says.

“We’re not putting her in a skirt again. Let her wear the pants, Tay.”

“But we waxed her legs and everything!”

“So? She’s still going to have to use the fitting rooms, isn’t she?”

Impossible not to notice that both Taylor and Willa have switched over to calling him ‘she’. Probably to help him get used to it. Sweet of them; he’ll have to find a way to thank them properly, assuming he survives the coming week. And the coming school year.

God. What shape is the year even going to take? Is he really going to be Maxine the entire time? Is he really going to walk the halls at school as a girl? Is he really going to be a cheerleader? With every image, it all seems a little more ridiculous.

“Hey, Max!” someone says. He blinks a few times, lets the world back in. It’s Taylor, and she’s handing him a bundle of clothes. “After much debate,” she continues, “this is what we’ve settled on. No skirts.”

“No skirts,” he says, aware that he sounds slightly dazed. “Good.”

“You can, um, get changed in the bathroom if you want.”

“It’s fine. You’ve seen me already.” It comes out automatically, and he winces as he realizes that he’s doing it again: he’s slipping into being someone who doesn’t care, who just goes numb and lets shit happen. And fuck that. No more fading away. However embarrassing this is, however weird, he’s got to experience it, or what’s the fucking point? He might as well let Gordo beat him to death.

He forces a smile and takes the bundle of clothes from Taylor. Lays it out on the bed: gray cargo pants with a chain for his keys; white sneakers with gray soles; a faded black long-sleeved tee with a scooped neck and a white stencil of a monkey smoking a cigarette. All reassuringly similar to clothes he might have worn anyway. He lets the robe fall around his feet and gets dressed, pulling the tight tee over his head and smoothing out the arms, looping his keys into the chain and pocketing his phone. When he stands up straight, though, he’s aware of a breeze around his midsection, and he realizes the shirt’s been cut off at the bottom.

“You look great!” Taylor says.

“Isn’t this shirt a little short?”

“That’s what I said!” Willa says, standing up and grabbing another shirt off the pile on the bed. “I wanted you to wear this one.” It’s a similarly faded shirt, but this time it says under the logo, RUB HERE FOR GOOD LUCK. “But I was unfairly persuaded that we don’t want to encourage people to touch your chest.” Yeah. Point.

“Besides,” Taylor says, tentatively approaching and laying a hand on his bare belly—he tries to ignore how warm her hand feels, how comfortable it is there, how right—“your belly is, like, one of your best features. You should show it off!”

He nods and finds another smile for her.

The rest of their preparations go quickly. Taylor plucks his eyebrows, but only a little—“Just thin enough to look like a girl’s eyebrows, but not so thin your family will notice.”—and paints his face—“A dark lip and a little on the eyes. You’re still a tomboy, after all.” She runs something through his hair that makes it shinier and brushes it out. Finally, she sprays him liberally with perfume, enough that it makes him cough.

“Whoa!” he says, losing the voice for the first time. “Too much!”

“Sorry,” Taylor says, “but you have a little case of guy smell.” She pinches her finger and thumb together. “Just a little.”

“‘Guy smell’?”

“Guys smell different than girls,” Willa says. “And, um, I wanted to talk about that, actually.”

“Willa has the floor,” Taylor says, stepping away, suddenly serious. Max tries to get up, to follow her—apart from anything else, he hasn’t seen himself all dressed up yet, though Taylor’s been assuring him he looks awesome the whole time—but Taylor leans over and presses down gently on his shoulder. He takes the hint.

Willa sits down on the floor in front of him, almost in a supplicant position, and when she looks up, she looks concerned enough that Max’s heart, surprisingly quiescent since he last left the bathroom, starts to race.

“What’s up, Willa?” he asks, trying not to let his nerves sound in his voice, the way he did with Coach Dale.

“What’s up?” Willa says, her eyes darting around the room. “What is up? What is up?”

“Willa!” Taylor says.

“Okay, okay! So! Max. Here’s the thing, Max. You have guy smell, Max. You also—”

“You can stop saying her name,” Taylor whispers.

“Sorry,” Willa says, and clears her throat. When she continues, she’s slightly less hyper. “You have guy smell. You also have guy skin and guy veins. And that’s because you have guy hormones. And that’s going to be a problem. It’s why we gave you the long-sleeved shirt, it’s why you’re covered in perfume, and it’s why… It’s why I brought these.” She holds up the little box in her lap for him to see. “These are birth control pills. They’re mine, but don’t worry, I have spare. And Max… You need to take them.”

He laughs. This has got to be a joke, right? Did they forget already that he’s a guy, that he can’t get pregnant? But his laughter fades quickly; Taylor and Willa aren’t joining in.

“It’s not a joke, Max,” Taylor says quietly.

Max recrosses his legs, feeling strangely small. “Why do I need to take birth control?”

Willa plays with her fingers. “Because you’re eighteen,” she says, not looking at him. “And you remember what we said about, like, guys hitting the limit and not being able to look like girls so easily anymore? It’s going to happen to you. Soon. Max, your brother is, like, enormous, and if you start turning into him this year…”

Oh shit. Right. Yeah. “Understood,” he whispers. “But how do these—?”

“You can still stop this, Max,” Taylor interrupts. “You can forget all about it.”

“No,” Willa says sharply, “he can’t.” And that causes both him and Taylor to look at her, startled; it’s the first time anyone’s gendered him correctly in over an hour. “I’m sorry, Max, but it’s your ass on the line, and, well, you know what guys are like.”

“Yeah,” Max says. “Yeah, I do. Taylor, I already thought about this. Like, a lot. And either I do this, or I quit school. Gordo will fucking flatten me if he finds out who I really am, you know that.” Taylor nods miserably. “And if he doesn’t, then I bet there are like twenty guys at that school who will do it for him. There always are. Every school. There are guys who make it their job to make all the other guys into guys like them, or else.”

“Right,” Willa says. “You’re doing this. There’s no getting away from it. And that means—” she pats the little box, “—you need to do it right.”

“I still don’t get how you think that’ll work, though.”

Willa shrugs. “Birth control is just synthetic hormones,” she says. “And, okay, so I don’t know if you covered this in your fancy New York biology class, but people always say that estrogen is the hormone women have and testosterone is the hormone men have. And that’s not true.”

They didn’t cover this. “It’s not?”

“We all have both. It’s the balance that matters. And right now, you have more testosterone than estrogen, and it’s driving your puberty, and soon enough, it’ll make you—” She whistles a sliding scale, and raises her hand as high as it’ll go.

“Yeah,” Max says. “Gotcha. I’ll be Clay. And that’s not ideal if I’m in my cheer uniform when it happens.”

“Exactly!” Willa says, apparently delighted that he’s such a quick student. “But if we change the balance, make it so you’re not spilling over with testosterone anymore…”

It makes sense. Like everything lately, it makes sense, as long as you are standing somewhere really stupid when you look at it. And as long as you have no other options.

“What will happen to me?”

“Nothing much,” Willa says. “It’ll be subtle things. Your skin will get softer, which is good, and your veins will be less prominent in, like, your forearms and stuff. Your smell will change, and that’s probably the most important thing of all, because if you’re going to be a cheerleader, you’re going to be around a lot of other girls who are very familiar with the testosto-stink of a teenage boy.”

“Hey!” Taylor says. “Some of us happen to like that smell, thank you very much!”

“Tay, it smells like old gym socks.”

“Some of us happen to… not mind that smell,” Taylor amends.

“I smell like old gym socks?” Max asks.

“No!” Willa says, waving her hands at him. “No, no, no. Not you. Like, maybe when you’ve been sweating a lot? But you never smell the way Gordo smells after a game. He’s like a hamper of old gym socks.”

“Do all guys smell like that to girls?”

“Pretty much,” Taylor says.

Max isn’t sure he knows what to do with that information. It’s… unpleasant.

“Oh,” Willa says, “and the pills? They might make you moody.”

“Moody?” Max says.

“Yeah. ‘Hell hath no fury’ moody. Like me every month.”

“Oh.”

“But that’s it.”

Max nods. “So, what, do I take one a day, or—?”

“No,” Willa says. “Definitely not. You don’t want to be, like, swimming with estrogen! You just need enough to stay roughly where you are now. Try three a week to start with. That should be enough to stop you from getting any, um, manlier—” Max, in his sports bra and with his lipstick still tacky, has to laugh at that, “—without doing anything irreversible.”

“Define irreversible.”

“Boobs,” she says, and Max snorts. No way that’s possible. “But like I said—”

“Three a week,” Max says. “Got it. Can I…?” He reaches out and she hands him the box. Opening it, he finds several trays of pills in blister packs, each labeled with the days of the week. Through the translucent plastic, they look powder blue, and not at all as ominous as it feels like they should. “You’re sure you’re not going to run out of these for yourself?”

“I have spare,” she repeats.

“I have some, too,” Taylor says. “We won’t run out.”

“Nothing irreversible,” Max mutters, still inspecting the tray.

“And it’ll help you look right,” Willa says.

“And smell right,” Taylor adds.

A year of this.

A year and no longer.

A year and he doesn’t have to be the pariah, the guy who gets bullied almost out of habit.

A year.

And it’ll be an experience, right?

Fuck it.

“The only way out is through,” he says, and pops one of the little blue pills out of the tray.




chapter seven

FASHION COMES LATER


Willa had better be right about this. Three pills a week, she said; just enough to smooth out Max’s skin, change the way he smells, and hold off any growth spurts. She said she heard it from Eddie who heard it from a guy who heard it from another guy who said that it’s what some drag queens and twinks use to stop themselves bulking up, and that’s, like, an evidence base, right? (Taylor had to look up what a twink is, just to be sure, and confirmed to herself that Max definitely fits the body type.)

And it’s true that Max needs to do something about the way he smells if he’s going to go to school as Maxine. He whiffed something chronic after they practiced all morning that one time! It’s not like it was a bad smell, necessarily, but it sure was penetrating, and it definitely wasn’t how Taylor or Willa or even Meredith smell after practice. Though at least he doesn’t cover himself in body spray like some guys she could mention!

So Willa had better be right. But she’s confident that they’ll work on that, and that will have to be enough. Besides, who else can they ask about this? Taylor can’t exactly go to her doctor and say, hey, we’re thinking about giving my friend’s birth control pills to my other friend, and, oh, he’s a guy. We just want him to smell different. We’re not crazy, right?

It’s going to work out. Taylor’s sure of it. And that’s why, when Max looks up after swallowing the pill, she gives him a nice reassuring thumbs up.

“Well done,” she says, and he shows her a little half-smile, just for a second, though it’s replaced almost immediately by the expression of mild concern he’s been carrying around half the morning. She’d give anything to know what he’s thinking right now!

Taylor holds out her hand, waits for him to hesitantly take it, and hauls him to his feet. He bounces a little at the apex and wobbles closer to her, and for a second their faces are so close their noses almost touch. And then he does the most remarkable thing: he smiles properly—and wow, his bold red lips are striking in just the way Taylor wanted—and practically dances away from her, coming to rest in the middle of her room with his hands on his hips in what Taylor’s come to think of as his baseline Maxine pose.

“So?” he says. “Are we going to torture me, or are we going to torture me?”

He looks like a rebel girl out of a movie, all attitude and spunk, her face artfully made up, her clothes just unfashionable enough to be super-fashionable, her style built to emphasize her Hollywood-unattainable figure. And though Taylor knows what Max went through to be that shape, and that what curves he does have are artificial, loaned to him by the loose fit of the cargo pants and the oatmeal-stuffed sports bra, she can’t deny that he makes it work.

“Excuse me?” she says, because the part of her brain that normally comprehends what other people say to her is super busy.

“She means,” Willa says, slinging her bag over her shoulder, “it’s time to go shopping.”

Taylor blinks and reorients herself. “Wow, Max,” she says, “look at you with the enthusiasm.”

“Call it an advanced case of fatalism,” Max says, twisting his keychain around his finger. He’s putting up a good front, and the smile fading from his face really is genuine, but he’s nervous. Of course he is! Duh! He was drunk the last time he was Maxine!

Should she get him drunk now?

No. Stupid. He can’t be drunk the whole semester. Sooner or later, he’s got to learn how to perform unassisted, and today’s the best day for it.

“C’mon,” she says, reaching for his hand again, and locking fingers with him this time, the better to lead him out of her room.

At the door, he hesitates, and she doesn’t tug on him, just turns to see what’s up.

He’s biting his lip again. She reaches up with their joined hands, and with her little finger she flicks his lower lip free.

“Hey!” he protests absently.

“It’s not good for your lip,” Taylor says.

“Taylor, do I really look…?”

“Hot?” she guesses. “Yes.” A thousand times yes!

“No, not that.” He shakes his head, pinches his eyebrows as he thinks. “Do I look safe? Like, are people going to think I’m…?”

“A real girl?”

He nods.

“Max,” Taylor says, taking his other hand, “I’m sorry to say this, but you look great.”

“But,” he prompts, “safe?”

“Safe,” she says. “Nobody will know. You could walk into anywhere and everyone would think you’re a girl like any other. You could even—”

She’s interrupted by the click of the lock on the front door, and as she closes her eyes and wishes they’d been just a little faster getting ready so they could have been in the car already, her mom calls up the stairs, “Hi, sweetheart! Are you home? My viewing was canceled. I’m thinking of making Crock-Pot lasagna!”

“—meet my mom,” she finishes. “It’ll be fine,” she whispers to Max, then turns around and yells down the stairs, “I’m coming down!”

Letting his hands go, she gestures wildly at him and Willa to come with her, and they do, hesitantly in Max’s case. She tries to clamp down on her own fear, lest any of it spill over, because this is going to be his first real test: can he, in broad daylight and without the inhibition-lowering assistance of a hell of a lot of whiskey, be Maxine in front of Taylor’s mom?

The three of them walk down the stairs together, all in one line, and when Mom pokes her head out of the kitchen arch, she grins at them. “Well,” she says, “aren’t you a threesome?”

Taylor’s got to giggle, because yeah, they are. She’s dressed for Too Darn Hot, in a baby blue spaghetti-strap top and a pair of loose, billowy pants in pink which don’t count as PJs only because she’s never worn them to bed. Willa’s in a long, flower-patterned skirt and a top with a decal of a crying potted plant on the front, the significance of which has long mystified Taylor, and she’s wearing her usual array of bracelets and necklaces, enough that she rattles a bit when she walks. And Max… Taylor glances to the side, unable to stop herself. Max is a raven-haired hottie.

“Hi, Mrs S,” Willa says, waving.

“Hello, Willa,” Mom says. “And who’s this?”

“This is Max!” Taylor says, hopping off the last stair.

“Why, hello!” Her mom disappears briefly into the kitchen to deposit her last paper bag on the table, and then comes rushing out, hand extended. Max takes it and smiles.

“Hello, Mrs Scott,” he says, and yes! He kept up the voice! Go Max!

“You’ve been practicing in the yard with Taylor, haven’t you?” Mom says. Internally, Taylor winces; Mom saw him one time! But Taylor has been going on about ‘Max this’ and ‘Max that’, or so her dad says; she shouldn’t be surprised that her mom, like, listened.

“She’s a gymnast, Mom,” Taylor says. “I’m trying to get her to join the squad.”

“Watch out for this one,” her mom says, releasing Max. “She’s a terror.”

“I noticed,” Max says dryly.

Mom bursts out laughing, leaning back and really getting into it, and then she switches it off almost as quickly. Taylor’s always wondered if she was born able to do that, or if it’s a skill she developed specifically for real estate.

“You’re going out?” Mom asks, and Willa and Taylor nod. “Well, you girls have fun. Taylor? A word?”

Taylor follows her mom back into the kitchen, gesturing behind her back for Willa to take Max out the front door, and leans innocently against the arch. Mom waits for the door to close before saying, sotto voce, “Max, she’s from next door?”

Nodding emphatically, Taylor says, “Yes! I saw her doing cartwheels and somersaults in her backyard the day they all moved in. So obviously I swooped. She’s, like, such perfect cheerleader material, right?”

She might be over-egging it a bit.

“The Giordanos, yes?” Mom points. “On that side?”

“Yes?”

“Only… When I went over to welcome them to the neighborhood, I was sure they had two boys. No girls.”

Her heart in her mouth, Taylor says, “She’s just a tomboy, Mom! You know what Italians are like.” Her mom nods, drawing deeply on the well of ancestral WASP knowledge about Italians, New Yorkers, and other such denizens of the East Coast. Taylor plows ahead. “I had to make her shave her armpits,” she whispers, leaning closer. “Seriously! And she only owns sports bras! Can you even imagine? Anyway,” she continues breezily, trying to create the impression that she’s done with this conversation, but for normal, non-anxious reasons, “I want her for the squad, but keep that hush-hush for now? She hasn’t told her parents, and I don’t think they approve. They don’t even know I’m a cheerleader.”

“Oh?” Her mom articulates the single syllable with incredible weight and curiosity.

“Yeah, I don’t think her mom likes cheerleaders.” Taylor shrugs. “She was probably jealous of them at school.”

“I see,” Mom says, nodding. She was a cheerleader back in the Stone Age, and she’s never trusted girls who look down on them; with any luck, it’ll keep her away from the Giordanos’ place. At least she isn’t frowning anymore, which suggests Taylor’s successfully bamboozled her on the subject of Max’s problematic gender.

A quiet, guilty part of her realizes that this is another thing she’s done to Max that she can’t take back: he’s Maxine to her mother now, forever.

“Anyway,” she says, “that’s why we’re going shopping. We’re rehabilitating her!”

“You’re a sweet girl, Taylor,” her mom says. “I’m proud of you.”

Clenching her stomach muscles so she doesn’t show her relief, Taylor disengages from the conversation as quickly as she can and rushes out the front door.

“Drive safe!” Mom yells after her.

Of course she will! Who is she, Gordo?

Willa’s got the car out of the garage and wrestled the top down, and she’s sitting in the passenger seat with Max in the back, who looks like he’s going to throw up. His anxious face tracks Taylor as she runs up.

“It’s all good,” she says, jumping into the driver’s seat and starting the engine. “Mom was just having a middle-aged moment. She couldn’t find the lasagna sheets. I told her—” Taylor flips the Beetle into Drive and pulls out onto the street, spinning the tires, “—she always puts them behind the tomatoes and she always forgets about them.”

“That’s all it was?” Max asks, leaning forward.

Taylor reaches behind to pat him on the hand. “That’s all it was,” she says.

* * *

It’s a long enough drive into the city that Max’s nerves can’t spend the whole journey ripping his guts apart, and eventually—encouraged by Taylor’s chatter and Willa pointing out local landmarks and the mix CD cycling through every major upbeat pop hit of the last couple years—his residual fear is replaced by an almost irrepressible exuberance.

He fucking did it! He faced down Taylor’s mom and she didn’t think anything was out of the ordinary! This might be achievable after all. Which is, frankly, not what Max has been expecting at all.

He hasn’t been honest with Taylor and Willa, not really. Deep down, he’s been convinced that he’s in this to fail, that he’s inevitably going to be seen for who he really is, whether it’s today at the mall, or Thursday by Coach Dale, or Friday at the party this Justin guy’s throwing, or whenever. Since they first discussed the plan with him, a part of him has been waiting for it all to fall apart, so he can move on to the next bit, which is the bit he really understands. The bit where his life is over, and where he finds out if he has the courage to make it official.

Max has had one foot off the edge since the end of sophomore year.

But this is different. He’s riding an honest-to-God high! And he’s with Taylor, speeding through the sun-bleached streets of San Diego in the back of her green Beetle convertible… It’s impossible for everything to seem as doomed as it did. He’s content to lean back and watch the world go by, which is something he hasn’t done in the longest time. He definitely didn’t do so on the journey cross-country; when the scenery went by, mostly he sulked at it. Even Clay gave up on trying to cheer him up.

And then Taylor pulls into the mall parking lot, and for a second Max wonders if they’ve taken a wrong turn and ended up at a stadium or an airport or something, but no, there’s the AMC and there’s the gym and there’s the Target and it’s all so mind-meltingly massive.

It takes him a few seconds just to take it all in.

Intellectually, Max knows a lot of malls are like this, out here in what Dad always calls ‘the sticks’—Dad defines everywhere not New York as the sticks; Max hasn’t gotten round to asking him what that makes Vista Primavera—but it’s one thing to see it in a movie and another to look it right in the imposing concrete fascia. Back home they have malls, yeah, but the one he always went to backed right up onto the street and felt like it was fighting for every inch it could claw from the city. Here, it’s as if the city planners were like, hey, we just happen to have a hundred thousand tons of spare concrete and just as much asphalt; who wants to build a mall with a parking lot the size of New Jersey?

In a daze, he hops out of the back seat and waits while Taylor pulls down the convertible’s roof—it doesn’t seem like an uncomplicated operation, but he doesn’t see how he could possibly help—all while Willa walks circles around the car, humming happily. She catches his eye when she gets close and raises an eyebrow. He shrugs to reassure her: he’s fine. And he kind of is, actually?

Except for that guy, the one that’s looking at him. And that guy over there. And those two coming out of the gym. Even that old man climbing slowly out of his car takes a good couple of seconds out of his difficult standing-up routine to stare at him! Instinctively, he wraps his arms around his waist and turns away, as if his thin forearms can possibly protect him.

“Watch out for that,” Willa whispers, tapping him on the forearm. “It makes you look even cuter.”

He doesn’t process the latter part of what she said—he’s been actively refusing to fully internalize it every time Taylor says he looks good like this—and skips straight to trying to undermine it. He lets go of his belly and swings his hands about his body, trying to expel some of the fight-or-flight energy he suddenly feels rushing through him.

“Is it always like this?” he asks. “Guys just… looking?”

“Sure. You didn’t ever look?”

“What? No! That would have been…” He doesn’t know how to say it. But when he looks at girls, he looks at their eyes, tries to connect with them. He doesn’t just stare at their ass or their boobs—or whatever they’ve stuffed their sports bra with. In fact, he doesn’t stare, period. And lately the only girls he’s even been around to look at have been Avery, Taylor and Willa, and he definitely hasn’t been staring at them. Except maybe Taylor, and mainly only when she’s already looking at him.

Willa cocks her head at him. “You really didn’t?” She’s not saying it like she’s questioning him, more like she’s found an unlikely museum exhibit and is rereading the plaque to confirm that, yes, it really does belong here.

“I just didn’t,” he says, shrugging again.

“Aw.” Willa pats him on the shoulder. “You were a good boy.”

“‘Were’?” he asks, but she just grins at him, the same cheeky, tongue-out grin he’s come to expect from her when she’s feeling playful. And it helps: her carefree mood lightens his, and by the time Taylor’s finished fighting with the locking mechanism for the Beetle’s roof, he feels almost as good as he did before. So what if guys are looking? They’re looking at Taylor and Willa, too. It doesn’t mean anything except that most guys are assholes, and that’s been obvious for a while now.

“We’re good?” Taylor asks, and he and Willa both nod. “Good!” She walks quick to get ahead of them and then spins around and walks backward, still talking. “We’ll start with the basics.” She counts off on her fingers. “Underwear, pants, plausibly deniable shirts, and at least one really good purse or bag. Oh, and a backpack for school.”

“I have a book bag,” Max says.

“Is it cute?” Willa asks.

“I’ve never had to evaluate my stuff for cuteness before.”

“So start!”

“It’s… not cute.”

“We’ll get you a backpack,” Willa says, patting him on the arm.

“We’re also going for makeup,” Taylor continues, “because you can’t keep borrowing mine. You can store it in my room if you want, though! You’ll have to, I think. But that’s okay! I can make space. You also need cleanser, toner, and moisturizer… Oh! And a really good brush!” She turns around and falls in line with Max and Willa as they approach the main entrance, lowering her voice. “Normally I’d say you need a curling iron and everything else, but you can use mine. I don’t see you prettying up your hair in your room anytime soon. All you need is a hair dryer.”

“I, um, don’t have one.”

“Oh my gosh! Max! How did you even live before you met me?”

“Quietly?” Max says, and then shakes his head, smiling at himself. “Okay, that’s a lie.”

“Okay,” Taylor continues, “a good brush and, like, the cheapest hair dryer we can find. And then, if either of us have any money left, we go back to clothes and get nicer things, more bags, and—”

“Bags plural?”

“No more questions! More bags, some skirts and cute tops, and anything else that looks good. Oh, and we need to get you some sports stuff. For working out, practicing, running routines. You’ll wear my spare uniform on Thursday, for Coach.”

“What about Friday night?” Willa says. “The party?”

“She can borrow from me,” Taylor says, as they enter the mall and get blasted by the AC. “This is about survival, Willa. Much as it pains me to say it, fashion comes later.”

* * *

Willa made a pre-arranged excuse, so Max doesn’t feel too crowded, and went off to look at books, and that leaves Taylor in what is fast becoming her favorite situation: alone with Max.

Okay, not exactly alone. They’re in the intimates section at Target, there are people everywhere, and Max is blushing like a traffic signal—which probably has something to do with the haphazard pile of panties, bras and sports bras he’s cradling in his arms like a baby.

She told him to get a basket.

“Do I really need this many?” he hisses.

“Ick!” Taylor says. “Yes! One bra for every day of the week and twice as many panties. At minimum!” She taps the top package, a three-pack of underwear in varying pastel colors. “It gets hot here, in case you hadn’t noticed, and you’re going to need to get creative in how you wash them. So we buy extra so you don’t have to wear stinkies. Hmm. Maybe we buy extra extra. You’re not worried about the cost, are you?”

“No,” Max says definitively. “It is absolutely not the cost I’m worried about.”

On the way, they talked budget. Taylor doesn’t shop anything like as much as she used to, because she promised her mom that if they got her a car, she’d be financially responsible. As a result, she underspends compared to Willa and everyone else she knows, and has funds to spare. She’s not loaded, not like Garrett, but if Max runs out, she can supplement him.

Max, meanwhile, is doing okay. Unlike Taylor, he doesn’t get an allowance, but he had an elderly relative die a couple years ago, and everyone in the extended family got a piece. And with how he hasn’t done much with his life for, like, well over a year, he still has almost all of it. He bought a basic amp, he said, and that’s about it.

So they’re counting dollars but not cents.

“Do I really need the bras?” he asks, still whispering. “Can’t I just wear sports bras?”

Ick. She’s got to get him over this first.

“Are you committing, Max?” she says, flipping into cheer captain mode. “Or are you quitting?”

“Um…”

“You can’t wear a sports bra to a party, Max. And you can’t wear a sports bra to school! Do you know what the other girls will say about the girl who wears a sports bra everywhere? They’ll say she’s competing for rug-muncher of the year. And I know that’s horrible and I can almost feel Willa coming at me with a flying kick, but there’s a reason she’s stuck in the closet. Eddie, too, even though he cuts it close sometimes. And that reason is, collectively, the evil flying monkeys who comprise the student body at our wonderful school. So, Max: committing or quitting?”

He sags. “Committing.”

She prods him in the shoulder. “Stand up straight!” she says. “Be proud! I know this is weird, but I promise you Max, you’re good at this. And you’ll be great at this when you give yourself permission to stop worrying about stupid things like buying bras! Okay?”

“Okay.”

“Good.” She leans forward and butts heads with him. “Sorry. Bee-yotch mode canceled.”

He finds a shy smile for her. “I kinda like bee-yotch mode.”

“Well that’s fortunate,” she mutters to herself as she turns away to look around the store, wondering if she can get away with finding him some basic Target jeans before they go hunting for hair dryers.

“How do you know what size to get, anyway?” he asks, as they leave the underwear section.

“Hmm? You mean, what size of bra?”

“Yeah. I thought whatever Willa’s getting wasn’t here yet.”

“We have our ways.”

“Taylor,” Max says, planting himself, arms folded. Taylor covers her mouth so she doesn’t laugh; from the posture to the attitude, he looks like a kid ready to throw a tantrum if Mom doesn’t take her to McDonald’s. He looks about ready to stamp his foot!

“Yes?” she says innocently. He deepens his frown. “Oh, fine. I’ll tell you. I wanted it to be a surprise.”

“I hate surprises.”

They can’t talk about it in the middle of Target, so she negotiates Max around to buying a few pairs of jeans and a handful of tees that aren’t really all that unisex, but which will look cute on him anyway, quickly picks up everything else on the list, and then leads him out, back to the main body of the mall, looking for somewhere quiet, somewhere they can talk. It doesn’t take long to find a dusty corner, and they gather on the lip of a concrete block that was probably at some point going to be a fountain, so Taylor can own up to some things.

“Willa and I,” she says, “we’ve been talking.”

“Again?”

“We do it a lot.”

“I’m scared already,” Max says, settling down next to her on the concrete and crossing his legs.

“You know the oatmeal isn’t going to cut it for more than a couple days, and neither are bra boosters or anything else. And, well, Willa had an idea. Her sister works in medical insurance and Willa spun her this whole story about a girl transferring from another school who used to get bullied for being flat-chested. She gave her a number to call for a place that makes those fake boobs they get for women who’ve had breast cancer, and there’s a pair on the way. With glue and everything. And since I already knew you’re basically my size, I gave Willa my measurements to make the order.”

Max nods slowly. Taking it in, blank-eyed. “So why even wrap the tape around me in Target?” he asks. Taylor detained him before they started, having borrowed a cloth tape from the customer service desk.

She shrugs. “To check. You’re within an inch of me around the underboob, Max. And don’t think that didn’t scare the hell outta me!”

“Because a guy shouldn’t be as thin as you?”

“Yes! And I worry about you!” She punctuates her sentence with a light punch to his upper arm. “You’re too thin.”

“We knew that already.”

“No, like, too thin. Willa thinks maybe you should have had your growth spurt already, but—”

“Oh,” he says suddenly, and pulls away from her. He stands up, walks away, looks deeply into the defunct tanning salon in front of them. “Yeah. I try not to think about that.”

Oh, shoot. Did she just prod a raw nerve? “At least you’re eating again now,” she says, trying to put a positive spin on things.

“Am I?” He turns to face her again. “Mom thinks I eat breakfast. She thinks I get a snack for lunch. She thinks the small portions I eat at dinner are because I eat other meals. But I don’t. And it’s not because I’m trying to starve myself or anything. It’s never been about that.” He leans against the concrete wall. “I just don’t care, Taylor.”

How quickly the fear can come for her! How swiftly it can take her by the throat and squeeze! He’s got to care! He’s just got to!

“Is— Is that why you’re, um…?”

“Don’t ask that, Taylor.”

She stands. Walks over to him and takes his hand. She knows, but she’s got to know. “Is that why you’re going along with all this?” she asks quietly. “Because you don’t care?”

He doesn’t answer, but she can see his eyes start to glisten, and that’s it. She wraps herself around him, squeezes as hard as she dares. As if with her affection she can make it all go away, make it so Max was never hurt the way he was; make it so Max was never someone who could be hurt the way he was.

“We’re stopping this,” she says. “Right now. We can return all this stuff and go home and, um… and…”

“Yeah,” he says, still not returning her embrace, “that’s the problem. There’s nothing after that. And don’t think I haven’t thought about it: like maybe I should just go to Mom and Dad, confess it all. And then maybe I can transfer schools, if the admin will even let me, and I can hope this thing doesn’t follow me. Or maybe Mom can stop looking for work down here, and she can homeschool me. But I’m your neighbor, Taylor, and the guy who’s going to hate me the most? The one guy? It’s not going to be hard for him to find me.”

“Max…”

He walks out of her arms and sits back down on the concrete, wiping his eyes with the back of his hand. Absently, Taylor realizes she’s going to have to fix his eye makeup, and then almost kicks herself for the thought.

“So maybe I ask my parents to send me to military school or something, and I can get abused in a whole different way there, by guys twice my size because I killed my own growth spurt because I stopped eating because I stopped giving a shit. Or maybe my mom can clip me upside the head and tell me to go lie in the bed I’ve made, and if I get killed on school grounds, they can sue.” He touches his cheek and his fingers come away wet. “Fuck. Why am I crying? I never cry.”

“Max, you don’t—”

“I’m okay. I’m okay.” He coughs. Almost loses the voice. “I am so not okay.”

“You don’t have to talk right now.”

“Yeah,” he says, sniffing. “Yeah, I kinda do. Christ. What was I even saying? Right. So I stay and still get it in the fucking neck from Gordo, or I go to military school, which, fuck no. Only other option I can think of is for us to move again. But moving across the country, it cost us a lot, Taylor. Dad got a transfer but Mom had to quit, and I heard them talking: we’re pretty much wiped out. Nothing left even to move to the other side of San Diego. Let alone to another state. And it’s not worth it, Taylor. I’m not worth it. I keep fucking everything up, and I’m not worth it.”

The tears aren’t controllable anymore, and he buries his face in his hands, inexplicably trying to hide them from her.

Except it’s not inexplicable, is it? ‘I never cry,’ he said. Taylor keeps forgetting that Max isn’t just a boy, he’s a guy, and that means he’s had a lifetime of training to hide his emotions, to be a man, to never show weakness.

But he’s all weakness. Since he was burned, he’s had no strength left, not even to care for himself. The confidence she sees when he plays Maxine is a lie, and so is the sardonic, snarky persona he tries to put on as guy-Max. And what’s worse is she can almost see how he used to be! He wears the last dregs of his old self like a raincoat, but there’s not enough left to shelter him. Max, whoever he was before everything went to crap, is mostly a memory.

What remains is someone else; someone new, maybe. Or someone old, really old, someone from before he had to learn to be like the rest of them, someone from before he had the guy beaten into him. She remembers seeing it with Garrett. He started coming home miserable from middle school, and Taylor was still young enough to be confused by it. She asked Mom what was wrong with him, and what did she say? Boys can be cruel, Taylor.

And Max is trapped right at the far end of boys can be cruel.

She’s flattered he trusts her enough to show her this side of him, all the buried parts of him, burned and tattered. But still raw. Still, in some ways, as fresh as the day he tried to bury them.

Max is hurting all the time.

Maybe it’s not trust, then. Maybe he just can’t hide it anymore.

Well. If he needs strength, he’s come to the right place; Taylor’s overflowing with it.

She sits down next to him, pulls on his shoulder to bring him close, and holds him, content to wait with him until the tears are gone. There’s nothing else to do, because the nest of fatalism and tortured illogic he’s built around himself has collapsed, and there’s nothing left but someone who needs her help.

Taylor’s going to help him build something new to replace it.

“You don’t fuck up,” she whispers, breaking her ingrained habit and wincing at the swear but knowing he’s worth it. “You have bad luck, and you’ve been hurt, but you don’t fuck up. And you are worth it. We’re going to make it work, I promise.”

He doesn’t say anything. He just shakes in her arms.

* * *

He should be embarrassed. He should be mortified! He spilled everything to Taylor, including all the shit he’s barely been admitting to himself. But, just like all the other times he’s accidentally given her a glimpse of what goes on inside his fucked-up head, she didn’t reject him.

She’s beginning to feel like someone he can rely on. She came into his life like a force of nature, and almost her first act was to identify and supply something he desperately needed: someone to practice with, someone to keep his love of gymnastics alive. Since then, she’s been meticulously picking up all his missing pieces and putting them back together; and so what if she’s putting him back together as a girl called Maxine? What the fuck else would he be doing on a random Tuesday in August? Sulking in his room?

He wouldn’t be in the women’s bathroom at the biggest mall he’s ever seen, that’s for sure.

Oh yeah, the women’s bathroom; that’s something else he should be embarrassed about. He sure was that one time, when Avery sneaked him into the theater through the bathrooms, didn’t check the sign on the door, and got him stuck in a room with two dozen women there to see Bridget Jones’ Diary. But he’s not embarrassed about it, not even a little bit, and he can’t put his finger on why. Maybe after so long not caring, when someone comes along who cares enough for both of you, it’s only natural to let them set the agenda for a while.

It’s kinda like how it was with Avery toward the end. Except without the guilt, because he always felt he was keeping Avery from something she’d rather be doing, someone she’d rather be with. Taylor, meanwhile, seems… ambivalent about Gordo.

And it’s not like his other options aren’t worse, anyway.

At least this is all happening to him, and not, say, Clay; Clay hasn’t busted out the eyeliner for years, and he definitely wouldn’t be able to hang in the women’s bathroom without someone calling security.

One more cleansing pad does it: the last of his ruined makeup wipes away, leaving his face bare again. Which is nerve-wracking, given where he is, but Taylor doesn’t seem to think it’s a problem.

“We needed to go to MAC anyway,” she’s saying, stuffing the rest of the pads back in her bag, “and now you’ll have clear skin. Easier to match colors.” She holds out a small tube of moisturizing sunscreen. “Here.”

He squeezes out a blob and starts rubbing it in. “You’re sure nobody’ll be able to tell?” he asks, dropping his voice, aware of the older woman in a stall at the far end.

“Pshaw,” Taylor says, fully pronouncing it as a word, which is a new one on Max. “Look at yourself. What do you see?”

He makes an honest effort. “I have no idea.” Looking back at him, when he leans real close, is the same old Max; it’s only when he leans away and takes in the hair and the clothes—again, not that much different to what he would normally wear, except for minute alterations of cut and a pair of oatmeal bumps on his chest—that he starts to question things. Maybe someone who doesn’t know him really would see a girl.

Maybe he should talk more. The voice is getting easier and more natural, acquiring more range and expressiveness. If he’s kind of androgynous without makeup, then a good voice seals it, surely. Enough to force the needle of perception from undecided to—

A wave of nausea suddenly washes over him, and he has to drop both hands to the counter to keep himself steady. Dark spots in his vision; this hasn’t happened since… since home.

“Whoa there!” Taylor says, with a steadying hand on his back.

Why this again? Why now? It’s the one shitty thing in his shitty life he’d thought he’d left on the other side of the fucking country, and now…

Oh.

Oh, he’s so stupid.

He starts laughing. The distress on Taylor’s face turns to outrage, but he can’t help it, because it’s so stupid and he’s so stupid, and even when she starts hitting him, he can’t calm himself down. He meets her eyes for a moment, which seems to mollify her enough for her to wait for him. When the woman from the stall on the end finishes washing up and gives them both an extremely dubious look as she passes, it almost sets him off again, but he holds it in and, finally, falls silent.

Christ, now his stomach muscles hurt.

“Sorry,” he says, turning around and hopping up to sit on the counter, “I just realized what a complete moron I am.”

“You’re not a moron!” Taylor says automatically. “But tell me anyway,” she adds, hopping up to sit on the other side of the sink.

“I got faint just now. Real faint, like, the kind of faint where you might actually pass out. Back in New York, I’d get like that a lot. I’d get light-headed, I’d get these dark spots in my eyes—”

“You’re seeing spots?”

“—and sometimes I’d just plain fall on my ass. Usually it happened when I was, uh, remembering shit. Flashbacks, I guess. That’s what the therapist said. But sometimes I just felt faint out of nowhere. It hasn’t happened since I got here, and it was like, oh, maybe it was the shitty New York air all along. But then it happened again, just now, because I was getting myself all fucked up, and even though it felt sorta different this time, it was the same… And then I realized why it hasn’t happened since I got here.”

“Walk me through it.”

“You,” Max says. He relishes the look on her face: she instantly softens, and her ordinarily extremely pretty features are suddenly ten times as beautiful. “Smoothie every morning, remember?”

“Not every morning,” she says.

“Most of them. And on the days we haven’t been practicing together, it’s been harder to escape my folks because they’re all still pretty housebound, so I’ve been eating more. I haven’t been getting faint because I’ve been eating actual food. Or, like, a bunch of fruit and kale and shit that you threw in a blender.”

“And this morning, we skipped it,” Taylor says, nodding. “And you barely ate anything at dinner last night. Max!” She reaches over and hits him on the thigh. “You’ve got to take care of yourself! That does it.” She jumps down off the counter and pulls on his arm until he half-steps, half-falls off. “We can go to MAC after we’ve been to the food court. We’re getting you a burger, young lady.”

* * *

She got him to the food court without much trouble and persuaded him to get the cheeseburger without too much pushback. The shake was another story, though, and she only got him to relent by agreeing to have one too, even though she doesn’t need to put on any weight, thank you very much.

It does her good to see him eating. Almost as much as it does to see him smiling. She’s kept the conversation light: bands he likes, bands she likes, how much she hates that she can’t sing, stuff like that. He’s smiling again, and by the time he’s done with his cheeseburger, his bare face is the only remaining artifact of his loss of control.

Even so, Taylor’s a little astonished when Max greets Willa with, “Hey! I just had a breakdown in front of a future site of a Spirit Halloween.”

He really does just move on from stuff, doesn’t he? At least until it all comes spilling out again.

“Well,” Willa says, sitting down, “it looks good on ya. Where are we going next and why didn’t you get me a shake?”

“MAC,” Taylor says. “And I didn’t get you a shake because the last time I got you vanilla and you said you wanted strawberry, and the time before I got you strawberry and you said you wanted vanilla.”

“I can’t help it if I’m flighty. And ooh, yay! MAC! That should be fun.”

“Is fun the word?” Max asks, passing Willa his shake. “Here.”

“What flavor did you get?”

“Chocolate.”

“My favorite.”

“Yes,” Taylor says, glaring briefly at Willa, “fun is the word. I will make you have fun today if it kills me, Max.”

“Trying on makeup’s neat,” Willa says, and starts slurping. “The first time, anyway. Then you find your colors and after that it’s mostly refills.”

He nods slowly, and once again it blows Taylor away just how darn good he looks. Even without makeup! And he moves differently when he’s Maxine, and even now that she knows it’s because he’s basically swapping one persona for another, she prefers the way Maxine walks; despite his athletic prowess, Maxwell—if that’s what she’s going to call his guy-self, to better distinguish him from the technically neutral Max—has a tendency to look at the floor and shuffle.

“I’m going to have to learn how to do makeup myself, aren’t I?” he says.

“Well—”

“It’s okay. I’m getting an idea of the trajectory of things.”

Taylor twists awkwardly in her seat. As much as all this is necessary—and they’ve agreed: it is necessary—it’s more difficult when it’s clear that Max is going along with it reluctantly. He has no other choice! And she should do better at remembering that, though it’s hardly her fault she’s having trouble with it; Max is such a good actor!

A self-satisfied part of her corrects: actress.

“Ooh!” Willa exclaims, suddenly bouncing in her seat and startling Taylor and Max. “I have an idea!” She leans toward the center of the table and beckons the other two in. “It’s tough being a girl all the time, right? But Max can’t be a guy at your place anymore, Taylor, and he can’t be a guy around Coach Dale or anyone at the party. Do you know where he can be a guy?”

“My place?” Max says weakly.

“Exactly! We should make it a thing: after the party, we hang out at Max’s more. That way, he has a chance to be himself. It’s like a pressure valve! He gets to blow off steam, drop the voice, and we… Well, you know. We get to see Max.”

Taylor’s pretty sure what Willa was going to say: We don’t forget who he really is. And though the idea of it makes her uncomfortable, she can see the sense of it, so she immediately and emphatically agrees.

“Yeah,” Max says, after a long moment. “Yeah. That’s… That’s good. We shouldn’t give my mom ideas, though. Two girls in my room? She’ll be shopping for engagement rings.” He sits back in his chair and switches to an uncannily accurate impression of his mom’s broader New York accent. “What? Two girls in your room and you’re not dating either of them? I’m making an appointment with the doctor so we can have you checked. Is it lice? Do you have lice, Max?” Returning to normal—normal for now, normal for Maxine—he adds, “I need Clay to get a girlfriend, like, now. Take the pressure off me. But he’s even worse with girls than I am.”

Taylor instantly grabs his hand and squeezes it. “You’re not bad with girls, Max!”

“Yeah!” Willa says, taking his other hand. “You’ve got us! And we’re ever so sexy.”

* * *

“I’m not going to go slow so you can see what I’m doing,” Taylor says as she paints him, “because we’re in kind of a hurry. But try to pay attention anyway? There will be an exam.”

“There won’t be an exam,” Willa says from the back seat.

“Life is the exam, Willa!” Taylor’s eyes flick back to Max’s and gain that slightly crinkly aspect they always do when she smiles at him. “So pay attention.”

Rather than nod or speak or otherwise mess up Taylor’s line work, Max gives her a thumbs up, and tries his hardest to watch what she’s doing in the pull-down mirror.

Buying makeup wasn’t exactly fun, but neither was it particularly arduous. Max had pictured an intensely embarrassing session with an employee, had imagined a sitcom-esque gaggle of onlookers discussing the fine details of his face as he was made over by a professional, but Taylor and Willa disdained the staff entirely and made straight for the aisles. Turns out, you can just squeeze the tester foundation right onto the back of your hand; it took them less than five minutes to find a perfect match. And then it was just a matter of picking up everything else—eye makeup, blush and lipstick in various colors, mascara, contour, primer, powder, finishing spray, and a whole starter set of brushes and sponges—and retreating to Taylor’s Beetle.

A few minutes later and she’s done and practically running with him back to the mall, and he follows along in her wake. Now that he has the basics, she’s declared, it’s time to get him a bit of personal flair, and that means bags, skirts, shoes, and—

“Oh! Max! Look!”

She stops so suddenly he almost collides with her, and it takes a second to reorient himself. When he does, and follows her finger, he still doesn’t understand what he’s looking at.

“A dentist?”

Taylor takes him by both shoulders and looks very seriously into his eyes. “Max,” she says solemnly, as if announcing the death of the pope, “your teeth are kinda faded. And a little yellow. Just a little!”

He covers his mouth. “I brush them three times a day,” he protests. It’s about the only thing he hasn’t neglected.

“Clean is not pretty, Max. And this is California! The only people you see here with yellow teeth live out of little tents.”

“Backpackers?”

“No! Well, maybe. I don’t know.” She lets go of his shoulders so she can hit him. “This is important, Max! I’m sorry, but you needed to hear this, and you needed to hear this from me, now, while you have the opportunity to do something about it, before you get exposed to the rest of the squad, some of whom are…”

“Unholy terrors?” Willa suggests.

“I was going to say ‘very critical’, but yes. Now, you could do it with a kit from Walgreens, but this is better and faster.”

“It’s really not that bad,” Willa says, “and it doesn’t take long. You get a mold and you wear it every night for, like, an hour.”

“And soon you’ll have teeth like mine!” Taylor says, finishing by treating Max to a gleaming smile.

“Fine,” Max says, holding up his hands as if presenting them to a prison guard to have them cuffed. He can’t claim the idea of having California-white teeth doesn’t appeal. “Bleach me.”

Willa’s promise that it’ll be quick doesn’t prove entirely accurate; it’s after three when Max gets done, his mouth still tingling, his nightly whitening kit in a neat little bag. She’s waiting for him when he gets out, and she leads him back outside; Taylor went to the strip mall to get plausibly unisex sneakers from an outlet store, and they rush over to meet her.

This provides Max with his first experience crossing a major Californian street, and he swears to Willa when they make it safely to the other side that he’ll never badmouth New York taxi drivers again.

Taylor spots them first, running over with plastic bags swinging from both arms, and she drags them both off to sit on a strange brick extrusion that seems like it once contained a single, lonely tree, and which now mostly contains empty burger cartons, and starts depositing purchases in Max’s lap.

“Practice sneakers,” she says, presenting him with a pair in gray. “But get this: they had actual cheer shoes! I thought you were gonna have to borrow some! I also got these sandals, but these are mostly for me; you can wear them if you want, though. Now, when I texted Willa and she said you were still, you know—” she bares her teeth and bites them together a couple times, “—I had a real look around, and look at what I found!” She opens one of the larger bags and offers Max a look inside. “Skirts, tops, a couple of things for me because obviously, and look! Look! At! This! You have to wear this to the party on Friday, Max. You have to!”

She’s pulled out something initially unidentifiable. The fabric is decorated all over with a print of something in the colors of a faded Polaroid, and which turns out to be a photo, taken from some distance, of a fifties-style skating rink, complete with neon signs and chunky old cars in the parking lot. Holding it out in front of him, it unfolds into a dress with a skirt—

“Stand up!” Taylor says. “I want to hold it against you.”

—barely longer than the skirt on Taylor’s cheer uniform.

“Tay,” he says, “this is—”

“I know! You’re gonna kill in this dress! Now, I know it’s kinda low-cut—” she twangs the drawstring that sits roughly where Max’s breasts would be, if he possessed any that weren’t made of oatmeal, “—and you don’t want to be too exposed, but I figure you wear a black tank under and like a black cardigan over top and you will look so hot, Max!”

He turns it around in his hands. It’s so short. And it’s a dress.

And how is that different from a cheer uniform?

He doesn’t know. It just is. Maybe because a cheer uniform is just that: a uniform. It has a purpose. This is…

This is something there’s no coming back from. Wearing this in front of other people is stating that this is who he is. He isn’t just someone who puts on a uniform, no matter what it looks like, for a particular purpose; he’s someone who wears dresses.

“Willa?” he says. “Little help?”

“Sorry,” she replies, grinning up at him. “I think it’s awesome.”

He looks back at Taylor, trying to think of something—anything!—to say that will keep him out of the dress without, like, crushing her spirit or something, but her smile’s already starting to fade.

Huh.

He’s being dumb.

It’s just clothes, right? What does it matter? Why does he care?

“I like it,” he says, with all the sincerity he can muster.

Taylor squeals and practically jumps at him, hugs him very hard for a brief second, and then leaps away again. “Yay, Max! Seriously, you’re going to knock them all dead.”

Willa tactfully reminds Taylor that it’s almost half past three, which induces a minor panic—they need to leave, like, right now, if they want to get back before traffic gets bad—so they hurriedly stuff everything back into the plastic bags and set off through the strip mall. They pass outlet stores and stores that sell mismatched wooden furniture and other stores Max has no interest in, but just as they come to the exit, they pass a vintage store, and he can’t resist stopping for a quick look in the window.

“Look at all these records…” he mutters. They line one of the windows and one of the walls inside; mostly bands Max hasn’t heard of.

“You like records?” Willa asks.

“Not really. But Clay? He’s always saying he wants to collect them. Didn’t have the space for it back home. He’d love this place.”

Taylor’s lingering by the door. “I had a look in here earlier,” she says wistfully. “They’ve got a Nintendo, like, the original one? From the eighties? They’re selling it with fifty games or something, and I was this close to buying it.”

“So why didn’t you?” Willa asks, as they head out again.

“I’m wiped out,” she says, quiet enough that she probably thinks Max, trailing behind, can’t hear her. “I have enough for car stuff, but until my next allowance, that’s it. Sucks, though.”

“It’s just a Nintendo, Tay.”

“That’s like saying the Mona Lisa is just a painting.”

“Is this about that boy your mom made you stop seeing?”

“No! Ick! I was like eight, Willa! No, it’s about his Nintendo. I got to play on it one time…”

Max finishes copying the store’s name and number into his phone and runs to catch up. He doesn’t get a chance to ask about the boy or the Nintendo or to offer to pay Taylor back what she spent at the outlet store, because the girls change the subject. Taylor starts enthusing about the dress again, and this time Max is happy to talk about it, because she looked so sad before, when he hesitated.

In the parking lot, they load everything into the back seat of Taylor’s car, a process which is interrupted twice by Taylor yawning, so Willa chucks her in the back seat as well, takes the keys and claims the wheel. Less than ten minutes out from the mall, Taylor’s fast asleep.

The passenger mirror’s still down from earlier and angled just right, which allows Max to sneak the odd look at Taylor while Willa drives, but he’s obviously not subtle enough, because as soon as she’s got them onto the interstate, Willa says, “You like her, don’t you?”

He checks Taylor in the mirror again, to make sure she’s asleep, and says, “Yeah.” There doesn’t seem any point in denying it.

“Would you be doing this if you didn’t?”

“I don’t think I would’ve been in her room in the first place if I didn’t.”

“But here? Now?”

“I don’t know, Willa. I don’t like second-guessing things, because you know where I go when I do? Right back to when a guy who used to be my friend did this to me.” He taps his chest, under the oatmeal boob.

“Right.”

“Sorry. That came out a little harsher than I remembered.”

“No, Max,” Willa says, grinning, “that wasn’t harsh.” She briefly turns to him. “That was bitchy!”

“Bitchy?”

“Bitchy! Kinda, anyway. And you should lean into it.”

“What? Why?”

“Because you need to be something to survive high school. As a girl, you can be a bookworm, a sweetheart, a weirdo or a bitch. Now, there are subcategories, obviously—Taylor’s a cheerleader sweetheart, and for bitches you can be a badass bitch or just, like, a bitch bitch—but you gotta pick one of the main four.”

“Is it too late to be a bookworm?”

“Bookworms aren’t cheerleaders,” Willa says. “Sorry. Oh, you get cheerleaders who read, like Taylor and me—most of us, actually—but the cheerleader cancels out the bookworm, and we have to pick one of the others. And you can’t be a weirdo, because that’s me.”

“You’re weird?”

“You didn’t notice?” She sticks her tongue out at him.

“Why can’t I be a sweetheart, then? Like Taylor?”

“Maxine, Maxine, Maxine. You’re not Taylor. She’s blonde and bubbly and blonde and peppy and blonde! You, well, you’re Italian.”

“Everyone keeps bringing that up. Demographically, it’s not that unusual.”

“My point is, people will expect it from you! You’re all dark hair and bold lipstick and you’ve got a bit of an accent and you’re kinda moody! You’re the hard-talkin’ Noo Yoik girl!”

“I don’t say ‘New York’ like that, Willa.”

“You should. It’s fun!”

They drive for a while longer, nothing but road noise, quiet music, and Taylor’s gentle snores, and then Willa says, “But you do like her, though, right? For real?”

“Day one, she showed up at my bedroom door with a smoothie she made just for me,” he says, smiling at the memory, “because she wanted to apologize, she wanted me to come practice with her, and she wanted to be my friend.” He looks at Taylor again in the pull-down mirror. “How can you not like someone like that?”

* * *

They peel her off the back seat, give her an entire minute to complain about being allowed to sleep the whole way back, and let her take over driving long enough to park the Beetle in the second garage where it’s supposed to go, next to the sit-down lawnmower and the boxes of unused branded garbage from before Yahoo! bought Garrett’s stupid website. Taylor still resents having to park in here, because it doesn’t even have a door into the house, and on the handful of days each year that it rains, she needs an umbrella just to get to her car. But Mom and Dad get the driveway and Garrett gets the first garage, and that’s the way it’s going to be until Garrett moves out—fat chance!—or she does. At least it keeps her brother’s omnipresent cloud of Dorito dust far away from her seats.

Willa hugs them both and runs for her car—she needs to get her mom’s SUV back to chez Bauer—so it’s left to Taylor and Max to face Taylor’s mom alone, without the excuse of an imminent shopping trip or a cheer emergency to force a little brevity into the encounter.

“Taylor!” her mom calls, as soon as the front door closes behind them. “Did you have a nice—? Oh, wow! I guess you did!”

“Hey, Mom,” Taylor says, struggling under the awkward bulk of too many plastic bags.

“Hi, Mrs Scott,” Max says, shifting the weight of his bags to his shoulder so he can stand up straight without scattering shoes and skirts all over.

“Oh, please, Max!” Mom says, rushing over to relieve him—and not Taylor—of some of his bags. “Call me Lynn. Are these all yours?”

“Taylor threatened a makeover, and I didn’t run fast enough.”

“Shush,” Taylor says, “you had fun. Do you know she didn’t even have foundation?”

“I’m a gymnast!” Max protests, playing along. “Why would I need foundation?”

“Because you’re going to be a cheerleader, and when we cheer for real, we wear makeup. And sometimes glitter.”

That stops him. He turns, halfway up the stairs, and looks at Taylor with something akin to panic on his face. “For real?”

Her mom giggles and Taylor says, “For real. Don’t worry; it won’t kill you.”

“The glitter might.”

It’s surprisingly easy to get a promise of some alone time once they have all the bags in Taylor’s room: Mom’s still working on the lasagna and she persists in the belief that the Crock-Pot needs to be supervised—they can catch on fire, she always says; she saw it on TV. Taylor hasn’t disabused her of the notion because a) there’s always the small chance it might be true, despite being said on TV; b) it keeps Mom out of her hair for several hours at a time; and c) it gives Mom time to catch up on her romance novels.

“Max?” Taylor’s mom asks on her way out, poised in the doorway, visibly torn between the urge to be hospitable and the need to watch a pot in case it boils. “Are you staying for dinner? I’m using low-fat beef.”

Max looks briefly over to Taylor, but she doesn’t know which way she hopes he’ll go. On the one hand, Max staying would mean more time to talk, strategize, and try on clothes; on the other, it would mean Max having to deal with both Taylor’s parents at the dinner table, and that’s a greater challenge for the Maxine persona than shopping for clothes or even facing off against Gordo.

“Sure,” Max says, smiling, “thanks. That’d be wonderful.”

“Well, aren’t you polite?” Taylor’s mom says, and finally leaves them alone.

Max flops onto the bed and Taylor drops into one of the computer chairs and both of them breathe out; Taylor feels like she’s expelling Max’s stress as much as her own.

“You don’t have to stay for dinner, you know,” she says. “We can make something up.”

Falling all the way back onto the bed so he’s facing the ceiling, Max says, “And what if I want to meet your dad? What if I want to try your mom’s lasagna? What if I want to have in-depth conversations about—” his straight face breaks and he laughs, “—cheerleading?” Taylor, temporarily too tired to go over there and poke him, settles for throwing a pencil. It bounces off his fake boob. “I should call home, though. Let them know I’ll be back late.”

“Your mom won’t be mad?”

“Hopefully it won’t be her who answers.”

Taylor hops up off her chair and, as Max calls home, she starts sorting through the bags, pulling out the purchases and arranging them according to which are staying with her, and which are going home with Max. They lucked out: Max says Mom Giordano does laundry only for herself and her husband—Clay and Max have been washing and ironing their own stuff since Max was twelve—but that doesn’t mean they can just fill his closet with skirts. So he’s taking most of the underwear—including the sports bras Taylor was very pleased to find, the ones with longer bodies, to hide his scars—and everything plausibly unisex, and she’s keeping hold of the rest.

“Hey, Clay,” Max says quietly into his phone. That voice seems weird coming out of a Max that looks the way he looks right now, so Taylor distracts herself. She reverentially smooths out the dress she found for him, the one with the faded print that reminds her of something she saw in a magazine recently, and lays it over the back of the chair. “Yeah, it’s— No, don’t— Really, don’t put her— I mean it, Clay! …Hi, Mom. Yeah, it’s Max.” He covers the microphone and says to Taylor, “Never have a brother.”

“Working on it,” she says, and makes a strangling motion with her hands before going back to the bags and eyeballing the jeans and cargos and tees to see which look feminine and which, pockets aside, could pass for something Max bought for himself. Obviously not the cute top she pulls out first, because it’s just barely on the purple side of pink. She holds it up and closes one eye, imagining Max in it, and as he walks past, still talking to his mom, he walks right into line with it and looks divine.

Yeah. She’s way too good at shopping.

* * *

The first thing Taylor wants him to try on is the dress, but before that, he’s got to put on his underthings, and that’s not something he’s prepared to do with Taylor in the room. So Max takes his little bundle of underwear into her bathroom, locks the door, and gets on with it.

Yesterday’s Max would have asked himself if he was really doing this; this morning’s Max would have, too. But it’s a pointless question, because he is, and angsting over it just wastes precious time.

Time he could be using to change his underwear.

He pulls down his bike shorts and he’s about to do the same with his borrowed panties when he’s stopped by a twinge of pain from his dick. Bowing out his legs to release the pressure, though, turns out to be a mistake: the pain intensifies to the point where he could almost imagine someone was cutting into him. For a moment he worries that he’s done himself irreparable harm, and then his whole package unwedges itself, falling back into its usual place, and the pain recedes to a quickly fading ache.

“Ow,” he mutters. There’s got to be a better way of doing this. Maybe he should look online later; someone will have written a Drag 101, surely?

He pees—he’s been holding it in since the strip mall—and rinses himself off, pats himself dry with a towel, and redoes his tuck with the fresh panties. He’s a bit more careful about where his component parts end up this time. He adds the clean bike shorts and turns his attention to the rest of himself.

Swapping the sports bra for one of his new regular bras is the trickiest part, and he almost calls Taylor for help, but then it hits him that he can just put it on backward and rotate it when he’s done with the clasps. Easy! It takes a couple of tries to find a way to fit the oatmeal boobs into the cups so they don’t immediately fall out, but the bra—like most of the ones they bought today—is what Taylor called a padded t-shirt bra, and has generously sized cups, the better to hold everything in place.

There. All done. He checks himself in the mirror and stops short, because his reflection is a shock—again. He’s almost used to the sight of himself in a sports bra, but this? This is pretty fucking different. Because not only is this a bra, about the most intimately feminine item of clothing there is, but it’s not stuffed with socks this time. The night he had to be Maxine for Gordo, the bra he borrowed was slight and lacy and did nothing to hide the artificial nature of his breasts, but this bra is different: its lines are more flattering to his figure, and the cups are large enough that the oatmeal boobs are almost invisible. With the makeup Taylor applied in the car and his hair falling around his fake breasts, he looks…

Normal. Like one of the women in the Sears catalog, or from any number of TV ads.

Totally fucking normal.

It locks him in place for a while.

* * *

Max emerges from the bathroom looking like a skittish, early teens girl, shyly holding onto one elbow and letting her other hand lie limply at her side, looking near Taylor but not at her, and generally giving the impression that she would prefer for her first bra experience to be her last bra experience. She looks so perfect, so completely Max, so much the girl Taylor’s been wishing for, that even the little flaws that might otherwise spoil the illusion—the prominent veins on her stick-thin forearms, for example—seem to disappear.

Taylor leaps up from the bed, where she’s been sorting through the last of the panties, and hugs her.

“Hi, I guess?” Max says, and Taylor giggles with sheer, unbridled joy.

“Hi,” she says, pressing her cheek to Max’s.

When she steps away, though, she remembers—or forces herself to remember—that Max is a she only by circumstance, and that he would not appreciate Taylor forgetting that!

Darn it, but it’s so hard! And it keeps happening!

Max, fortunately, is oblivious to her traitorous internal monologue. In fact, he’s just standing there, arms out, looking quizzically at her.

And she’s staring at him like an idiot.

Oh, right! The dress!

First things first. She’s got a black tank that ought to fit perfect under the dress straps, showing off just enough dark color to give it some shape. Willa said that even with the mastectomy forms, there’ll be an obvious point where Max’s fake boobs end and his actual chest begins, and they’ll need to dress him with that in mind; fortunately, the tank Taylor’s found ought to be just right. She throws it at him and starts digging through her drawers, looking for this old cardigan she has. It’s ratty as hell and has thumb holes in the sleeves, but she figures Max can wear it like a bolero jacket, maybe even pull it down and let it hang loose to expose his upper arms. Because he has good upper arms. She chucks it at the bed.

Max already has the tank on—and it covers his breasts exactly as she hoped—so she carefully removes the dress from its hanger and hands it over, unzipping it on the way. He takes it and turns it around in his hands for a moment, and she’s ready to tell him he needs to step into it when he gets the idea all by himself. Shuffling into it, he presents his back to her and she zips him up, holds him in place with a finger and reaches for the cardigan, which she slips him into one arm at a time. She draws it up his body just as far as she imagined, makes sure his thumbs are poking through the ragged holes in the sleeves, and then allows him to turn around.

Wow.

Wow oh wow.

“We’ve got to show someone,” she hears herself say. He looks so good! “We’ve got to, Max.”

“Aren’t we showing everyone on Friday?”

“I guess, but Max, c’mon, we could go to Willa’s, or—”

“Do we want to risk getting it dirty?”

Finally, Taylor gets enough control over herself to rein in her initial reaction, and throws a pout at Max. “No,” she says, “you’re right. I super hate you for being all sensible, but you’re right.”

He giggles. “Yeah, like this is sensible. I feel silly, Taylor.”

“Silly?” she says. She’s almost offended! She puts a hand on his arm again and gently pulls him over to the closet, hooking a toe around the door and opening it so the mirror is facing out. He’s got to see himself!

Taylor can tell when he understands what she wants from him and directs his attention to the mirror, because he suddenly becomes completely motionless. A little gasp, almost inaudible, escapes him, and then that’s it for several seconds.

“You’re kidding,” he says, dropping the voice in his astonishment.

“That’s you,” she replies smugly, and then prods him on the arm. “And don’t forget the voice!”

“Oh. Shit. Right. Yeah.” He waves at himself in the mirror. “Christ on the motherfucking cross…”

“Language, Maxine,” Taylor says, slotting in next to him and wrapping an arm around his waist, pulling the dress fabric tighter around him and, goodness, he even almost has curves! Like, the barest suggestion of them, and only because he spent, what, over a year not really eating? But still! Curves! Kinda!

In the mirror, they stand almost of a height, Max dressed for a party and Taylor still frazzled from the trip. She feels almost frumpy next to him. But the sensation lasts only a second, and then she feels nothing but pride. Pride and a peculiar sense of warmth…

The sound of the front door slamming—Taylor’s dad coming home—pulls them out of their shared trance, and Taylor lets go of Max, refusing to let her fingers linger around his waist as she pulls away.

“Girls!” her mom calls up. “Dinner in twenty!”

Max is still looking at himself, biting his lip, but he doesn’t seem as hypnotized as she was; just fascinated. She reaches in and yanks his lip out from under his teeth again, and he laughs gently, turning away at last from his reflection.

“Why do you keep doing that?” he asks.

“Because! Do you want to strip all the skin off your lip?”

“Um. No?”

“Right. Now, I have a favor to ask you.”

“Taylor…”

She bounces on the spot, filled suddenly with enthusiasm and with a need to show off how absolutely gorgeous her friend is!

“Can we at least show Mom?” she asks. “She lives for makeovers, and she already thinks you’re a tomboy I’m inflicting myself on—”

“You couldn’t inflict yourself on anybody,” Max whispers.

Taylor trips up so badly on that—when did Gordo last say something so honest and so sweet to her?—that she has to reset her pleading and start again from the top. “Pleeeeeeeease?”

He rolls his eyes at her, smiling warmly. “Fine.”

“Oh my gosh, you’re the greatest, Max!” she squeals. She takes his hand, noting as she does so that thing one for the list tomorrow is going to be rounding off his fingernails and maybe adding a clear coat to keep them strong. Max follows her down the stairs, and Taylor has time when they hit the entryway to regret that she didn’t pick out a pair of shoes for Max to wear yet because he’s just in bare feet and that doesn’t suit the outfit at all, and then Mom’s coming out of the kitchen to see what the fuss is.

“You’ve got almost twenty— Oh! Wow!” She reaches for Max and then pulls her hand back, presumably concerned that she might have dirty fingers from cooking. “Did you buy this today?”

“Outlet store,” Taylor says smugly. “Fifteen dollars. Can you believe it? And it fits perfectly!”

“And what do you think of it, Maxine?” her mom asks.

Max shuffles on the spot, and then seems once again to find the Maxine persona. He makes a show of looking down at himself. “I love it,” he says. “I never would have had the confidence to try something like this myself.”

“Well, it’s just lovely. Ah, Jack,” her mom adds, leaning backward into the kitchen as Taylor’s dad emerges with a bottle of red wine, with an opener inserted deep into the cork. “This is Maxine, Taylor’s new friend. From next door. The Giordanos.”

“Ah,” Dad says, and he shares none of her mom’s reticence, leaning forward to shake Max’s hand. At least he doesn’t pump it like he does with his business partners. “Very nice to meet you, Maxine. Lynn,” he continues, turning to Mom, “I thought the new neighbors had two boys; no girls.”

“I was so wrong,” Mom enthuses, oblivious to the wave of tension that rolls briefly through Taylor and Max both. “I caught just a glimpse of her when they were practicing together and in her shorts and that awful shirt she looked almost like a boy, and with a name like Max it could go either way, so naturally I assumed… But anyway, look at her! Let her hair down and put her in something nice and she shines, doesn’t she, Jack?”

“She does indeed,” Dad agrees. And that seems to exhaust his attention span. He refocuses on the most important thing at hand—his bottle of wine—and bustles off to the dining room, either to set the table or to yell at Garrett until he does.

“Maxine,” Taylor’s mom says, “you have such wonderful legs. But of course you do; you’re an athlete, aren’t you?”

“Um,” Max says, “thank you. And yes. I am.”

“You need to wear dresses more often, sweetheart. Hiding those legs in the baggy pants I saw you wearing earlier is a crime! Isn’t that right, Taylor?”

Taylor just nods enthusiastically.

“Well,” her mom continues, “go on up and get changed. You don’t want to get tomato sauce on your new dress. Believe me!”

* * *

Three plastic bags. That’s all he’s got to show for his day at the mall with Taylor and Willa. Emphasis on the he; almost all the clothes that are unavoidably Maxine’s have been put away in Taylor’s room—she made a bit of a ceremony out of showing him his portion of her closet, which was sweet—and all Maxwell has are a couple pairs of jeans and cargos and two very boring shirts that Taylor very reluctantly consented to, on the grounds that his male persona, his real self, needed more shirts that actually fit.

He also has a few new bottles for his bathroom, a new backpack for school, a hair dryer, a handful of other sundries, and nestled right at the bottom of the biggest bag, two weeks’-worth of panties and bras, triple-bagged so nobody can possibly guess he has them. Finally, he’s got a new messenger bag, replacing his old, barely functional bag with one that not only stays closed, but has zippable compartments for, say, birth control pills, or a clandestine pair of boobs.

Dinner wasn’t as awkward as he expected. Garrett made a couple of pointed jokes until Taylor kicked him under the table, but Jack and Lynn were… Well, they were parents. And Max can cope with parents. Play up your acceptable interests, pretend you’ve never smoked a joint or drunk a beer in your life, and—in this case—pretend to be a girl. Lynn was particularly easy to keep interested: she was fascinated by his gymnastics experience, probably because she was a cheerleader in high school, and for Max’s part, he discovered that when he gets to leave out the bad stuff, he still enjoys talking about it.

And the lasagna was pretty good, too. He wouldn’t have known it was low fat.

“I wish you didn’t have to go…” Taylor says. She’s lying back on her bed, staring at the faded stars on her ceiling.

Max shrugs at her. He’s put on the shirt he wore this morning and the pants he wore out, which they have collectively decided is an androgynous enough combination to get past both sets of parents, provided Max slips his boobs out in the shadow of the big tree that marks the termination of the fence between their houses. The sports bra he has on is camouflaged well enough by the dark shirt that he won’t have to take it off until he gets to his room, or so they hope.

They still waited until her parents went to bed, though. Both so he can get through the house without being seen, and so he could hang with Taylor a bit longer. Even if he did have to spend a lot of that time trying on and modeling clothes for her, and reluctantly allowing her to take Polaroids.

“Yeah,” he says, “but if I don’t go home, my mom might forget I exist and rent out my room, and Clay’d steal back all my CDs.”

“Fine,” Taylor says, huffing and folding her arms over her chest.

“I’ll be back at nine tomorrow, okay?”

Rolling over in bed so she can prop herself up on her elbows, Taylor says, “I’ll have smoothies ready and waiting.”

Max escapes the house without encountering anyone—a relief, since he doesn’t want to give Garrett a chance to catch him alone and ask him, what the hell, dude—and hides under the tree to pop his oatmeal boobs out into the messenger bag. At home, Mom and Dad are watching some late-night movie in the living room and greet him with the traditional, “What time do you call this?” to which he responds, “I’m eighteen; it doesn’t matter,” and runs up the stairs.

“Hey, Max!” Clay shouts through his open door as Max passes, so Max pokes his head in to tell him about the retro store and give him the number. Clay suggests they ought to go together, and Max leaves with a vague agreement to hop in a car on Sunday and check it out. In his room, he once again wishes for a lock and settles for rolling up a towel and shoving it into the crack under the door, just to provide a bit of friction, should anyone take it upon themselves to barge in.

Now he’s got to put everything away—and hide the things that must be hidden. The messenger bag gets stashed under the bed and the panties and bras go in the very back of his closet, which isn’t ideal, but it’ll do for now. He piles other things in front of both, only moving on to finding homes for his new unisex jeans and cargos and stocking his bathroom with his various new ointments and creams when he’s absolutely certain that even a reasonably thorough search of his room would find nothing out of the ordinary.

In a moment of panic, he checks himself in the mirror in the closet door and confirms that, yes, he and Taylor did successfully remove all his makeup, but then he leans away from the mirror, suddenly confused by what he sees. Maybe it’s the low light from the lamp and the moonlight coming in, and maybe it’s just because he’s been Maxine all day, but even in cargo pants and one of his same old baggy shirts, he just can’t see Max anywhere.

And that’s a big fucking problem! Because he’s home right now!

He looks again, searching for Max, trying to flip his perception and failing. Shaking himself, he closes the closet door.

It’s just in his head. It’s got to be. Clay didn’t see anything weird about him. He would have said!

It’s just in his head.

Willa’s probably right. He needs to reconnect with his guy-self. Starting with the stupid tuck.

He tugs at his crotch through his pants until he dislodges his junk. It releases with much less pain than before, but it does still hurt, so after he’s taken a second to indulge in the sensation of not having his genitalia shoved right up into himself, he sits down at the computer to follow up on his idea from earlier.

Drag 101 is his first try, but the first few results seem mostly focused on performance, makeup and—whoa—great big butt pads. Searching How do drag queens tuck doesn’t help, either; it turns out he’s been doing it basically correctly. Eddie had the right idea and Max remembered it accurately.

Drag queen tucking aid does better, pointing him to something called a gaff. A specialized pair of panties, ideal for spending long periods of time tucked, apparently. He plugs a few keywords into the search engine and narrows down a store, relatively local, that can ship in two days in ‘discreet packaging’. Fine. They’re inexpensive, so he buys three to try them out.

The store turns out to be morbidly fascinating, and he clicks around in a mixture of wonder and unease, passing over wigs and corsets and, whoa, more of those great big butt pads. 

It sells herbal hormone supplements as well, and he follows the link to the page, curious as to what they claim to do. The listed effects line up pretty well with what Willa said her birth control pills should do for him, though with the addition of some expansive claims about breast growth, which is alarming. Buy our supercharged ‘Natural Nelly’ breast growth herbal hormone cream! the website screams from multiple banners.

But at the bottom of the page is a list of disclaimers, most of which pertain to the claims made about breast growth, reducing them basically to a promise that if breast growth were to occur, then everyone at The Garden of Paradise would be very pleased, somewhat impressed, and not legally liable. Combined with the website’s borderline-scammy nature, it kind of undermines the whole concept, and Max can’t help but be relieved. He momentarily regrets ordering the gaffs from them, but figures even scammers can’t mess up what are effectively just panties.

He laughs at himself for being even slightly scared by such absolute bullshit. And ‘herbal’ hormones? If real hormones did half of what they claim, there would have been after-school specials warning about it. Some cop would have shown up at school to warn of the dangers of accidentally making yourself grow boobs. Willa’s promises of softer skin and an altered smell seem reasonable, since skin and sweat glands are some of the attributes he shares with women, but breast growth? Growing whole new body parts? From a pill? Yeah. Sure. Doesn’t matter if the pill’s herbal or legitimate, it’s not happening. That’s sci-fi shit.

Although Willa did say something about growing breasts if he took enough of the birth control pills, didn’t she?

No. That’s got to be a load of crap. Girls’ breasts can swell during their period, right? Avery talked about it. Willa was probably getting it mixed up with that.

Better make sure, though. Quickly, he types birth control side effects into the search engine and scans through the results, looking for something—anything—about breasts.

Sore and tender breasts? Okay, fine. He clicks on another result: oh yeah, breast tenderness. And another: mild pain in the breasts. All of them saying in slightly different ways the exact same thing; none of them suggesting that girls’ breasts will permanently grow as a result of taking them.

He relaxes, rolling his shoulders against the hard back of the dining chair, trying to push the tension out of them. He let himself get worked up for nothing!

He’s still got Willa’s pills in his pocket, actually. Pulling them out, he checks the back of the box—one more sweep for side effects—and then slides a tray out into his hand.

Skin texture changes, that was one of the things that was listed as a side-effect. Improvement in acne and excessive face and body hair. Uh, yes please. Hell, even the entry for mood changes doesn’t sound so bad, and, hey, is that how he got through the day? Are these little blue pills affecting his mood? Because he can’t imagine the Max of a week ago sitting down with someone’s parents while dressed as a girl and carrying on a pleasant conversation. Nor can he imagine him strolling through Target with a basket of panties swinging casually from his arm.

Nor can he imagine him crying the way he did today. And it had felt good, after it was over.

Maybe everyone should take these things.

He thinks ahead: tomorrow’s the day he drills cheer routines with Taylor, and then on Thursday he has Coach Dale and Friday’s the party! He’s got a hell of a few days ahead. If these things can give him the boost he needs to get through it, then what the hell?

He pops one out of the tray and swallows it.

He’s just slipping the box into his messenger bag when his phone lights up: it’s a text from Taylor demanding he get on AIM. So he shoves the bag back under the bed, camouflages it with shoes, and goes right back to the computer, where the AIM window is already open.




YourCaptainTaylor: Hey Max!

YourCaptainTaylor: You get home okay?

YourCaptainTaylor: I was just lying here obsessing over the plan and I had some thoughts I wanted to discuss with you.

YourCaptainTaylor: Maaaaaax!

YourCaptainTaylor: Yo, Maxine!




He turns on the lamp by his computer, checks behind him to make sure his bedroom door is still closed and barricaded, and pulls up the keyboard.




Maximillion: Hey Taylor :)



chapter eight

HOW TO FLY


Taylor can’t sleep. She’s tried her CD of whalesong, she’s tried her favorite Anne McCaffrey book, and she’s tried folding the pillow over her head and screwing her eyes shut. Nothing’s working; she can’t switch off her brain.

It’s Max. He laid it all out for her at the mall: he really sees no other option than the one she kinda sorta railroaded him into, and it’s eating her up that maybe if he cared more, if he loved himself, he would have said no. He would have walked right up to Gordo and been like, sorry dude, yeah, I was in her room, and if you don’t trust her, that says more about you than it does her and—

And then Gordo would have hit him until he stopped moving.

Or worse.

Remember the kid who died?

It’s like a Halloween mantra at Vista Primavera High. Everyone’s got a friend or a brother or a sister who knows someone who swears they heard moaning sounds coming from the walls of the gym or saw his ghost in the parking lot or something.

Remember the kid who died?

It keeps coming up as a cautionary tale, even though it was more than fifteen years ago; his death seems like it will forever linger in the collective memory of the student body. There are as many stories as there are students excited to talk about him, most of them contradictory, so Taylor investigated a couple years ago, looking for the truth. Casey, the kid was called. The brakes failed on his beater, and he careened through the school parking lot and smashed face-first into the gym.

That’s the official story. It’s what the local paper said and it’s what the cops said. But you don’t have to look hard to find rumors that he slept with the QB’s girlfriend. The QB who had a very convenient alibi for the night before. As did the rest of the football team.

Remember the kid who died? means, at Vista Primavera High, Don’t eff with the team.

She hasn’t thought about Casey for the longest time. Not since she traced the rumors to their source and decided they were most likely just a lurid fantasy, the kind of sensationalized story that breeds like mold in the walls of every high school locker room and grows with every retelling. But she sure is thinking about him now. Because what if, right? What if the team really did get revenge on the guy who effed with the quarterback? What if they cut Casey’s brake line? What if they all covered for each other?

What if?

She pushed Max right into that what if, and now he’s stuck there. She knows what closed groups with high-profile members under pressure to succeed and to maintain their reputation are like: not only has she read ahead in the Psychology textbook, she’s a cheerleader. The idea that the team could talk itself into doing something unthinkable to correct a perceived slight is one that feels terrifyingly close to reality.

And the team isn’t expected to do well this year, not unless the new QB suddenly gets a whole lot better. Taylor can picture them, fresh off a lost game, drunk, aggrieved, looking for an easy target.

If it happened to Casey, it could happen to Max.

This is getting her nowhere. She needs a distraction. Huffing, she rolls out of bed and drags over her TV, then she returns to its corner to shuffle through her pile of movies. Eventually she lands on another of Garrett’s Blockbuster finds: a copy of Nightmare on Elm Street on VHS with a hole in the side big enough to see the tape through.

She’s barely five minutes in, when there’s a knock at the door.

“I’ll keep it down,” she calls, reaching for the volume knob.

The door opens a crack. “It’s me,” Garrett whispers. “You’re not naked, are you?”

“Yes, Garrett, I’m so naked. I love to get naked and watch old horror movies. It’s the latest teen craze; we’re all doing it.”

“I’m coming in. If you are naked, I’m sending you my therapist bill.”

“You don’t go to therapy,” Taylor says as he enters, closing the door quietly behind him. Garrett just mimes smoking a joint and she rolls her eyes.

“Hey, if you don’t like it, don’t steal ’em.”

“I consume in moderation, thank you very much. What is it, Garrett?”

He glances back at the door and then walks closer, pulling over a chair as he does so. “It’s Max,” he says, sitting. “I don’t know what you’re doing with him, but you’ve got to be more careful. Mom saw him leave tonight. In his guy clothes.”

Okay, that ensures she won’t sleep anytime soon. Possibly ever. “What?” she snaps. “How do you know?”

“I’ve been working on something. A new idea.”

She can’t resist needling him, even as her stomach contracts inside her belly. “More snacks?”

“No. Something actually, y’know, useful? I’ve been talking to Banger and some guys we know in China, and— Never mind.”

“Is that what you’ve been doing every night? I thought you were talking to yourself. Because, y’know…” She mimes smoking a joint the same way he did, only with more sarcasm.

“Time zones, lil sis. Midnight here is like mid-afternoon in Beijing.”

“Fine. Whatever. Get to the point, Garrett.”

He nods aggressively, the way he does when he’s been smoking; she wasn’t completely off-base, at least. “I went downstairs to get something to eat and when I came back up, I heard Mom and Dad talking.”

“Talking about what, Garrett?” Taylor says, leaning forward and feeling like maybe she should grab him by his lapels and hold him up against the wall until he stops rambling. Fat chance of that actually working—there’s no way she can lift him and even if she could, he’d probably breathe Dorito dust all over her and choke her to death—but the image is extremely satisfying. “And be precise; it’s important.”

“I can be exact, lil sis,” he says, and opens a palm to reveal a USB key.

Snatching it from him, she says in a horrified whisper, “You recorded our parents?”

“Not intentionally.”

“Do you record me?”

“No!” he says. “Wrong wall, remember?” While Taylor starts her PC and waits for Windows to load, Garrett starts describing with his hands the basic layout of his room. “My computers share a wall with them, not you. And I have the privacy screen, remember? It’s surprisingly good at muffling sound.” Taylor nods. Garrett’s privacy screen was a compromise with Mom: either he stops sleeping nude, or she stops bringing him coffee in the morning. And Garrett keeps all his day-to-day crap—his desk full of computers, his phone, his TV—on the other side of the screen, relative to Taylor. It’s been nice, overhearing him less. “Anyway, I record my calls with the guys in Beijing because the quality isn’t all that great and sometimes I need to replay it after, and my microphone picks up other stuff, too. Usually I don’t worry about it, because when did Mom and Dad ever talk about anything interesting? But this time, when I heard them talking—when I heard what they were talking about—I went straight to the recording to see if it caught it.” He takes the USB key back out of her hands, plugs it in, and passes her the headphones. “Just play the file. And watch the volume.”

She doesn’t have to ask why; the file opens with a blast of static, loud enough to make her wince. But then her mom starts talking, and she gets it: Garrett had to up the gain by a ridiculous amount just to pick up anything at all. 

“You know,” her mom says on the recording, barely audible through the static, “I think Taylor might have bitten off more than she can chew. Maxine’s very sweet, and she looked lovely tonight, but she was right back in the cargo pants when she left. And with that shirt? She looked almost like a boy again.”

“Is that bad?” Dad says, in the disinterested tone he often adopts when Mom’s just talking for the sake of it. Sometimes Taylor thinks her parents can have whole conversations with each other without either of them taking in any new information. Two entirely different conversations, sometimes.

“Yes, that’s bad!” Easy to imagine her mom smacking her dad on the arm here. “She looked so lovely in that dress. She has such pretty features and she’s so thin… She should be enjoying her youth, not spending it hiding in boys’ clothes! You’d think after she got to see herself in something nice—”

“Rome wasn’t built in a day, darling.”

Mom pauses. “Huh. Yes. And she is Italian. Good point, Jack. Maybe Taylor will civilize her, eventually. I just wonder if she knows what a mammoth job she’s taken on. Even Willa wasn’t quite so… unusual when they became friends.”

Taylor rolls her eyes. On the recording, her dad says, “I always thought Willa was very nice.”

Mom sighs, which comes across as a brief intensification of the static. “I was so relieved when Taylor didn’t turn out to be a tomboy. Remember when she cried over that boy, and then it turned out it was because she wanted a Nintendo?”

“I still don’t see the harm it would have done. She’s got almost as many computers as Garrett, and he didn’t have a Nintendo, either.” Garrett grins at her. Taylor makes a face and pushes him away. “She is a cheerleader, Lynn. She’s everything you wanted her to be.”

“Yes, but—”

The recording ends here, and Taylor feels sad for her mother for a moment; every time she gets a glimpse into the clear blue skies, rolling green hills and poster-paint yellow sun of the world her mom lives in, she wonders what it’s like to have lived so long and seen so little.

At least Max is in the clear.

“What was the point of this, Garrett?” she says, taking off her headphones. “Max is fine; Mom thinks she’s just Italian. Which she is. And a tomboy, which is what I told her.”

“Max is also a dude, Taylor.”

“Not when she’s under this roof, okay?”

“Are you going to keep doing this with him?”

Taylor stands and flounces away from her brother, flopping back onto the bed. “None of your business.”

“Because if you are, you need to be more careful. ‘She’ is on Mom’s mind now, lil sis. She’ll be watching out.”

Taylor hates him. It’s good advice, but she hates him. “Fine,” she says. “We’ll be more careful.”

“Taylor,” Garret says, “what’s going on?”

“Can’t you just forget you saw anything? Doesn’t that happen eventually with anything that’s not a Dorito, anyway?”

His face contorts. Ick; he’s having one of his sensitive days. “If you’re going to be like that…”

“Sorry,” she says. “Just don’t mess this up, okay? It’s important.”

“So, just to confirm—so I don’t mess it up—Max is…?”

“A girl.”

“Despite being a guy.”

“Yes.”

“And this is because…?”

“It’s a long story.”

“Taylor,” he says, “I’m involved in this, aren’t I? Those zero days you wanted, the ones I got for you, those were for Max, weren’t they? For your little project?”

She glares up at him, hoping to propel him from the room—and perhaps out the patio door and into the swimming pool—with the force of her irritation, but Garrett remains stubbornly stood there.

“Yes,” she says.

“I don’t mind lying to Mom, but you’ve got to tell me what’s going on.”

Taylor huffs. “Fine.”

“Why don’t we watch Elm Street and you can walk me through it, okay?”

“Okay. But you sit on the floor.”

“Wouldn’t have it any other way. You want a Dorito?”

“No.”

* * *

Max shouldn’t have neglected his stretches. For over a year he’s been lax about keeping up with them, and now—he winces as his pelvis complains, for the third time this morning, that it does not enjoy such abuse—he’s paying the price.

True, he can still do shit your average guy—or girl—couldn’t hope to, not without at least a month of working up to it, but if he’s going to be an athlete again, if he’s going to be a gymnast again, if he’s going to keep up with Taylor, he’s got to put in the work.

Every day.

In truth, that’s why he’s looking forward to this morning so much. Taylor’s going to drill him on all the standard cheer routines, and she’s already warned him that it’ll take a while and it’ll push him. She’s also going to make him do it all with the oatmeal boobs in, so he can get used to the extra weight and the subtle change to his center of gravity.

He’s rising to a neutral standing position when a moment of lightheadedness catches him and he falls back onto his bed, bouncing a little. But he feels good, good like he used to feel back before all the bullshit. Just moving, using his body instead of just existing in it, making it move like few other people can, is a thrill.

An exhausting one, though. Stretching never used to tire him out like this. Should he get something to eat before he goes over? No; she’ll have a smoothie ready for him, and he doesn’t want to feel heavy.

Max lies there a while, controlling his breathing and testing the aches in his thighs and his shoulders. Sometime later, all his stress, all his shit will come roaring back, and he’ll once again need to deal with the everyday bullshit of being Max Giordano, but for now, he rests.

He feels almost at peace.

And then his door pops open, and there’s his mom, letting herself in, and Max is forced suddenly to boot himself up to full awareness. What is she doing here? Does she know something? He can’t stop himself looking guiltily around his room, terrified that he might have left his bag out and open, oatmeal boobs and sports bra on display.

“Relax,” his mom says, holding up her hands as if pressing them against an invisible wall. “I’m not looking for soggy tissues. I trust you to flush them.”

Max freezes, finds himself all twisted up on his bed, and quickly untangles his limbs, doing his best to sit like someone whose heart isn’t hammering in his ears.

“Hi, Mom,” he says.

She peers at him. “You look tired. Are you okay? Do you need anything?”

“I was just stretching, Mom.”

“You don’t normally look like that after your stretches.”

“That’s because I haven’t been doing them properly. Now I am. Again.”

“This wouldn’t have anything to do with that Taylor girl, would it? I’ve seen you with her in the yard. Doing your loop-de-loops while she does her little cheer routine.”

“Mom!” he shouts, feeling obscurely exposed, like he ought to cover his crotch and his chest in front of her. “I told you not to watch when I’m practicing.”

“Sorry, sorry!” She sounds like a mom; not sorry at all. Privacy? What’s that? “I just had to take a peek. I couldn’t resist.”

“No more peeking.”

“Okay, Maxxy.” She’s looking around his room, very much as if she is looking for discarded tissues. “I know you’re probably going out again, but I’ve got nothing to do until dinner so I thought maybe we could get some mother-son time? Just the two of us?”

“I can’t,” he says. “It’s—”

“Taylor,” she interrupts, fixing him with a glare. “I know. You’re spending an awful lot of time with that girl.”

“She’s my friend, Mom.”

“Shouldn’t you be making male friends? First it was Avery, now it’s Taylor. It’s not healthy.”

“Mom, the last time I had male friends—”

“I know, I know!” she says. “Look, sweetheart, I hate to bring it up, but aren’t you going to get bullied if you’re only friends with girls? You know what they used to say about you and Avery.”

Of course he knows. Mom told him. She made it seem like his fault, too. “I made a male friend, too,” he snaps. “Eddie.”

“Oh yeah?” Mom says, and lays down her next conversational card like it’s a winner: “You’re sure he’s real? What’s his surname?”

“Barrera,” Max says, grateful to have been paying attention when Taylor hacked into the school.

Naturally, his mom does not concede defeat. “Hmm.”

“Mom, do you want me to start school as a total loner? Or do you want me to have friends who can watch out for me? Popular friends?”

“Okay, okay, fine. Go along with you.” She makes shooing motions. “Go be with your popular friends.”

“I kinda need to have a shower first, Mom,” he says, looking meaningfully at the door.

“Fine, fine, I got you.” She tilts her head at him, gives him a Mom-brand smile, and then leaves him alone.

“And I want a lock for this door!” he yells.

“Not on your life!” she yells back.

He can lock his bathroom door, though, and he does so with as much noise as the little mechanism can provide—which isn’t much—to make the point. What he wouldn’t give to be left alone for maybe a few centuries!

After a longer than usual shower—hot water feels nice on waxed arms and legs; sue him—he kicks the towel under his bedroom door and arranges his clothes for the morning: an exercise outfit meticulously chosen to appear acceptably masculine for his mom while remaining feminine enough for Taylor’s. Sweatpants in black, a tank in blue, and a thin hoodie to cover his forearms until Willa’s magic pills cause his veins to recede. Under which he wears panties, bike shorts and a sports bra.

He’ll slip the boobs in halfway between his house and Taylor’s; there’s a spot in the fence near the back of the yard where the trees don’t quite converge, and Taylor’s idea was for him to hop over that this morning, because then he’ll be in shadow, and far enough from both houses that he can enhance his bust in peace.

As for how they’ll handle it when school starts? TBD. But Mom’ll have a job by then, and Clay takes evening work for preference and thus rarely rises before ten.

It’ll work out.

Weird to be so optimistic. Almost like he has a future again. Even if it is a really fucking strange one.

He doesn’t use his new hair dryer; Mom would get on his case about cutting his hair again, and that’s the one thing he doesn’t need right now. He towels it dry as best he can, brushes it out—back-brushing the way Taylor showed him, to give it a little lift as it dries—and then heads out, messenger bag clutched to his body so it doesn’t snag on the fence as he scales it.

Which is easy. There’s something to be said for being light.

Taylor’s watching out of her window, and as he approaches the house, oat boobs firmly nestled in the sports bra but hoodie drawn carefully back around him—in case Mom’s watching—she waves at him and vanishes from sight, showing up at the patio doors less than thirty seconds later with smoothies and a gym bag and… car keys?

“We going somewhere?” he asks.

“Yeah,” Taylor says darkly. “I kinda want to get away from my mom. I’ll tell you about it on the way.”

“Hello, Maxine!” Taylor’s mom calls from inside the house.

“Hi, Lynn!” Max calls back.

Taylor rolls her eyes. “Come on,” she says, grabbing him by the upper arm and leading him out through the gate.

“Okay, but where are we going? Is it somewhere we can still practice?”

“Oh, yeah, definitely,” Taylor says confidently, hitting the button for the garage door as they approach and throwing her gym bag in the back seat. “We’re going to Eddie’s.”

* * *

Her logic is impeccable.

Mom’s got an eye on Max. Yeah, it’s almost entirely because she’s a sucker for a makeover—she thought the forced degothification at the end of The Breakfast Club was a marked improvement and not, say, a travesty; you’ve got to leave room for personal style, Mom!—but that doesn’t mean it’s not something they should bear in mind. Max doesn’t need to be getting sweaty around someone inclined toward the judgmental.

And Max’s mom’s admitted to watching him practice out of the upstairs windows, and that’s just creepy. Which, okay, is kind of retroactive justification for a decision Taylor had already put into motion at that point, but it still counts.

Checklist entry one: avoid moms.

Entry two: Eddie’s.

The drive takes about twenty minutes, and all the while, Taylor’s struck by how free Max seems. It’s like the promise of getting to do it all again, getting to do real gymnastics for the first time in forever, has brought him back to life, and for that, Taylor’s ecstatic. Sure, he doesn’t have any other options, like he said, but that doesn’t mean this option, this strange, unexpected route for his life, has to be bad.

And when she said, yeah, some of Eddie’s family will probably be there, and they love to watch us practice, his face lit up even more. Is there an extrovert trapped inside that skinny boy’s body?

Two blocks away, she pulls them into a side street and parks, and she can tell Max is about to ask why so she just hefts the little makeup box out of her gym bag and onto her knees. They got it free at MAC, and it’s kind of excessively branded and not that big, but Max doesn’t have a lot of makeup—yet—so it’s perfect.

“Hold still,” she commands, though she doesn’t really need to; Max is already waiting for her, seatbelt slacked, leaning forward, eyes closed.

Gosh, he’s pretty.

Taylor hesitates long enough that Max opens one eye, though, and screws up the other like a pirate looking through a telescope, which makes her laugh and forces her to stop looking at him and get to work. She goes light: enough foundation to smooth him out but no more; a swipe of waterproof eyeliner, just at the corners to help give him definition; a dark lip, because his face was crying out for that even when he was a boy. She sets it with powder, gives him a quick spray, and then nudges him gently under the chin to let him know she’s done.

Her reward is a broad, happy smile. Yeah, Max is looking forward to meeting new people, alright. He is secretly an extrovert!

There’s room on the driveway at Eddie’s place when they get there, but she tucks the Beetle into the corner by the front door anyway, in case Eddie’s dad comes back during the day and needs somewhere to park the truck. They pile out, gym bag and messenger bag in hand, and they don’t quite get to the front door before it opens.

“Taylor!” Mom Barrera exclaims, reaching for her with open arms and accepting her like another daughter, the way she always does. “So good to see you!”

Mom Barrera’s a small woman in every way—shorter than Willa and almost as thin as Taylor and Max—but she makes up for it with sheer exuberance, which Taylor’s always thought must serve her as well at work as it does at home. She’s a specialized nurse and works odd hours, but Taylor’s never been able to work out when she sleeps. It’s possible that she doesn’t.

“Hey, Mrs Barrera,” she says, giving her a squeeze in return.

“And who is this?” Mom Barrera says, releasing Taylor and pivoting to Max.

“This is Max,” Taylor says. “She’s—”

“Maxine! Eduardo was telling me all about you. You’re going to be a cheerleader, he says. Like everyone else around here!”

“That’s the plan,” Max says, a shy hand at the back of his neck. But he doesn’t fight it when Mom Barrera hugs him, too, and Taylor can’t help noticing that in the depths of the embrace, Max briefly closes his eyes.

Taylor makes a note to herself: more physical affection. Max clearly needs it.

“Linda,” Taylor says, switching to Mom Barrera’s first name and pitching her voice into the ‘pleading’ range, “can we practice in your yard? I needed to get away from my mom and she needed to get away from her mom.”

“Then I’m flattered you chose not to get away from me!” Mom Barrera says, releasing Max and standing aside to let them through. “Of course you can practice here! Eddie’s at the store, but I’ll text him and let him know that you’re here.”

“Thanks, Mrs B.”

Taylor’s always loved Eddie’s backyard. It’s smaller than hers or Max’s, but more than big enough for their needs. It’s also less overlooked, since the houses around here are mostly on one floor. It even sees practical use: the Barreras grow vegetables at the far end. A meal at Eddie’s will inevitably include, at the very least, Mom Barrera’s home-grown sprouts and tomatoes.

They warm up and run drills for a bit until Eddie shows up with Willa in tow, which Taylor didn’t plan for, but that’s great: four’s enough people to practice almost everything the team does, if they’re careful. Willa has to borrow some of Eddie’s workout clothes, though, and Max doubles over in laughter when she sheepishly comes out the back door in a baggy pair of board shorts held up by the cord off a bathrobe, double looped.

“Hey!” Willa says, pouting. “I never laughed when this was you!”

“I am so sorry,” Max says, recovering. “As penance, may I throw you in the air?”

Willa’s reply is delivered in the most prim tones. “Yes. But only because you asked so nicely.”

Max doesn’t get to throw her on his own, obviously; it takes all three of them, with Taylor, Max and Eddie forming a basket to throw Willa higher and higher—and to catch her after! Max takes the back position to start with, since Taylor and Eddie can take most of the weight from the sides, but when Willa says she’s comfortable with Max’s level of skill they switch it up.

And then they throw Max.

He’s almost as light as Willa, which is concerning—though it does mean he can probably stand in for her if necessary! She can’t worry for him, though, because she knows how he feels. Can see it in his face. He starts giggling at one point, the sheer joy of it bubbling out of him.

There’s nothing like it. It transforms you. You cease to be a mere human, earthbound and weak; you become elemental.

You can fly.

When Mom Barrera calls them in for water and a snack, Max is flushed and his eyes are glistening and he’s biting his lip again, but Taylor can’t bear to shatter the moment by correcting him because suddenly he’s gathering them up in his arms, and in the huddle of the four of them, he whispers, “Thank you.”

Yeah.

Cheerleading comes for everyone eventually.

“I’m making lunch,” Mom Barrera says, passing out plastic cups filled with tap water and ice and pointing the four of them to a plate of her homemade granola bars. “But it won’t be ready for almost another two hours, so you’ve got time to finish up. And don’t worry, it’s low fat; I know what Eddie likes. Although,” she adds, nodding at Max, who is chewing on a granola bar and looking out the front window, his thoughts his own, “I think that one could use a little fat in her diet.”

“She had a thing,” Taylor says. “A year ago, she was—”

“Anorexic,” Willa interrupts, correctly sensing that Taylor’s TMI engine has started up and needs derailing. “Long story. Short version? She’s anorexic. Kinda sorta.”

Taylor nods. It’s not far from the truth, really. But it omits a lot. And is it really anorexia if you don’t want to be so thin, but you just don’t care about yourself enough to eat? She doesn’t know; she didn’t get there in the textbook yet.

They go another hour or so, running through abbreviated versions of their routines, and with Eddie and Willa helping out, Max gets a good feel for it. They also run through their litany of chants, and because Max sounds a little hoarse, Taylor makes him repeat them a couple extra times to give him practice with his voice; it’s not like he can really yell at home, after all, and cheerleaders? Sometimes they gotta give it some, like Coach says.

They don’t throw him again because Taylor can feel herself getting worn out, and that is not where you want to be when your fellow cheerleaders are about to put their lives in your hands. But Max is pink-cheeked and happy anyway, which makes Taylor feel like she got to fly today, too.

She calls a stop, and they all go back inside. Eddie heads straight for the little bathroom near the kitchen; Taylor and Willa lead Max all the way to the other end of the house, where the big bathroom is. As soon as Taylor shuts the door, Willa starts pulling off her oversized clothing. She’s making hilariously disgusted faces at the smell of her own armpits, which is distracting enough it takes Taylor almost thirty seconds to notice Max isn’t moving.

And he has his eyes closed.

Shoot. Did she mess up again?

“Max?” she says, sidling up to him and tapping him on the shoulder.

“It’s okay, Max,” Willa says, joining Taylor in front of him. She’s down to her bra now, which is probably why Max opens his eyes again and then immediately shuts them.

“We’ve seen you in your underwear,” Taylor says quietly. “It’s only fair.”

“Yes,” Max says, “but you’re girls.”

Yeah, that’s about what she thought. He really couldn’t be any more the opposite of Gordo. Or, like, every other straight guy she’s ever met.

But he needs to get past this.

“And what are you?” Taylor says. “Right now, what are you?”

“I, um…”

“You’re a girl, Max,” she says gently.

“It’s one thing to say it—”

“But it’s us saying it,” Willa says. “And we’re also, you know, living up to it! You’re a girl right now, and that means it’s okay for you to get changed with us, okay? Besides,” she adds, poking him in the shoulder, “you need to get used to this. When you’re a cheerleader, how are you going to explain getting all weird around other girls?”

“Shit,” he says. “I didn’t think about that.”

“Well, think about it, missy! Like, okay, maybe we figure out something to help you keep your secret at school, like we get Coach to let you change in the staff locker room or something—” she punctuates this with a sideways glance at Taylor and a slight shrug, which suggests very strongly to Taylor that Willa just pulled that out of her ass, “—but you’re still going to be around other girls a lot. What if you’re in the bathroom and some girl got ketchup on her top? If she takes it off to wash it and you just stand in the corner with your eyes closed like a freak, what’s she going to think?”

“Listen to Willa,” Taylor says. “She’s a cheerleader, and cheerleaders are always right.”

“Yup.”

Slowly, Max opens his eyes. He doesn’t look at either of them; the bathroom fixtures are apparently more interesting to him.

“Maaaaaax,” Taylor whines, inserting herself into his field of view and making him jump. “You’re supposed to be looking at us, not the tub.”

“If it helps,” Willa says, unlacing the cord holding up her borrowed shorts, “don’t forget: I’m a lesbian. A full-blown, full-fat, card-carrying lesbian. I’m attracted to women—like, really—and yet I am still somehow capable of seeing them with their clothes off without doing the Looney Tunes awooga face.”

“Willa’s seen me naked tons of times,” Taylor points out.

Willa leans up against Taylor and runs her hands up and down Taylor’s arm. “Yeah,” she says seductively, “and she’s soooo hot.”

“Ick!” Taylor pushes her off, giggling. Willa bounces off Max, and she takes the opportunity to do the same to him.

“Mmmm,” she whispers. “Girls.”

“Willa,” Max says, but he sounds more exasperated than upset, so Taylor decides to lean into it. She leans against Max’s other arm and starts stroking it the same way.

“Girls are so sexy,” she whispers, and it’s only slightly spoiled by the snort that comes out when she can’t stop herself laughing.

“Okay, okay,” Max says, standing rigid. “I’m officially desensitized. Can you stop doing that now?”

“Fine,” Willa says with affected grumpiness. She turns away and drops her shorts to the floor as if nothing happened, then goes over to the sink and splashes water on her armpits.

Taylor takes a little longer to step away—it’s nice being so close to Max; comforting—but she follows Willa’s lead and finishes undressing. To her delight, Max finally complies, and soon the three of them are washing their smelliest bits, talking and giggling like they’ve been getting undressed together their whole lives.

She’ll give it to him: when he decides to adapt, he adapts quickly.

When it comes to getting dressed again, Max accepts the clothes Taylor hands him without complaint. She’s got him in a pair of loose purple pants and a white crop top, to which she’s added a comfortably worn-in black blouse from her own closet, to cover his arms. He doesn’t have any trouble putting on the white bra—he actually does it up with the clasp behind his back, which a couple girls on the squad can’t even do! She keeps telling them: if you do the clasp at the front, with the cups hanging down, you’ll bend your underwire! And they always look at her like she’s crazy; or, more likely, like they can easily buy more bras to ruin, so why care?

Ick. People should be perfectionist at everything they do. Like Max! He doesn’t half-ass anything. Except maybe his life, but that was BT—Before Taylor.

She gets him to examine himself in the mirror and judge for himself whether his makeup needs touching up. He decides that it does—and she agrees—and she walks him through what to do. While he experimentally pats his face with a powder puff, she quickly fixes her own face, and the three of them emerge from the bathroom to find Eddie waiting for them at the kitchen table.

“Women!” Eddie says, using the deeper voice he usually saves for school, and taps his watch, but Mom Barrera doesn’t appreciate the joke and clips him around the ear.

“I’m sorry about him,” Mom Barrera says as they take their seats. She starts serving something that smells unbelievably delicious. “He was raised better than that.”

“And then the big bad world corrupted him,” Willa says in a sing-song voice, leaning up to kiss her ‘boyfriend’ on the cheek. Mom Barrera laughs at that, and starts pouring more water for them.

Mom Barrera is well aware that her eldest son is definitely not dating Willa Bauer, but she tolerates the charade, and even happily answers questions about her son’s girlfriend at the salon. She knows what could happen if he comes out at that school. Taylor asked her about it once, and Mom Barrera insisted that as long as Eduardo is happy and takes good care of whomever he chooses, then she will be proud.

Taylor’s often wondered if her mom would say something similar. She was certainly very happy when her fledgling cheerleader daughter brought home a football player…

The meal tastes as wonderful as it smells.

She keeps a subtle eye on Max the whole time—he’s outright told her more than once that he doesn’t eat as much as he knows he should—but he clears his plate with every sign of enjoyment, and only refuses seconds because he’s getting sleepy. And that’s good, because he needs his rest, so she fakes being tired herself—not hard, considering she’s still sore from before—and walks him over to the couch.

It doesn’t take him long to fall asleep, and she sits with him the whole time, ignoring the looks she keeps getting from Willa, Eddie and his mom. When he’s snoring softly, the way he always does, she tiptoes back to the kitchen and accepts a yogurt from Mom Barrera, which she listlessly threatens with her spoon, unable to keep her eyes off Max for more than a few seconds. He seems peaceful, breathing in the insistent, wistful rhythm of someone who really, really needs to sleep, which cushions her heart somewhat.

“She isn’t anorexic, is she?” Mom Barrera says, pulling Taylor back into the conversation around the kitchen table. “Or that’s not the whole of it. This one—” she points at Willa, “—does not leap in with an answer like that unless she’s trying to cover something up.”

Sorry, Willa mouths, but Taylor shrugs. Giving Mom B the story doesn’t mean giving her the whole story, and Maxine’s life maps cleanly onto Max’s, anyway; it’s not like he was on the football team or anything. She tells an abbreviated and edited version, and it occurs to her, as she outlines the attack on Max to a shocked and sympathetic Mrs Barrera, exactly what it sounds like she’s describing when Maxine is substituted for Max, when a girl is isolated by guys twice her size in a place she cannot escape.

But, she realizes, looking over at him with a lump in her throat she can’t swallow away, it kinda sounded like that already.

* * *

Coach Dale opens the girls’ locker room for them and helpfully doesn’t stick around, so Max doesn’t have to make an excuse and instead gets his first look inside this fabled and forbidden location with Taylor and Willa. As he suspected, it looks exactly the way he imagined it: functional, packed with lockers, showers, changing areas and so on, and with the occasional motivational poster that probably has whole civilizations of spores growing on its back. It’s boring. The boys at his middle school would be so disappointed.

Eddie’s getting changed on his own in the guys’ locker room, and Max shudders at the thought of being stuck in there. Sure, it wasn’t where he was burned, though it was close by, but the attack was the culmination of his victimization, not the start of it—victimization is the word his therapist encouraged; he was literally made into a victim—and there was a whole world of shit that came first.

There are so many things guys can do to other guys when the teachers aren’t watching, in places like this.

But not exactly like this, and he’s clinging to that. Eddie’s in the guys’ locker room, but Max is here, and if he doesn’t think about it too hard, the distinction is enough.

It helps that the girls are here, too. Taylor doesn’t know how much she’s doing for him, right here and right now, by encouraging him—basically ordering him!—to come with them into the locker room, to get changed alongside her and Willa. She’s making it normal again, making it comprehensible. Yes, it’ll probably be a long time before he’s able to do this kind of thing around boys, but around other girls? It’s not so bad.

Hah; around ‘other’ girls, really, Max? He’s drinking the Kool-Aid on this a little fast, isn’t he?

Actually, he decides, no, he’s not. If anything, he’s not drinking the Kool-Aid fast enough. He doesn’t have time to be self-conscious about his acclimation. If he’s going to survive this, if he’s going to make it the whole year, he can’t be thinking he doesn’t belong here, not even for a second. People spot that shit a mile off.

He’s got to be just one of the girls.

It’s not as difficult a cognitive leap as he expected. Maybe it would be, if being ‘one of the guys’ hadn’t become, by the end, so intolerable.

Willa’s right that he should make other arrangements when school starts, though. He’s going to discuss it with Coach Dale today, when they’re done.

Assuming Coach approves of him, of course.

And assuming she doesn’t immediately see through the ruse they’re pulling.

Max pauses, skirt half-on, struck suddenly by the intense insanity of what they’re trying to do. Are they really dressing him up in Taylor’s spare uniform and sending him out to jump around in front of someone whose whole job is to know how a woman’s body performs at its peak? What if girls and boys have different hips or something? Shit, does he need to walk different? Jump different? Taylor and Willa haven’t said anything, and neither did Mrs Barrera, and Taylor’s mom basically called him an incurable tomboy, but Coach Dale is an expert…

“Max?”

It’s Taylor, her hand gently on his forearm again, and he focuses on her as hard as he can. She wouldn’t send him out there if she thought he might fail, would she?

He looks into her concerned smile and he knows: no, she wouldn’t.

“Just in my head again,” he says, and pulls the skirt the rest of the way up. It rests soft against his thighs, only just longer than the bike shorts, and billows out when Taylor flicks at it.

“You look great,” she says, “so don’t worry your pretty little head about it.” She lines up next to him so they’re standing in the slightly greasy mirror next to each other. “And look! We match again!”

It’s a weird sight. With the unfamiliar environment throwing off his pattern recognition, it’s easy to see two girls in the mirror: Taylor, all dressed up in her cheer uniform, and some other cheerleader, a dark-haired, dark-lipped girl with a nervous look on her face. It takes a moment for him properly to register that that’s him in that skirt, and another moment for him to process that, yeah, actually, they do look kinda the same.

Which means… 

Shit. It means he looks fine! He really fucking does! He looks like any other girl, someone he wouldn’t look twice at, except maybe he would, because girls, they’re pretty, right?

Willa joins them, bouncing into the reflection and latching onto Max’s arm, and with her red hair—freshly box-dyed last night—it’s like they’re the complete white girl set. The thought makes him laugh, which sets off the other two, and then Taylor steers him gently away from the mirror, presumably so he doesn’t have a chance to look more closely at his reflection and start obsessing over the details.

Probably a good move, honestly.

He’s borrowing a pair of arm warmers which are sorta eighties and definitely inappropriate for the heat, but there’s enough of a breeze that he probably won’t sweat too much under them, and they mean Coach won’t get a look at his veiny forearms. It would be nice if Taylor and Willa stopped mentioning his veins. They’re a problem, sure, but he’s starting to get a complex; he’s almost looking forward to the day the birth control pills make them go away, just so he doesn’t have to look at them anymore.

Assuming they do go away.

Assuming the pills do any of what Willa said they would.

Assuming—

Taylor pokes him. “You’re in your head again, aren’t you?”

“Guilty.”

“So don’t be!”

“Um… How?”

Taylor twists away from him, runs to the middle of the locker room and stands on a bench. “Listen up!” she says, in a commanding voice. “You’ve practiced, over and over. You know you’re ready for this. More importantly, I say you’re ready for this, Max. So get out there and show Coach Dale what you’ve got!” She hops down from the bench and holds out her hand, palm down. “Hands in!” And then, when Max doesn’t move, she beckons him with her other hand. Willa skips up and places her hand on Taylor’s, which clues him in on what they want him to do.

As he rests his hand on Willa’s, she whispers, “You’re going to do great.”

“Okay?” Taylor says, still in her cheer captain voice. “‘Go Max’, on three. One, two, three, Go Max!”

“Go Max!” Willa shouts in time, with Max getting the idea right at the last moment and joining in. They pump hands and step back from each other, and Max can’t seem to stop smiling all of a sudden.

God. It’s just like being a part of something. He almost wants to salute. Instead he says, “Thanks, Tay,” and she beams at him, grabs his hand, and leads him through the locker room to where Coach is waiting outside.

He knows what to expect, kinda. Yesterday afternoon, while Taylor rounded off and clear-coated his nails—nobody will be able to tell, she promised—and the rest of them lazed sleepily in Eddie’s yard, covered in sunscreen, they gave him the lowdown on Coach Dale.

She was a cheerleader too, once upon a very long time ago. But then she graduated from—read: ‘got too old for’—the football team for whom she cheered professionally, and suddenly an obsession that took her from fourteen to thirty-three was gone. Taken away in the blink of an eye. That’s why she won’t tell the squad her birthday, Willa said.

But Ms Dale knew nothing else, so she went back to college—community college this time—and got qualified and ended up at Vista Primavera, teaching English, her old major. And then the school’s old cheer coach moved on, and Ms Dale became Coach Dale, and got to be involved in what she loved once more. And she can’t move like she used to, she always says, and she’s maybe a little old-fashioned, but you couldn’t ask for a more compassionate coach.

At the start of every year she reminds the girls to diversify their interests; you can’t rely on marriage to save you, and you can’t cheer forever. Most of the girls think it’s funny, because who expects marriage to save anyone? It’s the twenty-first century! And none of them plan to take cheering any further than maybe joining a college squad; they know they’re not good enough. If they were, they’d be competing.

But last year, Taylor and Robyn went to see her in her office after her opening speech, and Coach looked at them very seriously and apologized. They have the skill, both of them, she said, and they have the grit, and God knows she’d love to get them into competitive cheerleading just once, just so they know they can, but the rest of the squad just aren’t there.

It’s why Robyn got the captaincy, and why Taylor’s got it now; to give them a better chance of getting somewhere with it at college.

Coach Dale sounds like an amazing woman, and Max is excited to meet her. Worried, sure, but there his fatalism is a boon: if it’s going to go wrong, it will, so maybe he should simply act as if it won’t. It helps that he took another of Willa’s pills this morning, for the energy boost, and it’s working: he feels like he could run a hundred miles and jump a thousand feet.

“Maxine!” Coach Dale calls, as soon as the three of them emerge into the sunlight. “Hello there!”

“Hello, Coach Dale,” Max says, dropping reflexively into the respectful tone he always used to use for his coach back in New York, though he remembers not to drop the voice to match. “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you.”

Coach claps her hands together. “My reputation precedes me, I see! I take it Miss Scott gave you all the juicy details?”

“Some.”

They’re closer now, and now that Max’s eyes have adjusted to the light, what he sees in Coach Dale is a compact, powerful woman. Taller than him by maybe an inch, deeply tanned and very… very… The word that Max eventually arrives at is taut. Like Sarah Connor in the second Terminator movie, but older. She’s also beautiful, in that way very pretty women become when they age, when their soft lines become hard and striking. Max could see her in movies, easily; maybe as a harsh but fair spymistress or a fierce and uncompromising fashion designer.

“Isn’t she hot?” Willa whispers from right behind him, and he finds himself nodding. Yeah, she’s very hot.

“I would once again like to register a complaint,” Eddie says, walking over from the bleachers, which have had a single section extended, “about how long it takes girls to get changed.”

“Sorr-ee for not being as naturally beautiful as you, Eduardo,” Taylor says, and sticks her tongue out.

“No bickering!” Coach Dale says. She takes control of the session, and starts with making them all do their warmup stretches.

Her eye catches Max’s burn almost instantly.

As intended. The sports bras they bought for Max sit longer on the body than the ones Taylor prefers, precisely so he can hide his scars, but today he’s borrowed one of Taylor’s, so Coach will see the marks on his chest. Nothing like the full extent of them—Max wouldn’t have been able to walk out of the locker room if that were the case; it’s been hard enough to let Taylor see them—but enough that when they ask about alternate changing facilities, Coach will already have guessed why.

And then it’s time.

* * *

The water flows away, taking soap and sweat with it, and it’s all Taylor can do to stand there, watching it whirlpool into the drains. It was different today and she doesn’t know why. They did the same routines as yesterday—fewer, actually, since Coach wanted them to stick to the basics, though she was appreciative of the initiative required to round up extra cheerleaders so they could show her Max knows how to throw, catch and be thrown—so maybe it’s because today they performed at school.

For Coach.

With Max.

Yeah. That’s the difference, isn’t it, Taylor? Max. Silly to try to deny it any longer, because when Coach high-fived her at the end of the session—congratulations, Maxine; you’re a cheerleader!—Taylor pretended she was just happy for her, pretended she was just happy Max wouldn’t have to mess around with tryouts, pretended she was just happy for her friend, but right then, she knew.

Max flew, and when Taylor caught her, when Taylor put her hands on her skin, she didn’t want to let go. And now Max has been approved of, now she’s passed the test, she’s going to be Taylor’s until graduation.

Acknowledge it, Taylor.

You like her.

She closes her eyes, turns around, leans against the tiled wall, her hands automatically finding the spaces free of pipes. Dropping her head, she allows the hot water to soak through her hair and pound against her neck.

I like her.

But Taylor has a boyfriend. And she’s never been attracted to a girl before, like, ever!

But Max isn’t a girl.

But Taylor wants him to be, and that’s a confusing thought in itself.

Up until today, he’s been the sweet boy from next door, and she’s appreciated him for his kindness, his consideration and, yeah, his next-level pretty face, and maybe she’s thought once or twice that he’s better off as a girl, that he’s more suited to it, that it’s a better match for his interests and his demeanor, that he fits better into the world that way.

But today? Today she caught him and she lowered him to the grass and she didn’t want to let him go.

Max’s thigh landing in her hands. The feel of his flesh against her fingers. The warmth of his sweat. The salt of him.

“Taylor?”

Shoot!

Shoot shoot shoot! It’s Max! And Taylor’s completely naked! Which isn’t a problem because they’re all girls, except it is because Max isn’t a girl, but she is to Taylor, and anyway she said he should come shower with her and it was him who said he’d just rinse himself in the sink and have a shower at home, so whose problem is it, anyway?

Taylor’s. It’s Taylor’s problem. Right now, whatever the solution and whatever the reason, it’s Taylor’s freaking problem.

No boy has ever spun her head like this. No girl, either. She’s in the air, flying but falling, and she doesn’t know who is going to catch her.

She doesn’t know if she even wants to be caught. Let her hit the grass. Let her bruise and break. Let her smash herself to pieces. Because if she’s attracted to Max—and gosh darn it, God damn it, yes she fucking is!—she cannot let it show! The boy’s got a hard enough year ahead of him as it is; does she really want to inflict on him the complication of a straight relationship between two girls?

No. No she does not. Why is Willa closeted, again? Oh yeah, because high school is high school.

And that’s not even considering Gordo.

“Taylor?” Max calls again.

Shoot! “I’m coming!” she replies, and shuts off the water. Did she wash everything that needed it? She has no idea. It doesn’t matter.

Wrapping a towel around herself, she steps out of the shower area and Max, already changed out of her— out of his uniform, instantly turns away. He looks good, though; Taylor packed a second outfit for him, something with a sundress and an oversized collared shirt to wear like a coverup, something that says to Coach Dale, hey, this is a girl here.

Hey, this is a seriously pretty girl here. Just look at those legs…

Head in the game, Taylor! What use are you to Max if you keep staring at him like this?

“Where’s Coach?” she asks, rubbing herself way too hard with the towel, all over.

“In her office.”

“Good. Now look at me, Max!” She’s so stern she actually manages to get him to look at her, even if he immediately directs his gaze to the locker next to her instead. “Better,” she says, opening the locker and pulling out her gym bag. “Remember, you’re a girl; girls can be naked around other girls. Nobody thinks it’s weird. Make it a mantra if you gotta.”

“Yeah,” he says shakily. “Yeah.”

She spares his feelings, though, and slips on her bra and panties before she speaks again. “Look at me, Max. For real.”

He does, and is she imagining things, or did his pupils just dilate? Like, yes, she’s a vision, but the thing is, the crucial thing is, so is he.

A pity he seems to be into girls, or they could find him a boyf—

Taylor recoils from the thought hard enough she almost flinches, and she shakes herself to once again remind herself that Max is a boy pretending to be a girl! That he doesn’t even want this! That it’s just so he can cheer—and so he doesn’t get killed by Taylor’s boyfriend.

Ick. Why’d this have to be so complicated? Why couldn’t a cute boy with no baggage have moved in next to a cute girl with no boyfriend? Why this?

And why does she recoil a little from that thought, too?

What is wrong with her?

“Taylor?”

This is all shizz she can think about on her own time. A lot. Maybe with the door closed.

“Yes?” she says, and Max blinks at her. Possibly he’s wondering if something just popped in her brain. “Sorry,” she continues, allowing herself to sag against the locker, “I was just so wired.”

“Yeah. Me too. I feel good, though.” He looks good. Real good.

Focus.

“Did you redo your makeup?” she asks, leaning closer.

“I did!” he says, smiling. Goodness, and he sounds so enthusiastic about it that she can’t stop herself from smiling with him. “What do you think? I didn’t try eye stuff, but—”

“You did great.”

He did. Yeah, okay, he’s only really done foundation, with a bit of powder to control shine and a touch of lipstick, but on a face like his, it’s enough.

“Oh, and I talked to Coach. About, you know, my scars. She asked about them, suggested I buy some longer sports bras. I said sure, good idea—so we’re ahead of the game there—and I asked about getting changed somewhere else when school starts.”

“I said she could use the staff locker rooms,” Coach Dale says, entering through the schoolside doors.

“That, uh, won’t cause problems, will it?” Taylor says, mostly to cover for her massive heart attack. She’s pretty sure Coach heard only the last few words, but she makes a mental note to remind Max to be more careful about what he says in public. Though, judging by the look on Max’s face, she won’t have to.

“Only if you let it. You’ll tell the squad their new member gets changed separate. And if anyone gives her grief about it, you step on them until they stop, got it?”

“Yes, Coach.”

“If getting her a stall next to mine is what it takes to get Max on the squad, that’s a price I’m more than willing to pay. She’s good, Taylor.”

Taylor breaks out into a smile again. “She is, isn’t she?”

“Now get changed,” Coach says, smirking at her, “and go enjoy the rest of the day. I’ll see you again—both of you—on the twenty-fifth, and no sooner.”

“Hey, Coach,” Taylor says, before Coach walks away and she loses the chance to ask, because she needs to ask, because it’s been burning in her ever since Robyn didn’t get to take the team competitive, “what do you think of our chances? With Max?”

Coach Dale knows what she means. “That’s up to the squad,” she says. “We’ll put it to a vote. But I warn you, Taylor, even with Max, even with both of you and Willa and Eddie, it’ll be a hard vote to win. New routines, more practices, more intensive physical training… I’m not sure you understand quite how much extra work it is, and I know the rest of the squad don’t.” She turns away. “For what it’s worth, I think it’s possible. I think we could go at least as far as regionals. But don’t set your heart on it, Taylor.”

“I— I won’t.”

“Congratulations again, Maxine,” Coach says. “Just don’t come crying to me after the first week when you’re aching and bruised all over. Especially if Taylor wins her vote.”

“I won’t, Coach,” Max says.

“Now go out and have a summer!” she shouts, rounding the privacy wall and leaving the door to flap shut behind her. It’s the only sound for several seconds.

“I totally get what you see in her,” Max whispers, leaning close. “Wow.”

“Right?” Taylor says, and then, okay, wow is the word, and she has to stand back, ostensibly so she can get dressed but actually because she can’t stop staring at Max’s dark red lips. She turns away and starts climbing into a dress of her own. It doesn’t really go with the sneakers, but neither does Max’s, and they weren’t about to pack extra shoes, so fashion will just have to take a hike for the rest of the day. “Hey, well done talking to her.”

Max leans back against the locker, one foot against the metal, still looking every inch the high school girl. Taylor wonders if he’s so good at this because of all the time he spent hanging out with Avery. A guy has only one real friend for years, and she’s a girl? Yeah, she can see how he’d assimilate some of her mannerisms. Didn’t he say they used to sneak into theaters together? That they used to hang in each other’s rooms? They must have been close.

Jeez, Taylor! Jealous much?

Except his girl voice is developing a hint of Californian uptalk, and that can’t come from Avery. So there’s a bit of Taylor in there, too, right?

Right?

“She made it easy, actually,” he says, toying with a stray strand of hair. “She broached the subject and she was kind about it. She asked how I got it, if I wanted to talk about it, and… I kinda sorta implied it happened in a locker room. With lots of people around. So—”

“Ohhh,” Taylor says, knocking the back of her head on the locker, “I should’ve thought of that! So she thinks you’ll be all PTSD if you’re in here when it’s full of girls?”

“Yeah. And it’s basically true. I told my therapist one time about how I went into a public bathroom that was only a little bit similar and had, uh, an episode, and she told me to stay away from triggering environments.” His eyebrows pinch and his mouth flickers into a frown, so Taylor takes his hand.

“If that ever happens again,” Taylor says, “and there’s a way I can help, I will. Just tell me how.”

“Thanks, Taylor.”

She keeps ahold of his hand. She wants to own that hand. She wants it to touch her all over. But she’ll settle for claiming it as a friend. As a confidante.

And then the doors from the school side crash open again and she drops his hand and stands up respectably straight, but it’s only Willa and Eddie.

“Oh my God!” Willa says. “Could you please take longer to get dressed?”

* * *

They’re sitting in Taylor’s Beetle in the school parking lot. The others are discussing where to spend the day, trying to come up with somewhere safe for Max to hang, but Max is just sitting there, processing, finally letting it settle in that he’s really doing this. He’s going to be a cheerleader; specifically, Maxine is going to be a cheerleader. And that means that Maxine is the one who stays in the system at Vista Primavera High, and Maxine is the one who starts attending in the fall.

Maxine is the one who’s going to live here in Vista Primavera, the one who’s going to make friends and hang out and go to parties and shit. Maxwell is just the guy who goes to sleep at the end of most days.

There are logistical problems to solve, obviously, and there’s a party to survive tomorrow, and there’s all sorts of other shit to think about, but right now Max is on a high, because, yeah, sure, he’s going to have to do all that stuff, but hasn’t he proved that he can? Coach had every opportunity in her office to quietly let him know that she’d seen something wrong with him and she didn’t. Hell, she could have yelled it out from the bleachers and she didn’t.

And there are two reasons why, both of which are obvious when he thinks about them:

1) Nobody expects anybody to be doing anything like this! What’s the first thing you think if the new girl is a little odd or even a little angular? That she’s a guy? No! Nobody thinks that. Oh, sure, girls call each other mannish if they’re feeling mean, but they don’t mean it literally. And it helps that he’s from the other side of the country; it makes him a little bit foreign, gives him leeway to be slightly unusual.

2) He’s good at this. He can do the voice, and he’s getting better and better at it—he even managed the shouts perfectly today! And like Eddie said, this is all happening at the right time: a year from now, Maxine might have been impossible, but right now, she’s easy to find. All it takes is a bit of makeup, a bit of hair styling, and the right clothes. And the voice. And some of Willa’s pills, so Maxwell doesn’t make an inconvenient showing halfway through the year.

It’s funny. He never thought of himself as androgynous. Sure, the guys at school back home called him every homophobic slur under the sun, but that was because of what he did, not because of how he looked. It’s only now that he’s here, now that he’s been Maxine a few times—now that he’s no longer trying to grow out what was a frankly embarrassing mustache—that he can see it. He can see what Eddie and the girls saw when they decided that, yeah, that Max guy can probably pull it off. He’s even found that he can look in the mirror and switch who he sees—Maxwell or Maxine—with a little effort. He tried it a few times in the staff locker room, in the little stall Coach guided him to, before he painted his face again and made Maxwell much, much harder to see.

So what does he need now, more than anything else? Practice! Cheer practice and girl practice.

Which is why he suggests they should go somewhere public.

“Are you sure, Max?” Taylor asks.

“It’s real now, isn’t it?” he says. “Like, really real?”

Taylor looks at Willa and Eddie before she looks back to Max and says, guiltily, “Well, yeah.”

“What about the mall?” Willa says. “It’s a cliché for a reason.”

“Sure, I guess,” Taylor says, sighing. “I’m out of money, though.”

“Oh, hey,” Max says, “I can pay you—”

Taylor interrupts him, strangely heated. “Don’t even think about offering to pay me back, Maxine Giordano! Those were welcoming gifts.”

“What were you welcoming me to?”

“I don’t know! California? Womanhood? Getting underwire marks on your chest? All of it! The point is, I spent that money happily, Max. I don’t want any of it back.”

“Then thank you,” he says. “I, uh, can’t remember if I actually ever said thank you.”

“You didn’t need to,” Taylor says, touching his hand. She looks around again, eyebrows raised. “So. Mall? Mall?” She nods. “Mall.”

* * *

“No way!” Taylor says, scandalized and highlighting her shock with a sharp intake of Diet Dr Pepper.

“It’s true!” Willa squeals. “She was really going for it, too.”

“Oh my gosh…” Meredith! At the gym! Lifting free weights! On her own time! “She might genuinely be a good base this year. At last.”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself,” Eddie says, lecturing her and using a fry as a pointer. They had to get two baskets of fries for the table—one for him and one for everyone else—and the only reason he hasn’t finished his first is he keeps using them to make his points. “I seem to remember both of you getting excited last year when Meredith seemed to be getting her shit together, and what happened three weeks in? Bang! She dropped someone. Face-first.” He sighs theatrically. “Poor Sandy.”

Willa shrugs. “Sandy forgave her. I say we give her another chance to prove herself.”

“I mean, it was an excuse for Sandy to get that nose job she always wanted.” He turns to Max, who has been quietly drinking his own drink—painted lips wrapped around the straw again—and listening to the conversation flow around him with obvious amusement. “Her daddy—” another fry for emphasis, “—didn’t want her to get any surgery until she was eighteen. And Sandy, being the squad’s resident daddy’s girl—”

“Meredith really dropped her?” Max asks.

“Right into the mat,” Willa says, miming it with her hands. “She was just lucky it was indoor practice that day. Falling face-first onto grass? Not fun.”

“Just… point out Meredith at first practice, okay? So I can wear a helmet.”

“They ruin your hair.”

“Maybe some football pads?”

“You can’t cheer in those!”

“Bubble wrap?”

Willa laughs and mimes throwing a fry at him.

“Imagine never having met Meredith,” Taylor says, playing up the wistfulness as much as she can. “Imagine being so innocent.” She regards Max seriously. “That’s a privilege, Max. One you should treasure for as long as possible.”

He giggles, and what Taylor treasures is the way his thigh shakes against hers when he laughs. Yes, she’s indulging; thigh against thigh, skin against skin. But it’s normal! They’re all girls here! Okay, girls and Eddie, but Eddie sort of counts, even if they can’t say so in public.

And the bench seats really aren’t that big; there’s just not enough space to sit chastely apart. Eddie and Willa are probably touching on the other side. It’s fine. It’s totally and utterly normal. Just because Max happens to look absolutely stunning in a sundress and just happens to be sitting right next to her… He takes another graceful sip of his soda and Taylor has to look away and forcefully replace the image of him in her mind with Gordo. If he were here, he wouldn’t be slurping Dr Pepper through painted lips, he’d… well, he’d be burping the national anthem and five of his friends would be here too and ick.

She keeps drawing comparisons between the two of them, and Gordo keeps losing…

“Oh shit!” Max suddenly says, and he leans forward, pulling his hair down over his face and concentrating even harder on his soda. It takes Taylor only a moment to figure out why—Willa hissing, “Max’s mom! Max’s mom!” is a major clue—and then she’s joining him, leaning close enough that their cheeks are almost touching.

“Stay still,” she whispers, shaking her hair out so that it joins Max’s in a protective curtain that partially covers their faces. “We’re just two girls talking. We’re whispering. Sharing secrets or something clichéd like that. It’s fine.”

Max nods.

Eddie stands and starts collecting empty fry baskets, deliberately taking his time about it, covering them both with his body until Max’s mom has passed by, but Taylor and Max only look up when Willa hisses that it’s okay, that she’s gone around the corner, that she’d need to have x-ray vision to see them now.

“Jesus fucking Christ,” Max mutters, but he’s laughing. Slightly hysterically, but it still counts.

“Parking lot?” Taylor suggests. “Yeah. Parking lot.”

“I can’t believe how close that was!”

“Maybe we don’t go to the mall from now on,” Willa says as they step onto the escalator.

“Oh no,” Eddie says, “but where will we get our mediocre fries from now on?”

“My house,” Taylor says. “You okay, Max?”

He’s still smiling, thank goodness, though his eyes are wide and his chest is rising and falling in a not-at-all-distracting kinda way. “I think I just died a little,” he says. “But I’m good. It was kind of a rush, actually! Oh, hey, Willa, how did you know she was my mom?”

Willa shrugs. “She looks just like you.”

* * *

“You’re sure this is safe?” Taylor asks as she pulls the Beetle into the drive. Her mom’s in the front room, on the phone, and they exchange waves.

“Pretty sure,” Max says, catching Taylor’s mom’s eye and waving, too. “My mom’s car’s in the drive, and Dad’s at work—”

“Why is it a good thing your mom’s car is in the drive?”

“She probably walked to the mall.”

“Is that even possible?”

“There’s sidewalks most of the way there, Tay.” He shakes his head quickly. “Look, at worst, Clay’s home, but he said he was going out to look for bartender jobs today so we’re probably fine.”

“You’re really sure? Because that dress looks amazing on you, Max, but I don’t think your brother’s ready to see you in it.”

He’s not exactly sure, but he’s been successfully pushing his luck today and he’s intrigued to see how far it will go before it breaks. His mom walking by at the mall was equal parts terror and thrill, and that it came to nothing has only emboldened him.

Is he being stupid? Maybe. But he feels amazing, better than he has in years, and it doesn’t matter if it’s because Coach approves of him or because his friends helped protect him or because of Willa’s little mood boosters; he wants to indulge in the feeling. So he grabs Taylor’s wrist, waves again to her mom, and almost drags her back to his house.

His hand goes instinctively to his pocket and slaps uselessly against his bare thigh before he remembers, duh, no pockets in a dress, and digs his keys out of his bag instead. Inside, he catches a glimpse of himself in the mirror by the front door and double-takes, and a panicked voice somewhere inside him reminds him over and over that he’s dressed as a girl and he’s home and it’s not safe here, but he ignores it—being scared of everything is a Maxwell thing, and he’s fucking tired of it—and beckons Taylor upstairs.

He won’t pretend he’s not relieved to shut his bedroom door behind them, though.

“Oh my gosh…” Taylor says, flopping onto the bed and giggling again. She’s been doing that ever since they escaped the mall. “How are you so calm, Max? Your mom almost saw you!”

He sits down on the old dining chair and crosses his legs at the thighs. He’s been practicing, trying to get used to it, and he’s getting there. He almost doesn’t twitch when his dick gets pinched and compressed.

Practice, practice, practice. Until it’s all second nature.

“I’ve been thinking about that,” he says, leaning forward. Taylor, on the bed, mirrors him. “And like, sure, if Mom had looked right at me—before we put our heads down—she’d have known it was me. But why would she? We were just four people in the food court out of like fifty. Mom’s got no reason to be randomly glaring at teenage girls in case one of them turns out to be her son.”

That’s a lie, kinda. It makes sense, but it’s not why. He can’t explain why he’s not scared, except that he feels invincible today.

Taylor nods. “I think I get it.” She giggles again. “I guess nobody thinks a pretty girl’s secretly a guy.” And then she slaps the side of her knee. “You know what it is, Max? Security through obscurity!”

“Er. Okay?”

“It’s why Macs don’t get viruses.”

“Um.”

She beckons him over, and he really doesn’t know why he’s sitting on the dining chair, so far away from her, so he hops up—another twinge from his sore junk; ick—and joins her on the bed, where she’s already explaining with her hands as well as her voice.

“How many PCs in the world, do you think?” she says.

“Extrapolating from how many are in your room? Like, a million.”

Taylor grins and butts against him with her shoulder. “Way off. They sell, like, hundreds of millions every year. And how many Macs are there?” She pinches a finger and thumb together. “None, comparatively. They probably sell, like, a handful of million for every hundred million PCs. So if you’re a hacker or a virus writer or whatever, why would you target the Mac? Why would you even think about it?”

“I get you,” Max says, “I think. But what does that have to do with—”

“You!” she says triumphantly. “You’re the Mac! You’re so rare that nobody even thinks to look for someone like you. You’re, like, invisible.” She nods to herself. “Security through obscurity.”

“You know what’s funny?” he says. “I had the same thought like two hours ago. Except I wasn’t as nerdy about it.”

“I’m not a nerd,” she says sulkily, “I’m a cheerleader.”

* * *

Sometimes she wishes afternoons like this would last forever. That the music would always play, just like today; that her friends would always be with her, just like today. The start of cheer practice is still almost two weeks away, school is longer still, and she’s got nothing to worry about, nothing to concern her.

Almost nothing. But Max, lying next to her on the bed, one long leg curled over the other, the hem of his sundress gathered around his hips as he talks about what it was like the first time he saw a professional gymnast and knew that that was what he wanted to do… He doesn’t seem worried right now. She should take her cue from him.

He’s doing so well, and she’s so proud of him. You wouldn’t think he’d been dressing as a girl for only a handful of days, you really wouldn’t. She feels privileged to be here to see it, to be here to listen to him speak, to watch him move, to be with him. It’s a shame it can’t last—even in the best case, where nothing goes wrong, it’s less than a year until they graduate and Maxine vanishes forever—but at least Taylor will be here for every second of it.

Then the front door slams, like really slams, the way Gordo slams doors, like he’s trying to shake the whole house on its foundation just to prove he can, and a voice calls out, “Mom! Max! Anyone home?”

Rolling over on the bed, Max says, “Oh, hey, it’s Clay.” And Taylor doesn’t have time to stop him, doesn’t even have time to register the sudden sinking feeling, because Max yells out, “Up here!”

In Maxine’s voice.

“Max!” she hisses, grabbing his arm, pulling him back to her. “Voice!”

It takes almost a whole second to register.

“Oh shit,” he whispers, panicking, and he practically leaps out of bed. He’s still wearing the dress, because they both got too comfortable just hanging out to even think about it. “Shit. Shit!”

“Mom?” Clay calls. “Are you in Max’s room again?”

The sound of feet on the stairs.

“Voice, voice, voice,” Max mutters to himself, in a horrifyingly clear alto. He coughs, thumps his chest, swallows, presses on his neck—on what might be his Adam’s apple, though she’s not sure she can remember ever actually seeing it—and says, “Testing? Testing? One, two, fuck!”

It’s not happening. His voice is stuck in—Taylor doesn’t even know what to call it—the up position? The longer she hangs out with him, the more she’s been noticing that his voice pitch isn’t all that different between the two modes. It’s more that he does some kind of magic trick that makes it brighter, more expressive, and more toward the top of his range than his other voice, which is more, like, wide, or something.

Yeah. Taylor, master of the technical terms.

Regardless. His voice is stuck.

“Max!” she says, pointing to his bathroom. “Shower! Now!”

“What about Clay?”

“I’ll handle Clay!”

He looks at her for a moment, then nods and bolts for the bathroom door. He turns on the shower immediately without even stopping to undress first, and that’s good, because that’ll make it seem like he’s been in there the whole time.

Of course, he might have just climbed right in, fully clothed.

Seconds later, Clay opens the door and leans in, blinking at her when he realizes it’s Taylor sitting on the bed and not, for example, his brother.

Briefly she considers playing it super ignorant—who’s this Maxwell dude?—and stifles a giggle, unsure why she finds that so funny.

“Um, hello,” Clay says, eyebrows pinched. “Taylor, right? I saw you in your yard that one time.” Taylor nods and Clay smiles. “Cool! Cool. Names are tricky. Taylor’s a good one, though. Congrats.” He cocks his head, listening. “Max is in the shower?”

“Yep!”

“And you’re just… waiting for him in his room?”

“Well, yeah! We got really sweaty, you know, practicing, and then I needed a shower and he needed a shower—” thank goodness she got the pronouns right! “—and he let me go first, so…”

Will he notice that her hair isn’t even remotely damp? That there are no haircare implements laid out anywhere in Max’s room? That his hair dryer isn’t even plugged in?

Nah. He definitely won’t. Guys don’t see stuff. If anything, his brain’s still stuck on the notion that a girl Max isn’t dating is casually hanging out in his room while he showers.

“Yeah, okay, sure,” he says, nodding. “Mind if I wait for him? I want to ask him something.”

“Oh, um…”

“Don’t worry, I won’t get in the way. Just gotta check in with Max before I go out. I got a job.”

Taylor’s interested despite herself. “You did? Max said you were looking.”

“Yeah. Dive bar. S’kinda perfect, actually. For now. Until I decide what I want to do, y’know?”

Clay settles against the wall to wait for Max, and Taylor keeps him engaged. She finds him fun to talk to, despite the butterflies in her belly. He’s got what he describes as ‘half an engineering degree’, and he’s going to go back to finish it, he swears, but he wants to give music one last try.

It’s also her first time seeing him up close, and he’s really quite different than Max. Much more so than she expected; much more so than she saw on that first day. He has Max’s face, kinda, though it’s as if Clay literally was clay, and someone went through with an X-Acto knife and some spare putty and sharpened his features and filled out his jawline. He’s bigger in every way, actually, and not just because this guy, presumably, eats. He has the strong shoulders and upper arms of someone who gets a lot of practical exercise but doesn’t really do it for fun or for sport. Idly she wonders if Clay could take Gordo. Possibly? Hard call.

Clay also moves differently. He’s less expressive with his hands than Max, staying mostly still when he talks, and even his facial expressions are confined mostly to his eyebrows and the curl of one side of his mouth. Sometimes, though, he says or does something in a manner so familiar it’s almost shocking, but it gets worse when she understands why she keeps seeing these flashes of Max in his brother.

When Max is doing Maxwell, when he’s trying his best to be the laid-back punk guy, he’s imitating Clay.

Oh, Max. Is nothing real for you?

“We had a band in college,” Clay’s saying when Taylor hears the shower click off, “and we were okay. Well, actually, we were awful and the bass player was a skeez and the other guys were more willing to put up with him than I was, so I guess that’s why I don’t mind that we moved out here and I’ll never see any of them again.”

“How’re you doing with that?” Taylor says, louder than usual, so Max will hear her and know his brother’s still here. “The move, I mean.”

Clay’s face adopts its most neutral expression yet. Barely an eyebrow hair out of place. “Anything for my bro.” Lowering his voice and guarding his mouth with his hand, he continues, “Mom and Dad say otherwise, but we moved for him. To protect him. Give him a fresh start, y’know?” Taylor nods. Yeah, she knows. “So look after him, okay? Don’t break his heart, don’t let anyone else break his heart.” She nods again, unwilling to say when Max might overhear that she can’t break his heart because she’s not into girls, and realizing a moment later the other reason she shouldn’t say that. She swallows repeatedly so she doesn’t laugh. Clay, thankfully, seems to take it as a display of contrition, and smiles at her. “Cool,” he says, then he turns his head toward the bathroom. “Hey Max! Get out here!”

“Coming!” Max shouts from inside the bathroom; back to normal. Or mostly, anyway. His Maxwell voice sounds kinda like his Maxine voice did, days ago: a bit scratchy, like it takes effort. He emerges, dripping wet, his hair slicked back from his face and a robe drawn around himself, and says, “Hey, Clay. What’s up?”

And Taylor almost gasps: there’s no way Clay isn’t going to think something’s up! Max’s voice sounds weird, his hair’s too smooth and conditioned, and his face is—

Wait.

Taylor blinks.

This is going to give her a headache.

Max is Max. To her, he looks like Maxine, but maybe that’s because she’s spent all day with her. But to Clay, who has slapped a welcoming hand on Max’s shoulder, Max is obviously just Max. Guy Max. Maxwell. Jeez, she needs a way to keep this straight.

Max just doesn’t look that different in either mode. So maybe it’s just a matter of what you expect to see. And Clay expects Maxwell.

“Hey, bro,” Clay says. “Listen, I gotta book because I have a job and I start tonight—hold your congratulations—but I gotta tell you now because I might not be around until Sunday: I bought a car!”

“No shit,” Max says, sounding a little more confident. He glances briefly at Taylor. She gives him a thumbs up.

“It’s a real shitbox,” Clay continues, “but it goes, and it’ll get me to work and back and it’ll get us to that strip mall you were talking about. So what I was thinking was, you did driver’s ed back home, right?” Max nods. “So maybe talk to the DMV or whatever and see if it’s transferable. See if they’ll get you another learner’s permit.”

“Oh, yeah, sure,” Max says, sounding dispirited.

Clay doesn’t seem to pick up on it. “Just call ’em, whatever. He got a permit back home,” Clay adds to Taylor, “and then never did anything with it! But California’s all roads, Max! You can’t be like Mom and walk everywhere or you’ll never get anywhere! Think about it. If you can go pick it up or something, I could give you your first lesson Sunday.”

“I’ll call them.”

Clay thumps his shoulder again. “Cool.” He looks around, grins at Taylor. “Okay! Gotta run. Gotta take a shower, and then it’s off to make sober people into drunk people. Wish me luck.”

When Clay closes the door, Max drags over a towel that was on the floor next to it and wedges it into the gap, stuffing it in tight with his fingers. Standing up straight again, he staggers momentarily, and Taylor recognizes the signs of someone who’s been riding an adrenaline high starting to come down. He makes it to the bed and collapses onto it, next to her.

“No more close calls today,” he says, now firmly back in his guy voice, which, yeah, listening to it, really isn’t all that much deeper than his Maxine voice; it just sounds different.

“Agreed,” Taylor says. She nudges him. “Good job, though.”

“Back at you. Hey, uh, do you think Clay looked down?”

“Down?”

Max raises a leg in the air. The robe only comes down as far as his knees, and his legs are completely hairless.

“Down,” he says.

“No,” Taylor says, stifling a giggle. “No, I think you’re in the clear.”

She really hopes she’s right.

* * *

That night, Max dreams of flying, of running to his friends, of them taking him in their arms and throwing him up, up, up, of the graceful ascent, of his skirt fluttering in the wind.

When he lands, he wakes, rolling almost completely out of bed, saved only because his feet are tangled in the comforter, drenched in sweat from the warm night and from his yet-to-be-discarded habit of pulling too many sheets around him. He stumbles into his bathroom, splashes cool water in his face, and catches himself in the mirror, smiling broadly, unable to stop, lingering in the dream and the memory.

It’s perfect. It’s so perfect.

He wants nothing more than to fly again. To fly and never stop.



chapter nine

A BETTER WORLD



A-Very-Nice-Person: Friday Friday Friday!

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s Friday!

A-Very-Nice-Person: I have absolutely nothing going on and my week has had zero structure because it’s summer and I’m on break from gymnastics but it’s FRIDAY

A-Very-Nice-Person: That MEANS something Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: You’re not allowed to tell me I’m being crazy

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s metaphysical and stuff

A-Very-Nice-Person: Fridays give FORM to the week, without Fridays, what would the week even be?

Maximillion: Shorter?

A-Very-Nice-Person: Max! Hi!

A-Very-Nice-Person: Isn’t it three hours ago there? I thought you’d be still in bed

A-Very-Nice-Person: I was planning to just talk at you while you’re defenseless (i.e. not there) and then run away before you could defend yourself (by telling me I’m crazy)

Maximillion: You’re not crazy

Maximillion: Well okay you actually are, but I miss you and your crazy

A-Very-Nice-Person: Max I’m BLUSHING

A-Very-Nice-Person: We haven’t talked in a few

A-Very-Nice-Person: How’s tricks

A-Very-Nice-Person: You’re still hanging out with that girl who isn’t prettier than me, right

Maximillion: Yes

Maximillion: And her friends, Eddie and Willa

A-Very-Nice-Person: Willa? Exotic name! Is she like English or something and

A-Very-Nice-Person: (and this is very important Max)

A-Very-Nice-Person: Is she also not prettier than me

Maximillion: No comment on that

Maximillion: And she’s not English, she’s German. Her full name’s Wilhelmina

A-Very-Nice-Person: Wilhelmina!!!

Maximillion: Yes

A-Very-Nice-Person: Wilhelmina

Maximillion: Correct

A-Very-Nice-Person: Wil hel mi na

A-Very-Nice-Person: Do you put the emphasis on the wil, the hel, or the min

A-Very-Nice-Person: Or the a???

A-Very-Nice-Person: I’m putting it on the hel

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s funnier that way

Maximillion: It’s probably good you’ll never meet her

A-Very-Nice-Person: Hey!

A-Very-Nice-Person: I’m GONNA meet her

A-Very-Nice-Person: I’m gonna meet ALL your friends

A-Very-Nice-Person: You KNOW I’m gonna visit right Max?

Maximillion: I’ve been building a pillow fort in anticipation specifically to keep you out

A-Very-Nice-Person: Wil

A-Very-Nice-Person: HELmina

A-Very-Nice-Person: I’ve come around. It’s a very normal name. I’m going to call all my sons and daughters Wilhelmina

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s normal as hell Max

Maximillion: She doesn’t think so

Maximillion: It’s why she goes by Willa

Maximillion: She told me she had two choices when she graduated middle school: live forever in the library, eating nuts in the corner like a squirrel and hoarding books also like a squirrel, or join the cheer squad and overcome her incredibly uncool name

A-Very-Nice-Person: And she picked nuts and books right

Maximillion: No the other thing

A-Very-Nice-Person: Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: Are ALL your friends cheerleaders?

A-Very-Nice-Person: What about Eddie?

A-Very-Nice-Person: He sounds like a guy who paints model airplanes I’m certain of it

Maximillion: If he does, he’ll have to wait until after cheer practice

A-Very-Nice-Person: Jeeeeeeeez

A-Very-Nice-Person: At this rate YOU’RE going to be a cheerleader! After I told you not to and everything!

A-Very-Nice-Person: haha

A-Very-Nice-Person: um

A-Very-Nice-Person: Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: MAX???

A-Very-Nice-Person: MAX I HAVE A VERY IMPORTANT QUESTION TO ASK YOU

Maximillion: I plead the fifth

A-Very-Nice-Person: MAX

Maximillion: How is your ankle?

A-Very-Nice-Person: You can’t change the subject

A-Very-Nice-Person: Max you’re a cheerleader?

Maximillion: I tried out for Coach yesterday. I’m in, Avery

A-Very-Nice-Person: CHEER IS THE MIND KILLER

Maximillion: I know

Maximillion: But cheer is also the only way I get to do anything

Maximillion: I can’t do gymnastics. For a start, the school has no gymnastics team

Maximillion: Also, I just

Maximillion: Can’t do it

Maximillion: If I even think about it I start shaking

Maximillion: It’s like a memory buried in my body

Maximillion: I can’t control it

Maximillion: And I can’t forget it

Maximillion: So I can’t be a gymnast again

Maximillion: But this?

Maximillion: This I can do

Maximillion: This I can be

Maximillion: So yeah, Avery

Maximillion: I’m a cheerleader

A-Very-Nice-Person: OK I get it

A-Very-Nice-Person: I totally get it

A-Very-Nice-Person: Disregard everything I said before

A-Very-Nice-Person: You’re going to KILL out there

A-Very-Nice-Person: Do cheerleaders kill

A-Very-Nice-Person: I’m going to assume they do

A-Very-Nice-Person: I think OUR cheerleaders probably do

A-Very-Nice-Person: If it came out that Sherri Bitchford and her little bitch friends were international assassins the only questions I’d have would be logistical

A-Very-Nice-Person: Proud of you Max

Maximillion: I mean I haven’t actually cheered anything yet

Maximillion: I could choke

Maximillion: I could drop someone

A-Very-Nice-Person: omgosh you HAVE to send me a picture of you in your uniform

A-Very-Nice-Person: Do you have it yet

A-Very-Nice-Person: I wanna see I wanna see

Maximillion: How is your ankle?

A-Very-Nice-Person: MAXWELL GIORDANO DON’T MAKE ME COME DOWN THERE

Maximillion: I’m serious! I want to know!

A-Very-Nice-Person: My ankle’s OK

A-Very-Nice-Person: Not great

A-Very-Nice-Person: Hence why I didn’t have gymnastics this week

A-Very-Nice-Person: Max I really wanna see you in your cute cheerleader uniform

A-Very-Nice-Person: Your GUY cheerleader uniform

A-Very-Nice-Person: Do you have little shorts

A-Very-Nice-Person: Very very important question DO YOU HAVE LITTLE SHORTS

Maximillion: I can say with absolute accuracy that when I tried out for Coach, I wore shorts

A-Very-Nice-Person: Ha!

A-Very-Nice-Person: Awesome

A-Very-Nice-Person: Cheerlederhosen

Maximillion: …

A-Very-Nice-Person: Max I’m excited

A-Very-Nice-Person: You NEED to send me a picture

A-Very-Nice-Person: I bet you look so hot

Maximillion: I look hotter than before, that’s for sure

A-Very-Nice-Person: ?

Maximillion: I shaved my mustache

A-Very-Nice-Person: !

A-Very-Nice-Person: !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

A-Very-Nice-Person: FINALLY

A-Very-Nice-Person: Oh Max it looked awful

A-Very-Nice-Person: I’m so sorry

A-Very-Nice-Person: I know you wanted it to look good, we all did

A-Very-Nice-Person: We were all rooting for it

A-Very-Nice-Person: But it was terrible

Maximillion: I know

Maximillion: You don’t have to lay it on quite that thick though

A-Very-Nice-Person: Yes I do and you know it

A-Very-Nice-Person: I want pics even MORE now!

Maximillion: Oh sure let me just use my camera that doesn’t exist

A-Very-Nice-Person: Boo

A-Very-Nice-Person: Doesn’t Clay have a digital camera

Maximillion: Clay is also asleep

A-Very-Nice-Person: BORING

Maximillion: Sorry

A-Very-Nice-Person: Eh it’s fine I have pictures of you

A-Very-Nice-Person: I can just put white out on your upper lip and use my imagination

A-Very-Nice-Person: Oh hey look at that you look WAY better

Maximillion: I’m actually looking at a picture of you too

Maximillion: I’m drawing on a mustache

Maximillion: For revenge purposes

A-Very-Nice-Person: Do I look dapper

Maximillion: If I say yes, that’s not good revenge now is it?

A-Very-Nice-Person: Yeah I look dapper

A-Very-Nice-Person: Anyway

A-Very-Nice-Person: As I believe I already noted

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s FRIDAY

A-Very-Nice-Person: And I’m bored as hell even though it’s only ten because I have nothing in my life while Becca’s at her dad’s

A-Very-Nice-Person: Becca’s at her dad’s by the way

Maximillion: Yeah I got that

A-Very-Nice-Person: Sorry I thought I’d better start spelling things out for you

A-Very-Nice-Person: Because you’re a CHEERLEADER

Maximillion: My feelings

Maximillion: They are so hurt

A-Very-Nice-Person: Why ARE you awake at seven in the morning

Maximillion: I don’t know

Maximillion: Excited to start the day I guess

Maximillion: Going to a party tonight with Taylor

Maximillion: And Willa and Eddie

Maximillion: Remember them? The CHEERLEADERS

Maximillion: I’m looking forward to it

A-Very-Nice-Person: Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: You’re getting up early in the morning, you’re going to parties, you’re a cheerleader

A-Very-Nice-Person: Who are you and what have you done with Maxwell Giordano

Maximillion: Incredibly good question

Maximillion: I don’t know

Maximillion: I just feel good lately

A-Very-Nice-Person: Probably all that healthy California sun

Maximillion: Probably

Maximillion: Actually that reminds me




Max hops up from the chair, digs around in the messenger bag under the bed, and pops one of Willa’s pills into his mouth. He counts the pills he has left; not exactly loads, not if he carries on taking one or two a day. But there’s undoubtedly ways to get more, and he’s not going to run out this week, so he chalks it up as a worry for another day and returns the box to its hiding place.




A-Very-Nice-Person: Reminds you of what

Maximillion: Oh nothing

Maximillion: How’s it going with Rebecca

A-Very-Nice-Person: Oh Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s good

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s so good

A-Very-Nice-Person: Did you know that when you have a girlfriend you can TOUCH each other?

Maximillion: I did not

A-Very-Nice-Person: Well you can

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s very enjoyable

A-Very-Nice-Person: But

A-Very-Nice-Person: Well

A-Very-Nice-Person: I’m not looking forward to going back to school

A-Very-Nice-Person: I think it might have gotten out

A-Very-Nice-Person: That I’m

A-Very-Nice-Person: You know

A-Very-Nice-Person: Gay

Maximillion: Oh shit did anything happen?

A-Very-Nice-Person: Few weird calls this week

A-Very-Nice-Person: All of them heavy breathing

A-Very-Nice-Person: Thought it was a creep

A-Very-Nice-Person: But on the last one there was this burst of giggling

A-Very-Nice-Person: Giggling girls specifically

A-Very-Nice-Person: And they immediately hung up

A-Very-Nice-Person: They SLAMMED the phone down like they just unintentionally revealed themselves

A-Very-Nice-Person: So girls from school I’m guessing

A-Very-Nice-Person: Messing with the dyke

A-Very-Nice-Person: Nobody did that shit to me when I was just the dorky gymnast girl

Maximillion: Oh Avery

Maximillion: I’m so sorry

Maximillion: I wish I was still there

Maximillion: I’d help you

Maximillion: Don’t know how but I would

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s okay

A-Very-Nice-Person: I’ll be careful

A-Very-Nice-Person: I got enough practice watching your back to know how to watch mine

A-Very-Nice-Person: And if they come at me at school I’m going straight to the principal

A-Very-Nice-Person: Gonna be the world’s fastest snitch

A-Very-Nice-Person: I do wish you were here though

A-Very-Nice-Person: I miss you

Maximillion: Miss you too Avery




A photo pops up in the feed: Avery, wearing her bunny-print pajamas, sitting sideways in her computer chair with her legs over the armrest. She’s smiling at the camera, and Max, obeying an impulse so strong it feels almost physical, kisses his fingers and presses them up to the screen.

If only he could send her a picture back! This is horribly one-sided. He could send her a picture next time he’s at Taylor’s—

Oh. No. He probably shouldn’t. Not unless he wants to spend his next conversation with Avery avoiding uncomfortable questions.

He’ll get a webcam on Sunday. That way he won’t have to bug Clay to borrow his digital camera, and he can take a picture anytime he wants. They’ve got to sell them somewhere in that massive mall. Meantime, he does the only thing he can:




Maximillion: <3

A-Very-Nice-Person: <3




It’s not even close to enough.

* * *

Taylor turns from side to side in the mirror, checking her thighs for cellulite and her belly for flatness and her hair for flyaways, but her eyes keep returning to her clothes. It’s taken her three tries to pick an outfit and she’s still not sure about this one! It’s cute, no doubt; denim mini plus logo crop top is a killer enough combo that she’s pretty sure she’s seen it on Paris Hilton like a dozen times, and the light pink jacket just completes it. But is it cute enough for Max?

Ick! She wishes she’d never realized how she feels about him. Is she going to be all awkward and weird around him now? She made it through yesterday okay, but she’s had time to sleep on it, and with sleep came dreams, and now she doesn’t know if she can even look him in the eye without thinking of what she wishes fervently she could do to him…

It’s a question that can only be answered by seeing him again, she supposes.

The outfit’ll have to do. It is cute, and very Paris Hilton, though she’s not going to wear the heels Paris would undoubtedly wear with it—she feels weirdly like Mom Giordano might look down on girls who wear heels all the time. White sneakers are fine, and they’ll save her ankles for tonight, too.

Is there anything else she needs to bring? Taylor whirls around her room a couple more times, checks her bag, checks her hair again, and finally decides, yeah, she’s ready.

When was she last this flustered over Gordo? Was she ever? Is it because she takes his attention for granted?

Or is it something else?

Ick. Forget him! Gordo is a problem for tonight. Right now, she’s off to see Max.

It’ll be interesting to spend some time with him as Maxwell for once, not as Maxine. Lately, even when he’s been in guy mode, it’s been off the back of a whole day as Maxine, after which he never seems very much like a guy at all. But this morning, he’s starting the day as Maxwell, and she’s going to be there to see it.

He’d much rather be at her place all day, he said—sweet of him, considering he’s got to give up his masculinity to do so—but he’s waiting for a package, and it’s something he can’t allow his mom to see, so he’s got to stay home until it comes. And Taylor could wait for him here, sure, but she’s not spending all morning slouching around the house on her own, especially since Eddie’s busy until the party and Willa’s waiting for a delivery of her own. And he’s Max: wherever he is and whoever he’s got to be, she gets to see him, and she’s done pretending that’s something she doesn’t want.

Something she doesn’t dream about.

Deep breath.

Time to go!

Blinking away the morning sunlight, Taylor runs the short distance to Max’s place and rings the bell. Three times is maybe a bit excessive, but now she’s here, with just a door separating them, she’s too excited to rein herself in. At least, she is until Mom Giordano opens up and fixes her with the kind of stare her own mom last used when Taylor did a handstand in the kitchen and broke the microwave.

“Good morning,” Mom Giordano says.

“Hi, Mrs G!” Always be positive, always be polite, always be pleased to see them; the three Ps of dealing with parents.

“Hmm.” She doesn’t sound super happy to have Taylor there, but she steps aside and closes the door after her, so that’s something. “Are there going to be other kids from your school at this party tonight?” she asks bluntly, folding her arms.

“Um. Yes?”

“Max has told you what happened at his old school?”

“He has.”

“And I know you know what happens tonight carries over. So you watch out for him, you hear me? If this goes badly, I’m holding you responsible.”

Taylor nods enthusiastically. This is sorta reminiscent of the time, years ago, when Garrett had a girl’s father come over to lecture him before he was allowed to take her on a second date. Taylor briefly wonders if her dad ever said anything like that to Gordo; if he did, it clearly wasn’t all that effective.

“I’ll watch out for him,” she says.

“You’d better.”

Without another word, Mom Giordano returns to the kitchen, leaving Taylor to find her way upstairs on her own. Fortunately, she knows where everything is.

“Hey,” Clay says as she climbs the stairs. He’s leaning against the wall outside his room, kicking a foot idly back and forth. “Sorry about Mom. If overprotectiveness was a Girl Scout badge, she’d have to wear two sashes. Due to, uh, having so many badges. Does that make sense? Can you get more than one of the same badge? Shit. Sorry, Taylor. It’s still early.”

“It makes sense,” Taylor says. “Enough sense, anyway. And it’s okay about your mom.”

It’s not okay, actually, but Taylor doesn’t want to make herself into more of a problem than she already is in this family’s mind. So she brushes it off, she keeps up her pep, and she refuses to provide anyone in Max’s family with an excuse to keep her away from him.

What’s bugging her is that this is the opposite of when she met Gordo’s parents. They were nothing but pleased to see her! Heck, they gathered round her like she was the only source of heat in the Arctic! And Gordo said his mom thought she was very pretty, and that she was very pleased Taylor didn’t dress like a slut. He was a bit disappointed about that. Cheerleaders are supposed to be sluts, he said. No, she said, that’s just in the movies; cheerleaders are supposed to set an example. Yeah, he said, that’s exactly what he was talking about!

Ick.

Point is, she’s used to being judged on her appearance; guys, in her experience, are the ones judged on their behavior. She’s always got by with the three Ps and, in extremis, a modest hemline.

“Mom’s right, though,” Clay says, briefly obstructing her as she passes him. “I know it’s weird to ask the girl to look out for the guy, but—”

“It’s not weird,” Taylor says quickly, defensive. “It’s the twenty-first century, Clay. We have equality and stuff.”

“Do you carry Mace?” he asks. Taylor hesitates before she nods; some guys don’t like it when they know you can defend yourself, but Clay doesn’t seem the type. “Good,” he says. “Take it tonight, and if he gets in trouble—or if you do—don’t be afraid to use it.”

“Okay…?”

“I’m serious! Couple years ago, Max stood a chance of fighting back, if it was just one or two guys. Now…”

“Yeah,” she says. “I know. He lost weight. I’ve seen the before pictures.”

“It’s not just weight. He’s lost confidence.”

Shows what you know, she doesn’t say. Yesterday, Max was brimming with confidence!

“He’s getting better now that he’s here, I think,” she says instead. “Not that I knew him before, but… he seems pretty good?”

“Hope so,” Clay says, nodding to himself. “Well, gotta go. Training shift at work and I still need a shower. Apparently, I need ‘training’ in how to open bottles.”

“Have fun at your dive bar!” Taylor says, trying to inject positivity back into the conversation.

“My—? Oh, yeah. Sure. I will. Have fun at the party, Taylor.”

She lets herself into Max’s room. He’s still in the shower, it sounds like, so she kicks off her sneakers and hops up onto the end of his bed to wait for him, crossing her legs and prepping a saucy smile.

After thirty seconds, he’s still not done, so she digs in her bag for her Sidekick and catches up on her texts.




Willa: They’re here! Max’s boobs are here! And they’re SO much fun.

Taylor: Wilhelmina Bauer, are you playing with Max’s boobs?

Willa: Yes, Taylor, and I got there FIRST.




She’s rendered sufficiently speechless—textless, really—that Willa has time to get in a number of childish taunts on the subject of the pleasing squishiness of Max’s boobs before Taylor can gather enough wit to respond.




Taylor: You put those away this instant, young lady.

Willa: Did you ever see Total Recall?

Taylor: WILLA NO

Willa: Too late!




She’s about to reply with something really scathing when the shower shuts off, so she closes the Sidekick, drops it back in her bag, and tries to vanquish from her mind the image of Willa road-testing Max’s new prosthetic breasts. It’s a difficult thought to shake, and she only manages it when the bathroom door opens and Max steps out, towel wrapped around his chest and damp hair going every which way. Steam follows him through the door and it mingles with the light, haloing him, as if some higher power set up this precise moment solely so Taylor could admire him.

And, like, wow.

“Hi, Max,” she says shyly when he doesn’t appear to notice her. Too wrapped up in his thoughts—in his towel—to register a whole woman sitting on his bed, apparently.

“Oh my—” he starts, and a hand flies to his chest to secure his towel before he realizes it’s just Taylor, and he relaxes again. “Hi. Do you just walk in here now whenever you feel like it?”

“Pretty much.”

He fiddles with the towel still wrapped around his chest. “Um, about this…” he says.

“It covers your scars,” Taylor says quickly. “I get it.”

“I keep getting into and out of the habit. Mom’s gotten on my case for it, like, a hundred times. ‘What if someone sees you?’ and all that shit.” He looks to the sky, chewing on his lip—she wants to leap up and rescue his poor lower lip, but she controls herself; she might cause a wardrobe malfunction or something—and corrects himself. “Okay, maybe three times. Still. I should be more careful. You could have been her.”

“She comes into your room when you’re showering?”

“Sometimes. It’s not that she doesn’t trust me—she doesn’t search my room or anything—but she—”

“She worries,” Taylor finishes. “I know.”

He narrows his eyes. “She got you, didn’t she?”

“Yeah. I got the lecture. Got the sequel from Clay, too.”

“Sorry about that.”

“I get it,” Taylor says again. She understands too much of Max’s home life now, and she gets why he’s so anxious to spend time with her away from this place, even though it means he’s got to be Maxine. His house is a two-person panopticon—three, if his dad gets in on it—and it’s always focused on him.

“You, uh, don’t have to wait with me this morning,” he says, tightening the towel. “Chances of another Mom encounter are high.”

“Not going anywhere! I’ve got to see what’s in your mystery package. And besides,” she adds brightly, “what else am I going to do with my morning?”

Her tone brings the smile back to his face. “Okay then,” he says, and turns away from her to rummage in his closet. Selecting a pair of jeans that must be way too big for him—with a belt, so he knows it—and a Red Hot Chili Peppers shirt, he returns to the bathroom to get changed.

Disappointing, a rebellious voice from inside Taylor comments. He’s gotten changed in front of her before!

Yeah, but not from completely naked.

Shoot.

He emerges again, and she realizes she underestimated the baggy factor by at least one order of magnitude; he looks like the after guy in one of those weight loss commercials where they proudly hold out the waist of their old pants. She doesn’t comment on it—she knows how self-conscious he can be about, well, everything—but she can’t believe he ever had the mass to wear them without a belt. Not unless there were two of him at one point.

Maybe they were Clay’s. Or his dad’s, or a local sumo wrestler’s, or something.

She follows him down to the kitchen and he doles out store-bought smoothies from the fridge. As she rips the little plastic seal off of hers to try it—it’s fine, but not especially exciting—he turns, jerks a thumb behind him at the living room across the hall, and smiles.

His heart is not in it.

In the living room, he flops onto the couch, the one closest to the doors that separate them from the entrance hall and the front door, and he just kind of… switches off. And when she sits down next to him, smoothie in hand, she understands why.

Max’s mom is watching them.

The Giordanos’ place has the same layout as Taylor’s house, mirrored left to right, but that doesn’t mean it’s the same in all respects. Taylor’s dad had extensive renovations done after Garrett was born: he had the whole first floor opened up, replacing all the glass-paneled double doors with sweeping open arches. Dad occasionally jokes that he had it done so he could hear toddler Garrett fall on his face from anywhere in the house.

Whoever lived here before the Giordanos left everything as they found it, but all that means is that Max’s mom, cut off from them as she is by two pairs of glass doors, probably can’t hear them. She can definitely see them.

She’s sitting in the dining room—which in Taylor’s house is now part of their expanded kitchen—and she’s working on a computer, but she’s positioned herself so she can keep an eye on Taylor and Max, and that’s why Max is sitting so stiffly and silently.

If this were Taylor’s place, Max would be laughing, smiling, talking with his hands as much as his mouth, but here, under his mother’s eye, he is almost completely still.

It’s unnatural. Almost eerie.

“Hey,” Taylor says quietly, “you okay?”

“Yeah,” Max says, and declines to elaborate. Instead, moving more stiffly than she’s ever seen, he grabs the remote off the table and starts flipping through channels.

Taylor can’t bear to be out of contact with him right now, so she moves up to him until their shoulders are touching, and tries her best to be silently reassuring. However bad things are in his head right now, with his mom looking on, with Max practically boiling over with tension about beating her to whatever it is he’s waiting for, Taylor will be there for him.

Later—and she doesn’t know how much later—she starts paying attention to the TV, and is surprised to discover they’ve been watching Totally Spies this whole time. She doesn’t remember this one.

“Hey, why’s she so round?” she asks, pointing at the TV. “What happened that necessitated one of the Totally Spies be so incredibly round?”

He shakes himself back to life, shares with her a sheepish smile, and shrugs. Yeah, he hasn’t been watching either, has he? She’ll just have to start paying attention herself. Maybe she can work out from context clues why a teenage spy just attached a pink bicycle pump to her abdomen, inflated herself like a balloon and floated up into the sky.

She almost definitely can’t.

Next to her, Max has gone still again.

Taylor hates this. It’s not like him at all. So, slowly, unsure if she ought to be doing this but feeling like Max needs to connect to something or he’s going to petrify, she lets her hand flop down into the gap between their legs. She finds his hand and entwines her fingers with his, and without hesitation he grasps her tight.

Yeah. It was the right choice. She’s reminded suddenly of a few nights ago, when she had dinner here: Max took part in the conversation, but he was clearly uncomfortable. It felt like she was the only one at the table to notice. But she gets it now. Here, around his family, he can’t be himself.

That sucks.

And his family are used to this stiff, lifeless behavior from him now, so any deviation from it will get noticed.

That double sucks!

She vows right there and then: Max can always be natural with her. No matter what. She’ll make it clear to him somehow.

It also doesn’t hurt that having him hold her hand means that his fingers are pressing into her bare thigh. She can feel them, feel their heat, and it’s a little like yesterday, when she was catching Max over and over, when she got to put her hands on him, on his legs and his ass, only it’s better, because nobody can see, because she doesn’t have to let him go.

Max is touching her. How can something so simple feel so good?

Two more shows later, the doorbell finally goes, and Max leaps up, vaulting the couch with his usual grace before his mom’s even gotten out of her chair. By the time Mom Giordano’s in the front hall, Max is already closing the door, clutching a boxy package under one arm.

“Oh, hey,” he says, pretending like he’s surprised to see her there.

“I wasn’t expecting any packages,” his mom says, eyebrows pinching.

“It’s for me, Mom,” Max says, catching Taylor’s eye and nodding at the stairs.

“Oh? Whatya get?”

“Nothing,” he says.

And that’s a mistake, because Mom Giordano steps toward him, arms folded—Taylor’s beginning to dread the sight of Max’s mom with her arms folded—and says, “Why would anyone ship you ‘nothing’ in a box? Maxwell, what did you get?”

He shrugs, and in a move that catapults Taylor’s heart, lungs and most of the rest of her into her mouth, hands his mom the box. She tears it open with a fingernail, and Taylor holds her breath.

“Max,” Mom Giordano says, pulling out a colorful inner box, “what is this?”

He takes it back from her and turns it the right way up, so his mom—and Taylor—can read the text on it. A guitar tuner? What the heck?

“I broke my old one in the move,” he says. “Tried it and it just doesn’t turn on. And I found a local place that lets you order things online, so I thought I’d give it a shot.”

“Ah,” his mom says. “Well. Good for you.” She seems disappointed, and gestures idly behind herself. “I should get back to my job search.”

“Good luck,” he says, and then he adds, when she’s halfway out of the entryway, “I’m just going to drop this off upstairs, Mom, and then go over to Taylor’s.”

“Okay, Maxxy,” she says. “Will I see you before this party of hers?”

“Probably not.”

“Then be safe. And you come straight home in the morning, you understand?”

“Mom!”

“First thing. I need to know you’re okay, sweetheart.”

“Yeah. I will.”

“Good boy,” his mom says. “Off you go, then.”

Back up in Max’s room, Taylor’s about to ask the obvious question—why all this fuss for a guitar tuner?—but she holds it in when she sees the tension almost visibly leave him. His shoulders unravel and he stands up straight again, his full almost-one-inch-taller-than-Taylor height finally expressing itself. She hates to see him so hunched over. She can’t help thinking it’s what the guys who hurt him made him into: someone who instinctively hides himself.

On instinct, she hugs him. Walks right up behind him and wraps her arms around his waist, rests her head against him, and holds him.

And then she frowns and pulls away again after a moment, because her hands have closed on something… lumpy? He turns and he’s grinning, and he pulls up his loose shirt to reveal a second package stuffed into his pants and held in place with the belt.

Oh.

Oh, that’s clever!

Gives her an opportunity to look at his belly again, too. She likes Max’s belly.

“I found a local store that used the same courier,” he says, extracting it. “And then I just had to wreck my old guitar tuner. It sucked, anyway.”

“So, whatya really get?” she says, reaching for the package. He holds it away from her, so she stamps her foot in frustration. “Maaaaax!” she whines, but he just grins at her even more, and that’s fine, because it means the morose, barely there guy from downstairs is gone and the playful Max she knows is back. Back and holding a soft paper package just slightly out of reach. Darn that almost one inch of extra height!

And then she staggers forward, just a little, and bounces off him, and they both back away, blushing. Their chests definitely touched.

She wants to do it again!

She shouldn’t.

Besides, he’s biting his lip again; she’s triggered his shyness.

“Is, um, everything we need for tonight at your place?” he asks, putting the package away in his messenger bag, because they’ve both silently acknowledged that the game is over.

“It will be when Willa shows up.”

“So let’s get out of here?”

She nods seriously. Anything to get him away from here, honestly! His mom means well, that much is obvious, but Taylor doesn’t understand how she can’t see that she’s suffocating her son! He’s not even safe from her in his room, and now that he has secrets to keep, that’s a real problem! At least Taylor’s been promised a lock for her eighteenth. Max is just so vulnerable.

But he doesn’t want to be seen that way, of that she is completely sure. He’s fed up with being thought of as fragile, and although sometimes it’s hard to think of him any other way, for him, she’ll make the effort.

* * *

Taylor’s mom’s out, fortunately, selling houses to the reasonably well-off of San Diego, and Garrett’s a weed-smelling lump under a comforter somewhere—the whole thing slowly rising and falling, probably accompanied by cartoon snoring sounds—so it’s just him and Taylor, which is perfect, and not because his stupid pants are constantly on the verge of falling down.

“Seriously, Max,” Taylor says, as he trips on the first stair, “those pants are ridiculous.”

“They were Clay’s,” he says, and she grins smugly at him.

“I knew it!”

She’s walking up the stairs backward, flaunting her clothes that actually fit. He figures that he can’t let her get away with such a flagrant display, so he hitches up his pant legs like a bride lifting her wedding dress, chasing her the rest of the way up to her room. Her giggles are infectious enough that they worm their way into him, lifting him into the Maxine voice without him even trying for it, and by the time they make it there—Max stumbling again and landing undignified and sideways on her bed—he’s laughing right at the top of his range, and Taylor’s laughing with him.

“Will you bitches please keep it down?” Garrett yells from his room. “Some of us are trying to have hangovers!”

Taylor responds by slapping both her hands against the adjoining wall several times until he stops complaining, presumably realizing that Taylor has more capacity to make noise than Garrett has to bear it. She starts giggling again the moment he shuts up, and so does Max.

God, it’s better to be here. Away from home. Away from Mom! It’s hard to put a finger on why, but he’s been feeling extra-crowded by her lately. She doesn’t approve of Taylor, he knows that much, though it’s probably more accurate that she doesn’t approve of the idea of Taylor. A pretty, bubbly cheerleader? Mom would rather Avery was back, and she had words to say about her, too. Mom’s more than capable of getting along with Taylor for, say, the duration of dinner, but he knows she’d prefer it if Max made more down-to-earth friends.

Screw that. Max is going to fly.

“Okay, so,” Taylor says, “I don’t wanna put you in the dress until we’re getting ready for the party, and Mom’s not around today, so if you just want to hang, like, as-is and not get all girly just yet, that’s probably fine, because—”

“Taylor,” he says, interrupting her, “it’s fine. It’s totally fine.”

She still worries that dressing as a girl is a chore for him, but since the mall and especially since Coach, it’s felt kind of mundane. And safer than the alternative, in many ways.

It’s also more fun. It’s been difficult to know exactly why that is, but he thought a lot on the subject overnight and he’s zeroed in on a simple conclusion:

Being Maxwell sucks. His past sucks, his present sucks, and his future? It was looking pretty suckful, too. Being Maxine frees him from all that. The stuff that comes with being her, the clothes, the makeup? It’s not so bad. And it’s definitely worth the tradeoff.

“You’re sure?” Taylor says.

“I’m sure, Tay. What if your mom comes home?” Max pulls the belt out away from his belly. It clears the skin by several inches. “Besides, these pants are, like, completely falling down, anyway.”

“You’re really, really—? Okay, okay.” She holds up her hands in defeat and flops down onto the bed next to him. “Good,” she says. “Those pants are not safe. I’ve been seriously worried you might trip over.”

“Please; I’m an athlete.”

“You’re a cheerleader,” Taylor corrects him. “And…”

“Cheerleaders can do anything,” Max says, pretending reluctant acceptance.

She pushes him playfully. “You’re so right. Now! Go fix your underwear while I pick out something for you to wear.”

In her bathroom, he unpacks everything he needs from his messenger bag and lays it all out on the floor. Tearing open the plain package from the sleazy crossdresser store reveals three plastic-wrapped gaffs. They look tiny, and for a moment he doubts that they’ll function as promised, but he unwraps one anyway. It unfolds into a flesh-colored bikini-bottom-looking thing, with a thin waistband and a padded layer in the crotch. He has to stifle a laugh when he realizes the front of the gaff has been modeled to look a little like a vulva. Kinda like a topographical map of one. It’s not enough actually to pass for a real vulva, not unless the person wearing it is a literal Muppet, but it’s presumably enough that the wearer looks ‘right’ through their panties.

The wearer being him.

He really hopes this works. It’d be lovely to ditch the bike shorts.

Running through his usual tuck and pulling up the gaff, he’s instantly impressed with how it all just stays there. Normally his junk immediately tries to unfold into the panties, forcing him to yank them up practically into his ass until he gets the bike shorts on, but with these, there’s enough pressure in the right places to keep it all exactly where it’s supposed to be. Or where it’s not supposed to be, really.

He pulls the panties up, and it’s easy enough to hide the thin waistband of the gaff inside them. From what he can tell, he looks just as flat down there as he ever did with the bike shorts on. Maybe more so, though with the amusing addition of the faint impression of a vulva. Experimentally, he does a few simple stretches, and everything stays in place, so he performs the ultimate test: he drops into the splits, holds it for a few seconds, and pushes himself back up.

Yeah. Basically perfect.

Well, no. Perfect would be a solution that avoids the need to redo the tuck every time he goes to the bathroom, but there’s nothing he can think of there that doesn’t seem… unpleasantly final. The gaff is the next best thing.

God, that means he’s going to have to order more from that creepy store, isn’t he?

Looking down at himself, his eyes alight on the same old scars. Ick. Ugly. And yeah, they’re a vivid reminder of the assholes who branded him, they regularly pull him from sleep, itching and pressing themselves into him like he’s being burned all over again, blah blah blah; he’s so fucking tired of that shit. Tired of being the thing that was left over after they got done with him. Tired of having their marks on his chest.

But he can cover them up, can’t he? Slipping into a bra changes everything: the band cuts across his chest and slices his scars in half, and in doing so it transforms them. Transforms him. Dropping the familiar—if kinda worn out—oatmeal breasts into the cups changes it up even more.

If he’d known, he would have started wearing a bra months ago.

In the mirror, he plays with his hair a bit. He didn’t properly dry it this morning, and it needs a brush, but he figured they’d be dealing with all that together, before the party. In the meantime he just finger-combs a bit of volume into it, and shakes it out.

There she is. Maxine, right there in the mirror. He can’t resist making a kissy face at her before he goes.

Thank God nobody can see him right now.

* * *

Taylor’s thinking of starting a tally: number of times Max has exited a bathroom and made my jaw drop. Whatever that number was five minutes ago, it’s just incremented by one. Standing right in front of her, posing with his hands on his hips and wearing nothing but panties and a bra, is Max. And Taylor finds herself wondering for the briefest second if this has all been a joke on her, if Max really has been a girl all along, because he’s flat down there.

Like, completely flat.

How did he do it? Last time he still had a little bit of a bulge, something you’d only see if you knew what to look for, but now…

She should ask. But she can’t, can she? Because that would mean acknowledging that she looked. And Max could say, how do you know it’s any different, have you been looking before, just how many times have you looked at my crotch, and Taylor would die.

But she’s got to know!

The hell with it.

“Max,” she says, “what did you do? You didn’t… cut it off, did you?”

“Remember that package I got?” he says, apparently utterly undisturbed by her question.

“Was it a scalpel?”

“Yeah, right,” he says, snort-laughing. “Just watch out for the blood on your bathroom floor; I didn’t get a chance to clean up yet.”

Taylor has to cover her mouth to hide her reaction to the graphic imagery that suddenly presents itself. Max, shaking his head and quaking with suppressed laughter, lowers the waistband of his panties at the hip, enough to show her another waistband, this one almost a match for his skin color.

“Specialty underwear, that’s what was in the package,” he says, and then sits down next to her, unselfconscious about his near nakedness. A far cry from the withdrawn person he was. He crosses his legs, gingerly, like he’s testing for something, then laughs and says, “God, it’s so much more comfortable than the old way. It barely even pinches at all.”

“It… pinched?”

He nods. “Not fun.”

Taylor screws up her face, trying to imagine the sensation. “Ick,” she mutters.

“‘Ick’ is the word,” Max says, then bounces on the bed, his oatmeal boobies—on their last day, poor things—bouncing with him. “So, what are we doing?”

“What are we…? Oh! Waiting for Willa.” She pulls out her phone and shows Max the texts, pulling another laugh out of him. “Don’t know when she’s coming over, though. All she said was that she’ll be here in time for us to get ready. We’ll have long enough for us to, um…”

“Play with my boobs?”

“Yes,” she says, biting her lip. She doesn’t even realize she’s doing it until Max presses gently on her lower lip with his little finger, causing it to pop out from under her tooth. At the contact—so simple; so intimate—she feels her knees weaken. If she were standing right now, she’d have fallen flat on her face.

Sometimes he’s too much for her nervous system to handle. Like touching an exposed wire, only the sparks don’t burn.

So, there are two Maxes, right? There’s the Max she saw this morning, who is quiet and careful and constantly frustrated by, like, everything, by his whole life. And then there’s this Max, the one Taylor feels like she knows better, the one she took to the mall, the one who performed for Coach Dale. This Max is confident—and growing more so—and sweet and engaged, and it’s wonderful to see.

Is this what he was like before the attack? Take away the boobs and replant that thick black hair on his arms and legs and would this Max be recognizable to, say, Avery? Or would she find him a stranger, someone new come along to replace her old friend?

Ick. No. Forget Avery. Taylor wants Max all to herself right now, even if it’s selfish and self-indulgent and impossible and a little like cheating on Gordo. She wants him to be hers, if only so she can feel that spark one more time.

Or over and over and over, like when he bumps against her, tweaks her lower lip again, and whispers, “I finally got my revenge.”

Her lip is tingling. She wants to reach up and touch it. She knows she mustn’t.

If this is who Max is when he’s away from his family, if this is who he is when he can be himself, then who must Taylor be around this Max?

His best friend, that’s what.

“You’re still, like, two down on that front,” she says, bumping him back. “And I’ll be watching even closer now, you know that, right?”

Max leans back on his elbows and grins up at her when she turns to look at him. “Oh, it’s on,” he says, and then his eyebrows pinch and he looks down at himself. He’s still wearing only the bra and panties; he seems until now to have forgotten that fact. “Hmm. Should I get dressed or something?”

Taylor would like it a lot better if he didn’t, but that’s something she really can’t say out loud. She points to one of the computer chairs, which has a dress draped over the back and a pair of boots set out under it.

“Uh, the boots, too?” Max says, sitting up and looking warily at them, as if they might leap across the room and go for his throat.

“Yes,” Taylor says emphatically. “Definitely the boots, too.” Nice to be regaining the upper hand.

“They have heels,” he observes.

“Gotta learn sometime.”

* * *

She made him take the heels off again. He was too good in them too fast, she said. She played up the grumpiness, talked about how long it took her to get good in them, but he’s pretty sure she was pleased with him. And it turns out heels really aren’t all that hard! Especially for a trained gymnast. It’s basically like walking on your toes, just with more support. Max only wobbled, like, once. Twice at most. So he swapped out the boots for a pair of her kitty socks, the ones with the rubber paw pads on the bottom for grip, and put them away in the closet with tonight’s dress, to wait for him.

Taylor did insist on doing his makeup, though, and as much as he loves it when she’s this close to him, eyes narrowed in concentration, fingers touching his face all over, he’s got to find a way to get good at it himself. He could practice here, but he doesn’t want to spend his every moment at Taylor’s messing about with cosmetics.

He can’t very well practice at home, though.

Or can he?

His bathroom has a lock, doesn’t it?

Hmm.

She’s doing the finishing touches—his lips, which she loves to do in dark reds—and he’s thinking through it. First, he needs makeup, which shouldn’t be too hard; he knows the basics of what to buy from watching Taylor, and when Clay takes him to the strip mall on Sunday, he only has to get away for maybe twenty minutes to buy what he needs. He can say he’s going to the main mall to buy a webcam—and he can also, while he’s there, buy a webcam.

Where to hide his makeup when he’s not practicing is another question. Under the bed? Not very secure. Bathroom cabinet? Asking for discovery; what if Mom runs out of Tylenol and she comes looking? It’s bad enough that he has, like, actual skincare products in there now.

What about the bathtub? It’s basically a big bowl embedded in a wooden frame, and the side panels are almost definitely removable. If he buys the right kind of screwdriver, there’s probably room under the tub to hide all his illicit items…

“Aaaand done!”

Blinking himself back to reality, he comes face to face with Maxine again, and with her lightly blushed cheeks, her smooth skin, her painted lips and her adorned eyes, she’s not a bad sight at all. He bares his teeth at his reflection—the whitening kit is a pain in the ass, but it’s working—and can’t suppress a giggle when his reflection sneers back at him.

He’s still waiting for it to be weird to be Maxine. For the fear to hit him.

“Amazing job,” he says.

“There’s just one more thing,” Taylor says, pulling out a drawer on her vanity and exposing dozens of colors of nail polish.

Oh. Okay. There’s the fear. “No.”

“Come on, Max, I’ve got one in pale pink that will look perfect on you!”

“Taylor—”

“And it matches the dress so well!”

“It’s not the color I’m worried about.”

“We can take it off,” she says. “First thing. We’ll break out the acetone and the cotton balls and we’ll make your hands as boring as ever. Promise.”

“I swear Mom looked at my fingers this morning, Taylor,” he says. “Like, for way longer than she’s ever looked at them before.”

“We won’t clear coat them again. Honest.” She smiles at him, even jokingly bites her lip again. Her face is so close he can feel her breath against his cheek. “Please?”

“Fine,” he says, making a big show of sighing. He holds out his fingers expectantly, vowing to himself to become better at resisting Taylor—and especially to become better at resisting his tendency wistfully to imagine what it would be like if the impossible were to come about; if she were to dump Gordo for him—but she slaps them gently away.

“Oh, no, missy,” she says. “This time, you’re doing them yourself.”

It’s not difficult, fortunately. A little hand cream (wait for it to dry) and then a base coat (wait for it to dry). Two coats of the admittedly very pretty—and very well-matched to tonight’s dress—pale pink polish (wait for each coat to dry) and then, finally, a layer of top coat to protect it all and make it extra shiny (wait for it to dry). Throughout the process, Taylor starts loading him up with the information he’s going to need for tonight, which is mostly gossip about cheerleaders, footballers and their various hangers-on, and when he’s done, she praises his work.

“You have a very steady left hand,” she says.

He shrugs. “Comes from playing the guitar.” He raises his left hand and starts fingering chords on a non-existent guitar neck, and finds himself momentarily fascinated by the way his painted nails look as they move. Taylor must notice it as well; she’s staring. “Makes your fingers strong.”

“Really?” she says, sounding almost as if she’s in a trance. “It does?”

“I actually have no idea,” he admits, smirking and dropping his hand. Taylor takes a moment to react; she kinda sits there, wide-eyed and blinking, as if a bright light that was blinding her has just been switched off. And then, suddenly, she lets out an undignified snort and playfully hits him.

She hits him several times, actually; not too hard—it’s like when he and Avery used to pillow-fight—and only on the parts of him that haven’t been recently painted. He laughs, which makes her attacks all the more fierce, so he twists away from her, out of her reach and out of her room, putting all his faith in the little rubber paw pads on his socks to help him keep him upright.

As Max runs for the stairs, pursued by Taylor, a rising groan from inside Garrett’s room transforms into a yell of, “Children, will you please go play outside or something!” and the giggle fit this prompts in Max causes him to collide with the handrail.

Taylor catches up to him and resumes attacking him, but he waves her off and she immediately relents; there’s no way he can defend himself in this condition, and if she prods him somewhere he’s ticklish he might genuinely fall down the stairs.

It’s strange. He’s laughing so much this morning, at every little thing, and while it’s unexpected and entirely unfamiliar, it’s not unwelcome.

Willa’s little pills, probably. Working away on his mood.

They help each other to the couch in the living room, collapse there for a few exhausted, happy moments, and then Max grabs the remote and starts surfing for something to watch while Taylor goes to the kitchen to forage, only to return almost at once. Max raises an eyebrow; she just points backward with her thumb. Garrett’s there, shooing back into the living room, and he scowls at Max when he sees him.

“Since you two giggling high school girls won’t let me sleep,” he says, “I’m going to make myself my patented hangover-cure breakfast. And because I’m feeling unaccountably kind, I will make some for you, too.”

“It’s lunchtime, Garrett,” Taylor says.

“And we don’t have hangovers,” Max adds helpfully.

Garrett looks at him for a long time. Max, borrowing a younger-sister trick from Taylor, beams at him.

Eventually, Garrett says, “There’s definitely something about you that needs curing,” and disappears into the kitchen.

* * *

Sausage, bacon, fried eggs, hash browns and, weirdly, beans in tomato sauce. Not something Taylor ought to eat very often—for the good of her heart, if not her waistline—but she can absolutely believe that if she’d had a hangover, it would be cured by now. If only because she’s having trouble staying conscious.

She’s not the only one. Max, cradling a full belly through his dress, looks on the verge of passing out, and Garrett himself has already dropped off and jerked awake three times.

“Garrett,” Max says slowly, “did you stuff those beans full of sleeping pills or something?”

“You, my friend,” Garrett mumbles, “have just experienced the glory of ‘the full English’.”

“The full English what?” Taylor asks.

“Just ‘the full English’. Banger taught me the recipe. But if he asks—” Garrett leans forward briefly in his seat to show them a lecturing finger, “—I said it’s called ‘the full Welsh’. Very sensitive about his heritage, that man.”

“It’s hardly a recipe. It’s just… stuff out of the fridge.”

“When’s the last time you cooked?”

“I was going to today, thank you very much!” Taylor snaps.

“Oh yeah? What were you going to cook?”

“Cereal.”

“Ah. Very filling.”

“At least we wouldn’t be passing out right now.”

“For future reference,” Max says, “I can cook.”

“Like, actually cook?” Taylor asks. “Or ‘full English’ cook?”

“Actually cook. Vegetables and everything. I’ll make you something sometime.”

“That—” Taylor interrupts herself with a yawn huge enough to cause her to stretch her belly up toward the sky, “—would be amazing.”

“Shut up,” Garrett suggests, “and sleep.”

“You’re not the boss… of… me…”

When Taylor’s eyes next open, it’s because Max is standing over her, gently tapping her on the shoulder, and Willa’s standing next to him, a paper bag clutched in front of her chest.

Max says, “Hi, sleepyhead,” and Taylor can feel her gaze softening. She wants to reach out, wants to cradle that beautiful face in both hands. Wants to freaking kiss it! But she’s got to control herself, because Willa’s here, and Willa has a habit of noticing things, like the way Taylor’s looking at Max.

Max is my friend, she tells herself. She’s my friend and nothing more.

“Hey, lazybones,” Willa says. “You coming?”

“Fiiiiine,” Taylor whines, and offers a hand to each of them. They both pull her up, and she chooses to bounce off Willa rather than Max, because she’s trying not to give in to temptation. On her way out, she says, “Thanks for lunch, Garrett,” and she even manages to sound not entirely grudging about it; that counts as personal growth, right? She’s acing all her goals this afternoon.

As they leave, she thinks she catches Garrett turning a piercing look on Max, to which Max responds with a shrug, but she’s not sure; she’s around the corner too quickly.

Garrett needs to stop being weird around her friends.

Back in her room, Willa unpacks the boobies, and—

Actually, she unpacks the breasts. The packaging is far too serious and far too medical to apply the diminutive. Taylor’s impressed Willa managed to get something so normal-seeming; she expected bright pink plastic Barbie boobs, but the squishy silicone breast forms Willa lays reverentially on the bed look almost sophisticated.

“Weird shape,” Taylor comments, picking one up and turning it around. “I would have thought it’d be, like…” With her free hand, she draws a teardrop shape in the air.

“Yeah, no, me too,” Willa says, “but I looked it up, and, okay, so breasts? They come out from here—” she points to her underarm, “—as well as in front. It’s like we’re being hugged by our boobs, kinda. So if they were front-only, they’d sit weird in bras, I think.” Willa turns to Max. “You ready?”

He’s been staring at them since Willa unpacked them. “Yes,” he says. “I think?”

He reaches for them, but Willa intercepts him, handing him a bag. “There’s glue,” she says, “so they don’t fall out of your bra. So you need to make sure your chest is, um, hairless?”

“Not a problem,” Max says quietly.

“Okay! Then just wipe your chest, dry it, apply the glue, and put them on! Don’t worry,” she adds, tapping another small box, “there’s solvent. You’re not going to have to go home with boobies tomorrow!” As Max escapes, Willa calls after him, “Maybe put them in your bra first, so you don’t glue them on funny!”

Once Max has shut himself in Taylor’s bathroom again—if only she could be a fly on the wall in there!—Willa starts clearing up the spare packaging.

“How’re you doing?” she asks, almost casually, but the question startles Taylor anyway.

“I’m fine, Willa,” Taylor says. Too quick. Shoot.

Willa’s skeptical “Really?” is a foregone conclusion.

Taylor composes her most neutral face and says brightly, “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“I know you’re worried about Max,” Willa says. “This is a hell of a thing he’s doing.”

“She,” Taylor says automatically.

“Huh?”

Yeah: huh? Why does it feel like such an insult, suddenly, to label Max a him? “Get in the habit, Willa,” she says, mostly for something to say while her mind works away. Is it just because she associates guy Max with his home, a place where he seems unbearably miserable?

“Hey,” Max calls from inside the bathroom, interrupting Taylor’s thoughts—probably for the best. “Can I get your opinion on something?”

“On what?” Taylor shouts back.

The bathroom door creaks open and Max steps out, his hands gently cupping the breast forms through his bra.

Taylor increments the counter by one more.

“Are they… level?” Max asks. Willa jumps up and reaches for them, but Max backs away. “Don’t touch them! They’re, uh… The glue’s still drying. I think. But just, like, while I can still shift them around, do they look… right?”

Willa leans down, eyebrows pinched, and examines Max’s chest like Sherlock Holmes looking for clues. Max seems uncomfortable under her gaze, but he doesn’t move, and after almost a minute, Willa stands back up.

“I now pronounce your boobs… level!” she announces, bouncing on the spot with excitement. “Max! They look great! Aren’t you glad I got the ones with nipples?”

“There was a choice?”

Taylor moves closer. She doesn’t run at him, though, not like Willa did, and when she meets his eyes, he nods, almost imperceptibly: permission. An invitation.

She can’t deny the thrill it gives her.

Up close, she’s impressed. The glue has them flush with his skin all around, and they’re close enough to Max’s skin tone that even if they’re vaguely visible—through, for example, a slightly sheer top—he’ll probably still get away with it. Oh, they don’t look real, because the texture is completely off, but under clothes? Taylor’s ninety percent sure even she wouldn’t be able to tell, and she knows they’re there. As far as everyone else is concerned? Yeah, Max’ll be fine.

“How do they feel?” she asks.

He drops his hands—apparently deciding the glue has had long enough to set—and bounces experimentally. They move slightly in their cups, more or less the way Taylor would expect them to.

“Heavy,” he says. “A lot heavier than oatmeal.”

“May I…?”

As soon as she asks the question, she regrets it, but Max nods again, so she satisfies her curiosity, running her fingers across the seams at the top of the forms, where they merge with Max’s chest. The texture and color change is kinda weird, but mostly because he’s done such a good job of spreading the glue right out to the edges that it’s almost—almost—as if they are a part of him.

This is the first time she’s touched his chest since he let her touch his scars. She checks, and yes, they’re still visible. Much less so, and partially hidden by his bra, but yeah. Still there. And as shockingly red as always.

But the rest of him…? She looks him up and down, evaluating him. He looks fantastic! He also looks as vulnerable right now as he did when he let her touch him before. Quickly, chastened, smiling, she steps away, and he meets her eyes again.

Another quick shrug.

She’d give anything to know what he’s thinking.

* * *

Holy shit, Justin’s house is fucking massive!

None of the houses Max has seen since moving here have been what he thinks of as normal-sized. Eddie’s is closest, and it’s still bigger than their old place. And Max’s new place—like Taylor’s—is just plain too big, with rooms they’ve yet to find a use for; Mom’s talking about building a home gym or setting up an office. She’s drunk on the possibilities. Maybe they’ll get a cat and it can have a room of its own.

But Justin’s place? It’s insane. The double-wide front doors lead into an open-plan foyer—a real foyer, like in a hotel; a room that is for nothing but entering, admiring, and hanging art up in (and also maybe jackets)—that extends out into the rest of the first floor via vast arches, and is perfectly bisected by a staircase fit to announce groups of débutantes and escorts five-wide at its apex. What do this guy’s parents even do? Own the moon?

The overall impression Max has of Justin’s house is that someone took the basic idea behind a European stately home, scaled it up a couple times, rendered the furniture entirely in white leather, replaced most of the paintings with abstract art and strangely shaped vases, and deleted almost all the inside walls.

And then stuffed it with teenagers; Justin Lawrence is turning eighteen with a bang, and either his parents don’t care about what he might do to the place, or they have enough money that it simply does not matter. The thought suddenly occurs that maybe they don’t even live here, that maybe Justin’s parents have another house, even more ostentatious, and that this is the rich-guy equivalent of putting up a treehouse in the yard.

They’ve arrived late—fashionably so, according to Taylor—and the place is already heaving, with Seven Nation Army thumping from a handful of what look to Max like pro speaker stacks. And everywhere Max can see, there’s someone new, someone he doesn’t know. Bodies upon bodies upon bodies.

Maxwell would be terrified right now. It would be like it was going back to school after the attack. He’d be having flashbacks. He’d be looking at the guys turning their heads toward him and he’d be wondering what, exactly, they were about to do to him. Maxwell would almost be able to feel their hands on him.

So he’d better be Maxine, right?

At least he’s getting good at that.

After he got the breast forms properly situated—and after they’d been examined from every possible angle and been declared good—he’d expected to hang out for a while before they got ready, but instead the afternoon became a whirl of Taylor and Willa flitting around the bedroom in their underwear trying on outfit after outfit, handing him the potentials to hold onto and throwing the rejects into a pile on the bed. And when finally they’d both pronounced themselves satisfied—Willa having defaulted back to the skirt and top combo she brought with her—it had been time to make themselves up, to do their hair, to scent themselves. By the end of it, Max was almost wishing he was going as Maxwell; he wouldn’t have spent half an hour having Taylor apply and reapply his eye makeup until she was completely happy with it; he would have thrown on a band tee and a pair of cargos and called himself done.

And then Eddie showed up in a shirt and cargos just like Maxwell would have worn—though Maxwell probably wouldn’t have called it ‘straight-boy chic’ with such amused contempt—and Max, tugging down the hemline of his short dress, got a little frustrated and jealous about it.

But it’s stupid to even think about it here. Here, at this party, Max has got to be Maxine, even absent concerns about Gordo, because Maxwell would fucking wilt.

Maxwell would also look terrible in these boots.

Taylor catches his hesitation and links arms with him, and then Willa does the same from the other side, and they walk in together. Eddie trails behind, waving boisterously and yelling—in the weird deep voice he uses in public—to friends, well-wishers, hangers-on, ‘and all the other weirdos and psychopaths who attend Vista P High,’ as he’d said on the way over.

Yeah, those guys, the ones Eddie’s waving at? They’re all looking at Max! Oh, they’re looking at Taylor and Willa, too, because they’re both gorgeous, but Maxine is the new girl, the girl from New York who became instant besties with the head cheerleader, and rumor has it she can cheer, too, that she was some kind of gymnastics savant back home—Willa filled much of the time they spent getting ready by gleefully relaying the latest gossip; a disconcerting amount of it was about his new persona—and he’s glad he quietly popped another of Willa’s pills, because tonight’s going to stretch him until his bones crack.

He tries to remember the persona he slipped into that first night, facing down Gordo. Tries to find her confidence, her fuck-you attitude. And as the guys stare at him, as their gazes flicker up and down his body, resting on his exposed legs and his chest, she bubbles closer to the surface, indignant.

They wanna look? Fuck ’em. That’s all they get to do.

And they know it, don’t they? Because this isn’t like it was at the mall, where they were three teen girls surrounded by strangers; these people are almost entirely from Vista Primavera High, and they know them. More precisely, they know Taylor.

“Nobody effs with me, Max,” Taylor whispers, like she knows what he’s thinking. It’s a reminder, because that’s what she promised: she’s the head cheerleader and she’s dating one of the most popular guys on the football team; nobody effs with her. And nobody effs with her friends.

It would be social suicide.

So the guys stare at him, and he lets them.

* * *

Max is killing it! He faltered a little on their way in, but nobody saw it. Most people were too busy checking him out and, heck yes, they so should, because in his faded Polaroid skater dress, Taylor’s artfully worn-through black cardigan and those gorgeous calf-length boots, Max looks like he stepped out of the pages of a fashion magazine. Taylor found herself dressing up to meet him, and took long enough going through her closet that even Willa, who joined in at the start, gave her the evil eye.

So he faltered, but with Taylor’s arm locked in his, he soon found that strut, that confident stride that says, yes, I’m the hottest girl in the room, and so are my besties, and if you don’t like it, you can go screw. And now they’re investigating the party, greeting acquaintances and suckups, introducing Max over and over—with Max modulating his disinterested New York-ness depending on how enthused Taylor is with the interaction—looking for Taylor’s actual friends.

She finds three of them in a side room, one of the few lacking any of the obscenely loud speaker stacks. Chelsea, Jewel and Anna, all fellow cheerleaders, all of them good people. They’re hanging with a handful of Chelsea’s friends, girls and guys from the band. Taylor doesn’t really know them except by name, but that doesn’t matter, because she has a prize to present.

“Taylor! Willa!” Chelsea shouts, standing up and rushing over to exchange upper-body-only hugs. “Max, right?” she says, when she’s put Willa down. “Chelsea Aguilar. Anna says you’re on the squad now?”

“I heard it from Meredith!” Anna shouts, waving.

“Uh, yeah,” Max says. Is he blushing? Can he tell these are girls who actually matter to Taylor? “I auditioned for Coach yesterday.”

“Aww!” Chelsea says. “She says ‘audition’! Good find, Taylor!”

“Chelsea’s a band geek,” Taylor stage-whispers.

“Oh, cool!” Max says, no longer on the back foot. “What do you play?”

“Flute,” Chelsea says, “but I’m not a formal member of the band.”

“She’s like our mascot,” one of the band girls says. “She just doesn’t have fur.”

“Can’t play flute at games and cheer at games,” Chelsea says with a sigh, “so I picked the one that looks better on a college application. Hey, do you play?”

“Guitar,” Max says, shrugging. “And sorta the piano.”

Chelsea takes Taylor by the shoulders. “I love this girl already.”

Jewel’s next, and she makes a show of looking up at Max as she approaches. Being five-three, though, she looks up at a lot of people. “I’m guessing you’re going to be a base,” she says.

“I think so,” Max says. “Mostly.” And yeah, it’s unfortunate, but Max will probably only get to be thrown at practice; unless they vary their routines, they have enough flyers right now.

“Then I’m one of the girls you’ll be throwing. I’m Julie. Everyone calls me Jewel. Sometimes I wish they wouldn’t. But it’s fine, you can call me Jewel. You’re from New York?”

“Queens,” he says, hand on his hip, leaning further into the persona he first started experimenting with when he met Gordo.

“How are you dealing with the heat?”

“I’m not. Does it ever cool down here?”

“Awful, isn’t it?” Jewel says. “My family moved down from Seattle years ago. I’m still getting used to it.”

“Oh thank gawd,” Max exclaims, touching Jewel’s shoulder. “A normal person, at last! How do you sleep in this heat?”

“AC. But I think you grow a new organ to cope with it eventually.”

“Yeah, it’s— Oh, thanks, Eddie.” Max takes a red cup from Eddie and drinks deeply from it before returning to his conversation with Jewel.

Eddie’s gotten enough red cups for all of them, so Taylor takes one and just happily absorbs the conversation for a while. It’s nice, watching Max get to talk to people, get to be Max, and not be laden down with all the bullcrap he gets at home. And the way he stands, the way he talks with his hands, the way he casually touches the other girls and allows himself to be touched in return…

She’s kinda proud.

Max is describing something called ‘the F train’ and the excitingly large number of rats on it to an audience who have mostly never experienced mass transit when an arm appears from behind Taylor and encircles her at shoulder height. A hand wedges itself under her butt and she’s lifted partially into the air before her determined slapping at Gordo’s stupid big beefy forearms finally persuades him to drop her.

“Taylor!” Gordo says, grinning ear to ear. “There you are!”

Taylor resorts to the girliest retort she can think of. “Gordo! What if you wrinkled my dress?”

“Aw, I’m sorry, Tay,” he says, even though he’s obviously already too drunk to feel sorry about anything. “Heyyyyy, Maxine! Nice to see you again!”

“Oh,” Max says, turning around from Jewel and vanishing completely into the persona. Hand on hip. Shoulder cocked. “Hi. You again.”

“I see you’ve met our nerdiest cheerleaders!” Gordo shouts. Chelsea and Jewel both roll their eyes at him.

“Yeah, we’re getting along. How’ve you been, Gordo?”

“Better now that I’ve got my Tay!”

With that, Gordo spins Taylor the rest of the way round so she’s fully facing him, and plants a wet kiss somewhere in the vicinity of her mouth. And he must be drunk because he unholsters his tongue and starts urgently probing Taylor’s chin with it. Normally his aim isn’t that bad.

“Ick!” Taylor says, shoving him off. “Learn to kiss, Gordo!”

“Teach me,” he says, and loops an arm around her waist.

Yeah, no. She doesn’t want to do that in front of Max. It doesn’t matter that nothing can ever happen between them; she doesn’t want to rub it in. And she doesn’t want to risk finding out that Max doesn’t mind, that maybe he’s not as interested in her as she naturally assumes he is. That would break her heart more than anything.

“You’re housetrained,” she says to Gordo, with a finger to his massive chest. “Act like it!”

“Why should I?” he replies, and that’s the problem, isn’t it? Because her hand is on his chest, and there’s no denying there’s something about him. Something that means that she doesn’t mind so much when he’s like this. Something vital. It’s just not, it’s becoming increasingly clear to her, anything that Max has.

Max has something else. Does she want it as much? Does she even want it the same way? And how can she even know that?

Gordo never gave her sparks before.

Ick! Too complicated!

“I hope you ladies don’t mind,” Gordo says, “but I’m going to borrow my girlfriend for a while.”

Gross. She kinda hates it when he claims her like that.

“Um,” she says, looking quickly around. She probably should go with Gordo, at least for a little while; he gets weird if they don’t spend time with each other as often as he wants, and she doesn’t want to fall out with him, not here, not tonight. And she really doesn’t want Gordo all over her in front of Max.

She catches Max’s eye and he nods at her again, one of the little nods he’s been using to let her know he’s fine, he’s okay. Jewel’s there, too, and she taps the side of Taylor’s purse to let her know she’ll keep an eye on it for her, and there’s Mace in there, like Clay said, so Max will be safe, won’t he? Willa and Jewel and the others will keep him safe, won’t they?

“Come on, Tay,” Gordo insists, oblivious to everything going on in her head and on her face, except the drool he left on there. “Maxine’ll survive without your supervision!”

“I’ll be back,” she says to Max, and she will, but for now, she has to go with Gordo, if only to find out what he wants.

It’s probably more sloppy kissing.

* * *

Too many drinks in too many big red cups, but at least the stack of them on the table isn’t all his. Willa’s been putting them away, too, and Julie, the short Black girl from Seattle with the silky hair and the sparkly eye makeup—which it suddenly occurs to him is a play on her nickname, Jewel, with the little rhinestones or whatever that she’s glued under her eyes—has been matching both of them. And Anna, the tall white one who greeted her with, “Excellent! Another short girl to throw!” has outmatched all of them. It’s only Chelsea who doesn’t drink, and she’s been nursing the same Coke—out of a can, so she doesn’t get it mixed up—the whole time.

Too many drinks, all the same. Too many little red cups.

But it’s good! He’s yet to have trouble in the heels, he hasn’t dropped the voice once, and alcohol’s a social lubricant, isn’t it? For as much as Maxine is definitely not the timid little mouse Maxwell’s become—has always been, really—she’s still new at this. And he was probably relying a bit too much on Taylor to carry him through social situations, anyway. The alcohol’s given him the rest of the confidence he needs to just talk, to reach beyond the simple performance of a girl he hurriedly created in front of Gordo last week and become a person.

It’s surprisingly comfortable. All these people are meeting him as Maxine, and if everything goes well they’ll only ever know him that way, and that’s… kinda fine, actually! It’s difficult to imagine them greeting Maxwell so warmly; every time he went out with Avery and her other friends, he felt awkward and out of place and eventually went home alone. Not so Maxine; she’s right at the heart of it. And she sure does have some New York stories. Turns out nobody here knows anyone who was in the city when the towers fell, and just because Queens is miles and miles away, doesn’t mean he doesn’t have stories about it. Everyone from the city does.

“What happened after?” Anna asks.

Max shrugs. “Everyone sorta went crazy. Didn’t that happen here, too?”

“I mean, yeah,” Julie says. “It was like everyone’s older brother suddenly got real serious about joining the military.”

There’s a chorus of nods. Max says, “It wasn’t really like that back home. Clay definitely didn’t want to join up. He just kinda disappeared into his music for a while.”

“Clay?” Chelsea asks.

“Big brother,” Willa says, and reaches up with a flattened palm to emphasize big.

“Oh, okay,” Chelsea says, smiling and nodding. “I like big. Is he a guitarist, too?”

“Yeah,” Max says, “he was in a band called Rat-Infested Hellhole. The drummer’s dad ran a small hotel and they named it after a review it got in the newspaper. They split, though.”

“What was their sound?”

“Come on, Chel,” Julie says, “with a name like that, what do you think they sounded like?”

“Unlistenable noise,” Max confirms. “With screeching. And some ska.”

“Hey, Willa,” Eddie says, approaching her with another red cup, handing it over, and kissing her on the forehead, “I’m going to go hang with the guys, okay?”

“Sugar first,” Willa commands, and she leans up so he can kiss her on the mouth. Max wonders if either of them gets anything out of it, but whether they do or not, the performance is convincing enough. Julie rolls her eyes at him.

“They’ve been so sappy,” she says, “for so long.” She raises her voice as Eddie walks away. “We’re bored of it. Get some drama or something!”

Eddie directs a middle finger at her and disappears into the party.

“Just because you’re not in lurve,” Willa says, leaning toward Julie and sticking her tongue out.

“Gross! Get that thing away from me!”

Another round of drinks—more red cups for the stack—and Max is confused as to why he ever worried about this. He obviously looks fine, since nobody’s said anything, and he obviously sounds fine, and Chelsea, Julie and Anna are super nice, and even after—he tries to count, and fails—however many drinks, he can still walk, despite the boots. See?

“Going somewhere?” Anna asks, standing up to join him.

“Gotta use the bathroom,” he admits, without thinking about it.

The girls respond with a chorus of “Me too!” and before he’s had time to consider the implications, he’s being bundled along with them out into the party and up the stairs, where they separate out into groups of two, searching for bathrooms. The place has an uncountable number of bedrooms, and most of them have bathrooms, so there isn’t the line Max was expecting, but a number of the bedrooms are otherwise occupied, so it takes them a few minutes to find somewhere suitable. His partner in this, fortunately, is Willa, who clung to his arm as soon as they started splitting up, and she locks the bathroom door behind them.

“How’s it going, Max!” Willa says, sounding a little hyper; the drink’s getting to her a bit, then. “It’s going good? I think it’s going good. Yeah?”

“Yeah,” Max says, rolling up his dress.

“Good!”

“I like the cheer girls. Julie and everyone,” Max continues, wondering whether he should try to get complicated with his panties and gaff or just pull everything down at once and let God sort it out.

Fuck it. He pulls it all down.

Doesn’t even hurt.

“Yeah,” Willa says, “they’re— Whoops!” she adds, turning quickly away as Max sits down.

“Oh, sorry,” he says, letting go and emptying into the toilet. “Kinda forgot about that for a minute.”

“Me too,” Willa says, looking firmly at the door. “Me too.” Max whizzes in silence for a little while, and then Willa adds, “So, uh, are you comfortable? Not now, I mean, like, I’d understand if right now you’re as uncomfortable as you’ve ever been, but, like, with the, um, with the whole underwear situation?”

Max’s lips move as he sorts through what she said, and then he laughs. “Yeah, it’s fine.” He wipes, pushes everything back into place—yanking it all a bit harder than usual; he’s not as dexterous when he’s drunk—and then cedes the toilet to Willa, who curtsies like a princess and then, similarly, forgets to wait for him to turn away before pulling down her panties.

Their eyes meet and they burst into simultaneous giggles.

“Don’t you tell anyone my carpet doesn’t match my drapes, Maxine Giordano,” she says. “The girls on the squad are already sworn to secrecy.”

Max, wide-eyed and temporarily taking this injunction very seriously, nods. “Hope to die.”

A little while later, when she’s done and they’ve both washed up and fallen out of the bathroom together—only to find the bedroom outside has been colonized, like all the others, by another furtive couple, which makes them laugh all the harder—they rendezvous with the other girls at the head of the stairs. But instead of finding their cozy little room with the couch again—“It could be anywhere,” Julie says, gesturing vaguely downward—they head straight for the mass of people in the living room, most of them drinking and dancing, bodies pressed together.

Irony must have taken control of the guy running the music, because Just a Girl by No Doubt comes on, and Julie squeals, grabs Max by the wrist, pulls him into the throng, and starts dancing right in front of him, rolling her hips and looking up at him with a challenging smile.

Oh yeah?

Two can play at that game.

* * *

Football, football, football! Girls, girls, girls! And which guy in the school band is the most homosexual—though that’s not how they say it. Ick. Taylor doesn’t know what it is that most of the guys on the team keep inside their heads instead of a brain—including Gordo—but it isn’t capable of selecting interesting topics of conversation. What it can do, though, is cause Gordo periodically to stick his tongue in her mouth. His kisses feel passionless, but then they always do when they’re out together. Alone, Gordo kisses her like he can’t get enough of her, but at times like this, it’s like he kisses her just to own her.

Eventually, she decides she’s had enough. She came here to hang with Max and with Willa and everyone, not to listen to boys argue over which TV weathergirl has the biggest tits, so she pulls away from Gordo, tells him she needs some air, and threads her way back through the party, looking for Max.

It doesn’t take long to find him. Max and the other girls are stretched out on a couch they’ve claimed in the living room, shiny with sweat and panting like they’ve just been dancing, and darn it! She missed it! Stupid Gordo and the stupid football team made her miss Max dancing! She’s ready to go over and pout and whine and maybe pull Max back up for a bit more, but Max is already standing, grinning at her and dancing his way toward her.

Taylor can take a hint, and by the time they meet they’re both dancing, Max shaking his ass like he’s been doing this for years, and once again the contrast between him and Gordo lights Taylor up from head to toe. Max is dancing for the fun of it, for the joy of it, and he’s involving Taylor in a way that allows her, should she want to, to back away, to decline to participate, to go do whatever. Max doesn’t walk up and roughly grab her, doesn’t drag her away from her friends to bore her to death with football talk and insult her entire gender.

And Max looks so darn good in that dress.

They link hands and together they do what Chelsea’s always scathingly called the dance for white girls who can’t dance: they sway rhythmically from side to side, sometimes lowering their hands to their knees, sometimes raising them above their heads, and Taylor’s wondering where Max learned to do this before she realizes he’s just doing the same thing he’s been doing since Maxine was first created: mimicking other girls. And the room is full of white girls who can’t dance.

For a little while, it’s just Max and Taylor and the music.

And then, obviously, inevitably, the rest of the world intrudes on them.

“Yeah!” someone yells from behind her.

“Dude, that is hot!”

“Hey, dude, that’s your girlfriend!”

Great; the team’s here. Taylor tries to ignore their cheers and their jeers, but then Gordo’s there, his voice just about audible in the mass of guys behind her, and she considers unlinking from Max and returning to him, in case he gets mad or something, but then his shouts start to ring out over all the others.

“Yeah, Tay! Lez it up!”

Oh, jeez.

The others from the team take it up as a chant—“Lez it up! Lez it up!”—and the resentment inside Taylor boils. Willa can’t be her real, authentic self at school, but the guys want Taylor to kiss Max just because they think it’d be hot? Screw them! Buoyed up by the alcohol, by her irritation at the entire football team and men in general but especially Gordo, and most importantly, by Max’s hands, she dances closer, chest to chest, and she looks into Max’s eyes. Thanks to his slightly lower heels, his eyes are perfectly level with hers, and she thinks she can see in them an echo of her own annoyance. And the same determination.

He gives her one of his little nods.

So she kisses him.

She looses her hands from his and wraps them around his waist, pulling him closer. She presses her belly against his, still swaying from side to side. And she tastes the residue on his tongue, sweet remnant of the drinks he’s had tonight.

She pushes harder against him, her arms creeping up his back, grasping him, pulling him in, oblivious to the yells and the cheers from the team. 

This. This is a real kiss. And it’s not about ownership, nor is it about simple desire for her body.

It’s a connection.

* * *

Taylor falls away from him eventually. Because she has to. Because it’s only a show. Because she’s sticking it to her boyfriend. Because she’s a girl, and so’s Max right now, and this is all it can be, all it can ever be.

But it’s so good and so real and so right, and so what if Max had to be a girl to make this a possibility? For this, for Taylor’s kiss, he’d be a girl forever.

She’s released him, and now she’s stepping back, flushed and smiling, so he smiles back, locks the muscles into place. And when Gordo’s arms once again claim her, once again take her away from him, he falls into the heat of the alcohol, allows it to keep the amused smile on his face.

To kiss her like that and have her instantly taken away, returned to her boyfriend, to her rightful place? Taylor can’t be allowed to know what that does to Max. She can’t ever know. She’s kind; it would hurt her too much.

“Whoa, there,” someone says, and it’s Eddie, catching him with both arms, and yeah, okay, maybe the alcohol’s doing other stuff, too, like making it difficult to keep standing after his heart’s been cut into two.

He still wouldn’t trade the experience for anything, though. Let him be heartbroken; let him crumble into fucking dust. As long as Taylor doesn’t see it.

She kissed him.

He’ll always have that.

Eddie’s dragging him away, back to the couch, and he says, “Too much to drink, Max,” and that’s bullshit, that’s not what it is, and before Max knows it, he’s pushing Eddie away and wobbling off through the crowd, and okay, maybe he’s not completely hiding how much that affected him, because Willa’s telling Eddie to give Max a minute, and that’s fine, that’s fucking fine.

A minute’s all he needs to put himself back together, right?

He finds the kitchen. Or a kitchen. Does a house like this have multiple kitchens? Do they have, like, staff?

Does it matter?

At least it’s quieter here. He fills another red cup, half drains it, and then gags on the taste and pours the rest into the sink. Turning, glaring at the other girls in the room, most of whom seem to recognize that, yeah, someone needs some time to herself, and start to file out, Max leans against a cabinet, props himself with his elbows, and stares into a window at his own reflection.

Maxine stares back.

And she smiles, because Taylor kissed him.

Like, really kissed him.

Looked at him for permission and kissed him.

He looks down, away from Maxine. Taylor might have kissed him, but it wasn’t because she wanted to. It was because her boyfriend and his fucking jock friends were taunting her. It was payback. And that’s all it was.

And that’s good, right? If Max is going to be Maxine, if he’s going to survive the year—he laughs sourly at that; there are so many ways it could go wrong, but he’s in too deep now and has been since Gordo saw his name written on Taylor’s wall—then he can’t be the girl who kisses other girls. Almost as much as he can’t be the guy who creeps on football players’ girlfriends. Or the guy who wears girls’ clothes. He’s going to be Maxine, and Maxine’s going to be, if not straight—in his life to date, he’s yet to see a boy that appeals to him, regardless of the other issues involved in that right now—then plausibly deniable.

And weren’t Willa and Eddie doing their girlfriend-boyfriend act extra hard tonight? Yeah, they were. Because they can’t afford to be the lesbian and the gay guy, either.

So was kissing Taylor a stupid decision?

No. He’ll never believe that. Even though it showed him, for one incredible minute, what he could have had if the world were a better place, if he wasn’t stuck with the choice of being Maxine or Maxwell—one of whom can’t be with Taylor and the other of whom would never even try—if everything wasn’t the way it’s got to be.

But that kiss…

“Hey, babe,” says a voice. It’s accompanied by a hand on his hip, exerting pressure, trying to get him to turn around. He allows himself to be turned—what else can he do?—and right in front of him now, far too close, is… some guy? What’s his name? Clinton, maybe? He’s not on the team—Taylor gave him the rundown—but Max recognizes him, so maybe he’s one of the hangers-on, one of the guys who is always on the periphery, hoping to bask in the reflected glory of the football team and their shiny, pretty girlfriends.

He kinda gives that impression. The guy who tries too hard.

“What is it?” Max says, trying to find some of Maxine’s attitude but feeling too wrung out to manage it.

“Maxine, right?” he says. “From New York? I’m Clinton. From right here in VP.” Yeah; Max was right. Saw him in a few pictures, maybe. Definitely a hanger-on.

“Hi, Clinton. Can you maybe—?”

“That was hot as hell, what you did back there.”

“Thanks, but—”

“I mean, seriously!” The guy’s lingering on his sibilants and stumbling over his consonants; he’s more drunk than Max, that’s for certain. He’s also blocking Max’s way out, and while he might not be on the team, he’s still a lot bigger than Max.

It suddenly occurs to him that nobody effs with Taylor’s friends only works when the guy in question hasn’t marinated his brain in beer and shots.

“I gotta go,” Max says.

“No, baby, stay, stay. You don’t have a boyfriend, right?” Clinton doesn’t pause long enough for Max to answer either way, just plows right on. “It’s cool if you don’t, I get it, new town, everyone’s new, you don’t know who’s hot and who’s not.”

“Yeah, okay, but—”

Clinton puts his other hand on Max’s shoulder, holding Max firmly enough in place that if he wants to get out, he needs to do so now, before his ability to twist out of Clinton’s grip is clamped down on, too.

“I can show you around,” Clinton says, pouring ingratiation into his voice. “Take you places. And then, when school starts—” the guy leans closer, closer, closer, “—you’ll be my girl.”

Max starts to push, but he can’t get the fucking leverage! Maybe he could knee him in the—

Clinton kisses him.

The hand on Max’s hip drops to his thigh, starts rising, raising the hem of his dress, and Clinton’s kissing him, this fucker’s kissing him! He didn’t even fucking ask! He’s not stopping! The bastard! The piece of shit! He’s kissing him and he’s drooling and his hands are fucking moving all over now and Max has got to fucking do something!

Except he can’t move.

Max just can’t fucking move.

In his head he’s screaming, he’s punching him, he’s flattening his balls with his knee, he’s pushing him away and running, but out here, in the real world, where it fucking counts, Max can’t move.

His body remembers:

Hands holding him down.

Waiting for the burn.

And then Clinton’s yanked away, his tongue dangling stupidly out of his mouth, arms flailing, and Willa, Chelsea, Julie and Anna are there. But it’s confusing: time is moving in stop motion, every frame a Polaroid, a stutter of faded and disconnected moments that take too long to resolve.

Julie’s shouting, “Don’t creep on girls, Clinton!” She’s holding Taylor’s purse and pulling out a can of Mace.

Eddie’s there now, and a couple of guys from the team, guys Max hasn’t met yet, guys who weren’t hanging with Gordo. They’re blocking Clinton off so he can’t get around them. Not that he wants to; Clinton didn’t get Maced, but he’s clutching his jaw like someone hit him.

Anna’s helping Willa move Max. They’re taking him out through the kitchen door. Chelsea’s pulled a sheet or a blanket or something off a rack by the door.

Eddie’s looking at him. He’s saying something but Max doesn’t know what, and he doesn’t know how to respond in any case.

And then he’s being sat down on a blanket, out on the grass, motion-activated floodlights just missing them, casting them in grays and dark colors, all of them in a circle: him, Willa, Julie, Chelsea, Anna.

He pulls his knees up under his chin. Takes a moment to wonder why his knees are bare, and then he remembers: dress. And no wonder his feet feel weird on the ground; he’s never sat like this in heels before.

Who is he right now again?

“You okay, Maxine?” Willa asks, tentatively laying a hand down on the blanket, ready for him if he wants. And, oh God, he wants; he takes her hand in his, and she squeezes it.

He doesn’t feel like he can talk just yet, so he just shakes his head.

“Was it that bad?” Anna asks, and Julie shushes her. “What? Who hasn’t been kissed by some douchebag guy before?”

“Shut up, Anna,” Julie says.

“But she’s—”

“Anna!”

Willa squeezes his hand again. “Is this because of, you know, those guys?” she says quietly. “The ones back home?”

For a second, it’s absurd. No, it’s not because of them! It’s because he’s a guy, and guys don’t kiss guys—

But that’s wrong. Max doesn’t give a shit about that stuff. Never has.

“Yeah,” he says, and the tears constricting his throat make him hoarse, but there’s no stopping them, so he gives up trying to hold them back, trying to hold anything back. It’s stupid, because this is so different from back then, but it’s also the same, isn’t it?

It’s the same everywhere. Wherever he is, whoever he is.

Guys.

Holding him down.

* * *

Eddie finds Taylor and she knows there’s something up with Max before he even says anything, so she shakes herself free of Gordo and practically runs through the enormous house, pushing through the crowds, her heart crystallizing as she goes. Gordo follows, along with a couple other football players, but she could care less; Max has been hurt and she can’t even think about the practical problems that could arise from Max being discovered because all that matters is that Max has been hurt.

And what awaits her in the backyard is the worst thing she’s ever seen. Max, in her pretty dress with her hair done up, her head buried in her knees, is crying. Willa’s holding her hand and Julie’s stroking her back and Anna and Chelsea are sitting in front of her, offering silent support. Taylor realizes as she approaches that Willa’s telling the other girls the story of Max’s assault in New York, and part of her is angry about that, because the story should be private, because it should be Max’s alone, but…

Yeah. Coldly, Taylor understands. It’s the right move. It’s the right story. It was the right story when Taylor told it to Eddie’s mom, it was the right story when Max told it to Coach Dale, and it’s the right story now. Elide a few key details and you’re not even lying.

Maxine Giordano was assaulted at her school back in New York. It’s why she quit gymnastics. It’s why her family moved here. It’s why she’s sometimes quiet. It’s why she’s a completely different person with girls than with guys.

It’s why she froze when Clinton cornered her in the kitchen, and it’s why she’s crying now.

It’s why she won’t use the locker room at school this year. It’s why she’s weird about being seen naked. It’s why everything.

It’s the story that will protect her.

But right now, Taylor hates Willa for telling it.

“Max,” she whispers, leaning down in front of her, and Max looks up through streaked and ruined makeup, and attempts a broken, wavering smile.

“Hey, Taylor,” she says.

“Oh, Max.”

Willa makes room, and Taylor sits down next to Max, puts her arm around her, and Max surrenders to her, crying anew, shaking and wheezing in her arms.

Gordo and a couple other guys from the team stand awkwardly a few feet away.

“Uh, Maxine,” Gordo says, “are you going to be okay?”

Through the tears, Max says, “Yeah.” And it’s a lie, an obvious lie, and it probably costs Max everything to say it, especially to Gordo. It causes Julie, still sitting on Max’s other side, to lean closer to her, and the other girls to look from Max to Gordo, waiting for what comes next.

“Oh, uh, good,” Gordo says, relaxing, already classifying the whole thing as a nonevent in his useless little peanut brain. “Listen, babe,” he adds to Taylor, “come back inside, and we’ll—”

“We’re going home,” Taylor says flatly. “Who’s got my purse? I need to call my brother. We’re going home.”

“Oh, no, baby, don’t go.”

“There’ll be other parties, Gordo,” she says, as Chelsea, current keeper of Taylor’s purse, passes over her Sidekick. “Lots of parties. There’ll be my party soon enough. But right now, I’m taking care of Max, okay?”

He looks about ready to argue, but Justin Lawrence—and Taylor didn’t realize Justin was even there, but who cares?—puts a hand on his shoulder.

“Okay,” Gordo says, shaking a hand dismissively, “whatever. Cool. Hope you feel better, Maxine.”

Without another word, Gordo turns and heads back to the party. Justin and another guy linger for a bit, unsure of what to do, aware that without Gordo’s presence they are even more clearly intruding on something private, something female.

“Clinton shouldn’t’ve done that, Maxine,” Justin says. He’s working his fists like he needs something to do with them. “I’m sorry. Me and the guys, we’ll talk to him or something.”

“Just keep him away from me,” Max says quietly.

“Yeah. Yeah. We can do that. If there’s anything you need—”

“Privacy, Justin,” Julia says.

“Gotcha.”

He dithers for another moment, then nods. He and the other guy go back inside, and it’s just Taylor, Max and the girls again.

“Oh, Max,” Taylor says, “I’m so sorry.”

* * *

It’s always guys. Everywhere. Always fucking guys. Guys in the locker room, guys in the halls, guys in the street when they think you don’t look right. Guys on the bleachers when you’re just trying to practice. Mocking him, hurting him, forcing themselves on him, trying to control him.

No more.

No fucking more.

* * *

The girls take Max straight to the front yard without going through the house, so Max doesn’t have to have any more eyes on her than are absolutely necessary. And people would stare, because word gets around quick—and the only comfort there is that everyone’s going to know the cheer squad and a chunk of the football team really hate Clinton right now. A couple of girls from the party come out to check on Max, and Max, each time, assures them that she’s going to be okay, that she’s getting over it. But she sounds flat, emotionless. Someone who doesn’t know her might not hear it, but Taylor does.

She called Garrett for a ride, and she’s watching for his car, but ultimately it’s Banger, stepping out of a battered old station wagon, who shows. Garrett’s there too, though, climbing out of the passenger side, and Taylor prays that he’s not going to say anything stupid.

Thankfully, he doesn’t.

Banger takes one look at the situation, and then walks over to them and holds out a hand for Max.

Max hesitates. Seems to be thinking about it. Looks up at Banger, narrows her eyes. And then she must see something in him, because she takes his hand and allows him to pull her up. He leads her back to the car, her heels unsteady on the grass but reassuringly regular on the sidewalk, and then she’s folding carefully into the passenger seat.

She says something to Banger, something Taylor can’t make out, and Banger says something like, “Sure. Call me in a day or two, yes? We’ll talk about it.” There’s a pause while Banger fetches something out of the glove compartment—Taylor can’t see what—and then he raises his voice and calls to the rest of them in his funny accent, “Come on, if you’re coming,” and they all pile into the car.

“Whoa,” Garret says, sitting in the back and lacing himself into a seat belt, “that’s a lot of girls.”

“We’ve got time,” Banger says easily, and pulls the car out, heading first for Jewel’s place, because it’s closest. As he drives, he asks Max if she’s okay, but quietly, gently, like he actually cares.

“There was just this guy,” Max says, “and it was too much.”

“I understand, love,” Banger says. “Let’s get you home.”

Nobody really talks for the rest of the drive, and as they drift through the night, the alcohol all but burned from their systems by the last half-hour of stress, Taylor can do nothing but watch Max. This girl, this incredible, vibrant girl, this wonderful girl. How badly has she been hurt tonight? What kind of scar will this leave? Maxine’s been blossoming and Taylor’s been so happy and now…

Now this might be the end of it all.

* * *

Julie, Chelsea and Anna pulled Clinton off him. Julie comforted him. And one of the girls who came out to see him when they were waiting for Banger said they’d make the bastard pay. Girls he just met tonight. Girls he hardly knows. All of them standing up for him, helping him. Treating him as one of their own.

It’s like looking into another world.

And it’s a better world. A world where people give a shit about each other. And he’s not naive; he knows girls can be cruel, can form oppositional cliques, can hurt each other over and over. He saw it often enough at his old school, and Avery’s not exactly having a good time right now, either, because of those same girls. But there’s something else there, too, something that’s never been offered to him as a guy, something he’s been glimpsing in his time with Taylor and Willa, but which became obvious tonight. He can’t put a name to it yet, can barely even describe it—it’s like trying to describe color with eyes that have only ever seen black and white—but it’s there, and it’s valuable.

Maxwell never saw it. And if he hadn’t come here, he never would have. Oh, maybe there were flickers of it between him and Avery, but there was always something in the way. And the thought of that, the thought of missing it, of potentially living his whole life never having properly experienced it, is so agonizing he almost starts crying again, right there in the passenger seat of Banger’s ugly old station wagon.

Almost nobody comforted him after the attack, back in New York. Dad treated it like an assault on his masculinity and Mom worried it might happen again. Clay kept his distance until the worst of the fireworks were over and the therapist asked him how he felt about it. They didn’t comfort him, not really, not the way he needed, but they still treated him differently than before. Max became intricate and delicate, like a piece of pottery that had been poorly repaired, his skin a maze of cracks and breaks. Don’t touch him or you might ruin him anew.

Only Avery held him properly. Only Avery let him cry it out. Only Avery let him respond naturally.

A glimpse of it.

He could have laughed when the football guys were lingering nervously on the grass, asking stupid questions, making unnecessary assurances. It was so much like Dad, his hand hovering over Max’s shoulder, asking how was school today, son, and dreading the answer.

But the girls held him. The girls let him cry. Hell, the girls promised revenge. Because in their world, that’s just natural. That’s just what you do.

Banger pulls the car in outside Taylor’s place, and the two of them climb out. Max doesn’t feel as unsteady on his feet as he did before, but he’s not ungrateful when Taylor rushes up next to him and offers him her shoulder. He waves, the slip of paper with Banger’s number on it folded into his palm, and even laughs gently when Banger starts driving away while Garrett’s still trying to climb forward through the station wagon to get to the vacated passenger seat.

Taylor leads him slowly to the front door, lets them in, and silences the alarm system before it wakes her parents. Once everything’s locked up again, they kick off their shoes and start up the stairs.

Willa would have slept over tonight, but she asked and Taylor said it was probably better if it was just her and Max. And Max didn’t disagree—didn’t say anything; too busy thinking—so now here they are, alone again in Taylor’s room.

It feels like everything’s changed. Like the world twisted under him tonight.

He was Maxine, properly, for the first time. He leaned into her, he made friends as her. He danced as her! And he felt free. He was Maxine, and she was real.

And Taylor kissed him, and it was the most incredible experience of Max’s life. It doesn’t matter that it can’t lead to anything; it was something else that will always belong to him. That will always belong to Maxine.

And then a guy, some random asshole guy, showed up to remind him of everything he hates about his gender, about every piece of shit guy he’s ever met, from the pettiest and most cowardly bully to the guys who trapped him and burned him. It was frightening and it was dangerous and it’s going to play out in his nightmares for weeks to come, but it was also the final answer to a question Max feels like he’s been asking himself for over a year.

Avery always used to tell him that he’s not like the other guys, and even then, he took it as a compliment.

Now?

Now it’s a way of life.



chapter ten

NO MORE BOYS


Taylor says, “You don’t have to wear them.”

Max, digging in her messenger bag, looks around and raises an eyebrow. She’s discarded the boots and the cardigan, but she’s still in her dress, and with her crouched down the way she is, her hemline is hitched so far up her thighs that Taylor can almost see her panties.

Taylor really shouldn’t be trying to get a look at Max’s panties.

“Hmm?” Max says.

“The PJs,” Taylor says, gesturing limply at the set hung over the end of her bed. She already changed into hers—in front of Max, not that she seemed to notice—but something about just carrying on like normal, like it was any other day, doesn’t seem right. Not anymore. Not after what happened at the party.

And he! Darn it! Max is still a guy! She’s so bad at this!

Max focuses on the pajamas for a moment, and then stands from his crouch and walks slowly over. Picks up the top and turns it over in his hands.

It’s pink, with little hearts on. Taylor thought it was—

“Cute,” he says, smiling. And he’s right, of course.

But Taylor is committed to self-harm via talking Max out of wearing cute things, so she says again, “You really don’t have to wear them.”

Max is standing over her now, positioned so that her head is right below the main ceiling light, and she’s not haloed, not really; it’s more that the light seems to flow down her body, a specular river, highlighting her spare shoulders, her strong but lean upper arms, and her smooth, slender forearms. She stands out, like nothing else in the room is quite as real as her, and that makes it all the more difficult for Taylor to just freaking deal when Max pinches her eyebrows together, bites her bottom lip, and tilts her head at Taylor, because…

Because they kissed. And Taylor can’t stop thinking about it. Can’t stop re-experiencing it, can’t stop feeling Max’s lips on hers, Max’s hands… She’s trying to concentrate on everything that happened after, so she can be there for her—gosh darn it, for him!—but the sense memory of the kiss is too strong, and with Max standing right there, it would be so easy to reach out and reel her in.

So, so easy.

“What else would I wear?” Max says, releasing her lower lip and smiling gently.

“Hmm?”

Max waves the pajama top at Taylor. “What else would I wear, if not this?”

“Um. What? Oh!” Taylor shakes her head and tears her gaze away. “I don’t know.”

Putting down the pink top, Max returns to the messenger bag, hefts it aside, and picks up the screwed-up tee she wore yesterday. She holds it up against herself, stretching it out to its full width. It’s like a tent.

“This?” Max asks.

Taylor lets a nervous giggle escape. “I guess not.”

She doesn’t know what to do, she doesn’t know what to say, she can’t keep Max’s gender straight even in her own head, and she— and he— and Max is not behaving like she expected!

Max returns to the bed and sits down on its edge, his thigh just inches from hers.

“You don’t need to worry so much about the girl thing, Taylor,” he says. And he looks down at himself, at the beautiful dress Taylor’s been quietly kicking herself for putting him in. He laughs softly. “If it bothered me, I would have torn off my dress the second we shut that door. Might have started pulling out my hair.” Shaking his head, he leans back on his hands, seeming unsure of himself for the first time since they got back to her room. “It’s not that. The thing I can’t stop thinking about… It’s the guy thing.”

“The ‘guy thing’? You mean Clinton? The guy who—”

“Assaulted me, yeah,” Max says. “He’s just part of it, though. It’s a whole big thing, and he’s one small part of it.”

Feeling like she ought to say something else, something helpful, something useful, but not having any clue what it might be—and aware that even though she doesn’t really feel it, she’s probably still at least a little drunk—Taylor just looks at him instead. He’s still wearing traces of makeup, though most of it didn’t survive the wetwipes, and she idly wonders if he has a headache, the way she always does after she cries a lot, and if he’s experiencing the accompanying clarity. Taylor’s always thought of it as a kind of reverse tinnitus, a comforting, blanketing silence that calms her mind and keeps the world at a distance. Whatever upset you, it says, is far away.

The mattress bucks under her; Max getting up again. And now he’s standing with his back to her, his shoulders slightly arched toward her. Dumbly, she blinks at him for a moment, and then she gets it and leaps up to unzip him, dropping back onto the bed before her hands get any other ideas.

She sits on them, just to be sure.

The dress slowly drops away, with Max raising one leg slightly to catch it before it can fall to the floor. He scoops it up, folds it carefully, and walks quietly back to the messenger bag to slip it inside. The borrowed tank top follows it into the bag. Taylor wants to say that he shouldn’t take any of it home with him, that he should keep it all here where it’s safe, but she can’t will herself to speak. Especially because Max turns around again, and Taylor thinks she might have made an embarrassing noise if she weren’t biting her tongue.

Taylor’s always admired two kinds of boys. There’s the big, obvious ones like Gordo, with the sportsman’s body, the classically handsome face, the obnoxious smile and the boisterous attitude, and those have been the guys she’s always ended up with, or aspired to. Them, or their age-appropriate middle school equivalents. Jocks, essentially.

But there’s also the other kind. Boys without a pound to spare. Boys who look like they might fade away if she doesn’t keep an eye on them. Sensitive boys with long hair and pretty faces and delicate fingers. The kind of boys you see posing for black-and-white portraits in magazines. Of those, Max is her first, and the way he returns to her, the angle of the light highlighting both muscles and ribs, is like something out of a dream. Except the pretty boys in her dreams don’t usually have breasts, don’t usually tuck their penises away between their thighs, and aren’t usually smooth, hairless, and with traces of dark color still staining their lips. The pretty boys in her dreams don’t usually look so much like girls.

The pretty boys in her dreams don’t usually excite her like this.

He shrugs at her, tosses her another little smile, and puts on the pajamas she left for him—they cling to the shape of him, all angular around the hips and soft around the chest—and then he switches off the main light, and rounds the bed. He sits at the other end, crossing his legs under him; mirroring her. She wants to leap across the bed, take his hands, kiss him again, but he’s not smiling anymore, and he’s not even looking at her, so she stays right where she is.

“Max?” she says.

“Taylor, I, um. I don’t wanna sleep yet. I know I have to be home early so Mom won’t freak, but I don’t wanna sleep yet.”

This is more like what Taylor expected. He can’t run from what Clinton did forever. “Okay,” she says, and shifts closer to him. “You wanna talk?”

“Not really,” he says, sighing. “But I probably should.”

“Yeah.”

“Yeah.”

There’s that silence again. But it’s not comfortable this time, and the worst part of it is, Taylor knows exactly what she’d do if this were Willa, if this were Chelsea or Jewel or anyone else! But Max’s maleness is in the way, and she doesn’t know why!

No. She knows exactly why. And if she’s to be a good friend to Max, a real friend, she needs to stop lying to herself. To stop lying to herself, specifically, about Max.

He doesn’t fit. He’s not like any of the boys she’s ever liked before, and trying to squash and squeeze him until he becomes more like them feels wrong, feels dirty.

He’s not like those pretty boys because he isn’t one.

To Taylor, Max is a girl.

Yeah, not physically. But does that even matter? Flatten Taylor’s chest and put something in her panties and she’d still be a girl. The only actual problem here is that she’s attracted to Max, but that’s hardly Max’s problem; although, she realizes, the more she fights herself over her attraction to him and the more she backflips between genders when she thinks of him… well, it heats up the space between them, charges it with tension, and that makes it Max’s problem. A tense, wary Taylor can’t offer the comfort he needs. If he’s a boy, and if she’s attracted to him, then she should keep her distance.

But she doesn’t see him that way. And she’s going to stop trying. For Max’s sake.

So.

Max?

She’s a girl.

Until this is over, she’s a girl.

It’s a relief to stop trying to deny it.

Taylor closes the distance between them, recrosses her legs, and reaches out for Max. Tugging on her, Taylor lowers Max’s head into her lap, cupping her cheek with one hand and using the other to keep her head comfortable, since Taylor’s aware she doesn’t exactly have soft, pillowy thighs; a cheerleader occupational hazard.

“If I have anything gross up my nose,” Taylor says, “don’t tell me.”

“You’re good,” Max says softly, and shifts her head slightly, prompting more of the exciting, electric feelings that Taylor shunts immediately into a big box in the back of her brain marked Not important right now.

“About Clinton,” Taylor says, keeping her voice close to a whisper, “I’ve had guys do that to me before. Press themselves on me, even when I told them no. It’s never gotten as far for me as it did for you. But for some of the other girls, it has. And…” She doesn’t want to say it.

Max says it for her. “And worse,” she finishes. “Yeah. I know what guys can be like. I know how much worse it can get. I should have been more careful. Especially after— Shit. Yeah.” She rolls her head to the side so she can look away. Taylor strokes the hair at her temple. “Especially after what happened in New York.”

“You mean—?”

“Yeah.” She rolls back, looks up at Taylor again with shining eyes. “Matty Weller. That was the guy. Didn’t start calling himself Matty until high school, though. Said he thought it made him sound more like a guy in a band. Said it got him chicks.”

“Did it?”

“Hell if I know. Back when we were kids, he was always Matthew. Very serious about it, too. Refused to let anyone abbreviate his name. But then he shows up at my high school, big guy all of a sudden, and he’s Matty. And he doesn’t know me, because it’s not wise to know me, and— Uh, you know that part.”

“Yeah,” Taylor says. Max did gymnastics; Max, even before she lost weight and muscle mass, was slender and graceful; Max didn’t pick fights; Max had mostly girls for friends—one girl in particular—and she wasn’t dating any of them; ergo, Max was gay. Too effeminate to be allowed. An acceptable target for no reason other than that. Jeez, you’d think it was the eighties or something!

“That’s what I got stuck on,” Max says. “It wasn’t that Clinton might find out, you know, what I am.” Taylor notes the contempt with which Max says ‘what’, though she doesn’t know what to do with it. “Even though that would have been, I guess, the sensible thing to worry about. No, it was that he was just like Matty. Just like Matty and his friends, only I’m weaker now, so it only takes one guy to hold me down.”

“Max, you’re not—”

“I don’t mean physically weak,” she says sharply. “Sorry. But I don’t. I mean… I mean that I froze. I fought back against Matty and his asshole friends, but there were three of them and they overwhelmed me. With Clinton… I didn’t even try.” A tear slips her cheek and flows onto Taylor’s thigh. Taylor frees the hand that isn’t supporting Max’s head, and wipes her eyes for her. “I was screaming at myself, you know? Inside my head, I was fighting. But outside? I froze. And that’s what’s scary, I think. When it happens again—”

“It might not—”

“Taylor, that’s twice I’ve had guys do something like that to me. Doesn’t seem to matter whether I’m a guy or a girl. Whether I’m in New York or California. I need to plan for it to happen again.”

“Yeah,” Taylor says, nodding vigorously. “You’re right. Um. Mace. I have Mace. You can have mine, I can say I lost it, and my dad will get me another one. And like, there are those little stun guns? You could—”

“I more mean, I need to be mentally ready for it,” Max says, smiling. “But Mace is a good idea. If I’m going to be doing this—” she picks at her top with her pretty, painted nails, “—Mace is a good idea.”

“One last time,” Taylor says with a soft grin, “but you don’t gotta be doing this.”

“One last time,” Max says, lifting her head just enough to butt Taylor in the thigh, “I’m gonna.”

Taylor nods. “Then you won’t be alone again. Like, ever. At the party, the girls shouldn’t have let you go alone. I shouldn’t have let you go alone. It’s in the rules! You don’t go anywhere alone if you can help it.”

“Oh. Right. Yeah. We went in twos to go to the bathroom.”

“You went to the bathroom? With the girls?”

“With Willa.”

“That was the right move. But still,” Taylor adds, and emphasizes her point by poking Max in the cheek, “she shouldn’t have let you go off alone after. Girls stick together.”

“I’m not—”

“Girls stick together, Max.”

“I only mean, I should be able to take care of myself.”

Max scowls at herself as she says it, like she’s failed to curb a stupid reflex, but Taylor won’t let Max get away with it anyway. She grips Max’s cheeks with both hands. “Why?” Taylor demands. “Why should you be able to take care of yourself? Because you’re a guy? That’s bullcrap, Max, and you want to know why?” In her hands, Max nods. “First, it doesn’t matter how strong you are; anyone can be outnumbered. And you’re not exactly the biggest person in the world. Second…” She relaxes her grip on Max. “Second, you’re a girl. As far as Gordo and Clinton and everyone else is concerned, you’re a girl.” Taylor should tell her she’s a girl to her now, too. She should. She freaking should! “And that means you obey the girl rules. Starting now.” Yeah, Taylor’s a coward.

Max sits up from Taylor’s lap, rearranging her limbs until she’s got one leg stretched out next to Taylor and the other one arched up so she can lean on it. “The girl rules?”

“I’ll teach you. It’s all pretty common-sense stuff, when you think about it.” Taylor starts counting off on her fingers. “Don’t go out alone at night, and only go out alone in the daytime if you know the place well. Don’t be alone at parties. Watch your drink.”

“I know that one,” Max says. “Older guy tried to spike Avery’s drink once.”

“Oh my gosh! Was she okay?”

“Yeah. I saw it and we got the hell out of there. It was so stupid, it wasn’t even at a bar or anything, we just went to some upscale coffee place after we saw a movie, and it was late, and… Fuck. I remember being so shaken up, she spent more time checking if I was okay than the other way round.”

“Avery’s good people, then.”

“She is. But it shouldn’t have happened. I should have been able to protect her better.”

“Yeah?” Taylor says. “Tell me why.”

“Because…” Max hesitates, and rolls her eyes at Taylor. “Okay, I get it. Dropping that now and forever.”

Taylor talks Max through every safety tip she’s ever been given by her mother, everything she’s ever heard whispered in locker rooms, everything she can think of that could keep her safe. By the end of it—and by the end of the many tangents they take each other on—they’re lying on their backs, the clock on the nightstand is showing some terrible time past three, and a yawn captures Max so completely that she shivers all the way down her body.

“I think I’m ready to sleep,” she says slowly.

Taylor struggles to reply, because Max’s yawn was contagious, and she’s still coming back from hers. “Me too,” she eventually manages.

“Hey, Taylor,” Max says after a moment of silence. “About the kiss— Our kiss, I mean—”

“Oh, Max, it was—”

“No, it’s okay,” she interrupts. “I just wanted to say, I know it was for show. Gordo and the guys were being obnoxious, and you wanted to get back at them. It’s just— It’s okay, Taylor.”

It was the most incredible experience of Taylor’s life. And it’s in her top five most confusing experiences, too. But she can’t say it. It’d be unfair of her.

Taylor’s attracted to Max right now, that much is undeniable, but Max is changing every day, and she’s only going to become more like a girl. She’s already making friends as Maxine; soon she’ll be cheering as Maxine, going to school as Maxine, living as Maxine, for all intents and purposes. And she’s not just changing how she dresses, how she speaks, how she presents herself; the pills Willa gave her will change even the way she smells—come to think of it, hasn’t that changed a little already?—and the texture of her skin. Soon enough, there’ll be nothing of plain ol’ Max left, nothing of the boy she saw on that first day, tumbling around his backyard, his unruly hair tied back with a rubber band, and when that is the case, will Taylor still be attracted to her?

She has no idea.

Until Taylor knows the answer to that question, it’s not fair to act on her attraction.

“I’m glad,” she says, though her belly clenches at her implicit denial. “I didn’t want to make you uncomfortable or anything. And you’re a good kisser, Max. I think you should know that. You’re a good kisser.” Way better than Gordo. Max kisses like she gives a crap. “I’m sorry, though. It was still… impulsive of me.”

“I was there, too, remember?” Max says, and Taylor can hear the grin in her voice. “I kissed you as much as you kissed me. And why would you apologize? I don’t mind at all. You know how many girls I’ve kissed now? Two. Avery for practice and you for— for show. And, yeah, it’d be nice if someday someone kissed me for, you know, me, but I’m under no illusions there.” Taylor wants to interrupt—Max is so attractive she could make the sun blush; someone really ought to tell her so—but Max just keeps on talking. “So thanks, Tay. It’s nice to be kissed. Just not by that Clinton guy. Bleurgh.” She sticks her tongue out as she says it, and Taylor giggles.

“Bleurgh?”

“I think he’d been eating Funyuns.”

“Oh no.”

“His breath smelled like where onions go to die, Tay.”

“Oh my gosh, Max!”

“I’m serious! It was like…” Max wrinkles her nose. “It was like a cloud of onion smell.”

Taylor’s laughter overwhelms her, and it takes only a second for Max to join in, and then Taylor’s rolling over to her, needing more than anything else right now to be close to her, to love her the way she loves all her friends. She lays an arm around Max’s waist and Max, taking the prompt, rolls onto her side. Taylor cuddles up behind her, but before she gets too comfortable, she reaches out and flicks out the lamp.

“G’night, Max,” she whispers, and gives her a squeeze.

“G’night, Tay.”

Yeah. This is how it’s going to be. She feels safe with Max, and she’s pretty sure Max feels safe with her, and that’s how it should be. Girls taking care of each other. Girls protecting each other. Girls welcoming each other.

Taylor knows how to do this.

* * *

There are five messages on his phone, and only two of them are from numbers he knows: Willa and Eddie both asking if he’s okay. Someone’s been handing out Max’s number, though, because the other three messages are from Julie, Chelsea and Anna, all of them concerned, checking in. Bewildered, he shows Taylor, who is doing the morning stretches he doesn’t quite have the energy for right now—presumably she’s less hungover than he is—and she stifles a laugh.

“Sweet of them,” she says, and yeah, it is. But it’s another thing he owns that’s been rendered contraband. It’s been a while since Mom last wanted to see his phone—it’s been a while since he habitually deleted every text message from Avery immediately after reading—but it’s not impossible that she might start checking again; she’s been uncomfortably present since they moved.

God, he hopes she gets a job soon.

“Oh, hey,” Taylor says, sweeping up her Sidekick from the nightstand and looking through it, “they all texted me, too. About you. Not really a surprise, I guess.” She glances at Max, who feels right now like a cheap tarp buckling under the weight of hailstones—he’s never really understood how to respond to things like this; people caring about him—and asks, “You want me to reply to the girls for both of us?”

“Yeah, thanks,” he says, trying to hide his relief. “Tell them I’m okay, that Clinton sucks, and that I’m excited to see them again at first practice or something.”

“I’d be amazed if you didn’t run into any of them before then,” Taylor says, typing away.

“Huh. Ominous.”

She flashes him a grin. “Cheerleaders infest this town like roaches.”

He smiles his thanks, gathers up his stuff, and…

And what, Maxwell?

He’s stuck on the threshold to Taylor’s bathroom. Hesitating. It feels uncomfortably like there’s something blocking him, a physical barrier through which he must push, and, yeah, he knows why: he’s got to go home, and that means facing his mother, facing his family, being Maxwell again and dealing with all his bullshit; it means peeling off Maxine, washing her away.

It’s starting to really suck.

Fuck it.

He does his nails first: it’s the smallest thing, the least consequential change, and the sooner he does it, the longer the acrid smell has to dissipate. But it’s done too quickly. Far too quickly.

Next is his face. He still has a little lip color left, and some smudges of foundation on his jawline. He borrows some of Taylor’s cleanser and doesn’t look at himself as he wipes and washes.

The breasts come unstuck with a little wiggling, and as soon as they do, he finds himself leaning back, compensating for a weight that’s no longer there. He forces himself to stand normally, holds the position for a moment while he gets used to it again, and then robotically starts to clean them with the solvent. When they’re done, they go in their little box with the solvent and the glue.

Weird to just pack them away like that.

He holds the box for the longest time, eventually irritably muttering, “Get a fucking move on, idiot,” and dumping it in his bag. He doesn’t have time to get maudlin about this: there’s only so long until Taylor’s parents wake up—notwithstanding Taylor’s insistence that her mother only ventures out of their bedroom on a Saturday morning if she has a showing, which she doesn’t—and now that he’s stripped off his breasts, he doesn’t want to stick around any longer than he must.

He doesn’t bother taking off the gaff. Just pulls off his panties and slides on a clean pair of boxers, and as he does, he can’t help but feel vaguely uncomfortable about them. They look stupid on him, almost childish, with their noncommittal pattern in masculine blues and blacks. He’s already missing his panties; there’s something more adult about them, about how they don’t need to pretend to be anything other than what they are. By contrast, the label in the back of his boxers proclaims them to be from the MEN’S ARMOR range, which is just stupid.

Cargo pants. Belt. Shirt. He leaves his hair down but loops the hair tie around his wrist; he’ll tie it up once he’s left the house. His sneakers—boring and ugly compared to what he wore last night, and only marginally more comfortable—are waiting for him, and he steps into them and unlocks the bathroom door without bothering to tie the laces.

Taylor’s perched on the end of her bed, still texting, legs crossed, looking as comfortable with herself as anyone he’s ever seen, and suddenly Max is overcome with bitter jealousy. When did he last feel so easy? Has he ever? Outside gymnastics, when the bliss of movement and the joy of absolute control takes over, he’s always felt as if his body is something he puts up with rather than exults in. And there she is: natural, normal. The unfairness of it hits him hard enough he has to stop for a second, all of him, his thoughts, his breathing, his fucking heart, all of him stops dead, right there.

He doesn’t breathe again until Taylor speaks.

“We really should have washed our faces last night,” she says absently. “We might get zits, which is— Max? Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” he says. “Yeah. I’m good. I just— I should go, okay? Mom’ll be waiting for me. Thanks for last night. And the party really was fun, up until… You know.”

“Max, really: are you okay?”

“Yeah,” he says, stepping over the junk from last night—his borrowed boots, Taylor’s shoes, the cardigan—and not quite sticking the landing. He feels so fucking light-headed, like he might throw up, like he might completely fucking invert and spill himself across the floor, and he needs to get out of here and switch off for a while. But he doesn’t want her to worry, so he pauses briefly at her door and adds, “Just tired. Promise.”

“You sure?” Taylor calls, but Max is out in the hall and moving fast, and that’s good, because Taylor’s mom’s yelling from their bedroom suite, asking if they’re awake, asking if ‘you girls’ want breakfast, and Max can’t hear that right now, not after last night, not while he’s… this. Taylor barely makes it to the top of the stairs by the time he’s leaping for the bottom. He turns around to wave at her—again, to reassure her—and that means he almost collides with Garrett, emerging from the kitchen with a Pop-Tart and with dark circles under his eyes heavy enough to suggest that he’s the only one in the house who got less sleep than Max.

“Hey, dude,” Garrett says.

“You never saw me,” Max mutters, and gets the fuck out.

In the street, he ties up his hair—a low ponytail, just like Maxwell would wear—and starts coughing and thumping his chest. Finding the Maxine voice is getting easier and easier, but dropping back to Maxwell is getting harder, and he doesn’t know why. It’s as if his body doesn’t want to let go of her. A couple of coughs later, though, and he’s got it, he feels the rumble in his chest that says, yeah, Maxwell’s back, and just in time, because he’s at his front door.

“Maxxy!”

Too loud. Too loud and too close, but of course Mom’s awake. It’s before nine on a Saturday; why wouldn’t she be fully dressed and waiting for him?

“Hey, Mom.”

“Did you have a nice time at the party?” she says, leaning against the stair rail.

“Yeah, it was fine.”

“And you said thank you to Mrs Scott for letting you stay over?”

Whoops. “Yeah.” Taylor will on his behalf, undoubtedly. On Maxine’s behalf, anyway; the better part of him; the version of him with a life and a future, however abbreviated.

“You make any new friends at the party?”

“Yeah, actually.” The reminder of one of the best parts of last night perks him up. “Julia, she’s a cheerleader, she’s from Seattle. She says we’ll get used to the heat after a while. And Chelsea, she’s—”

“Max, did you make any male friends?”

The interruption is a jolt. Why can’t she be happy he’s making friends at all? What does it fucking matter what gender they are?

A nasty impulse takes control of him. “Yeah, Mom,” he says, leaning on the railing on the other side and allowing his lips to curl into something approximating a smile. “Met a guy called Clinton. He was real nice. Seemed real enthusiastic about me, too.” His belly writhes and spasms; he ignores it. “But he’s a bit pushy, you know? Got a real tongue on him. Big guy, too. Real big.”

His mom blinks at him for a moment. “Oh. Well. That’s nice. Just be careful, okay?”

Ah, so she does remember that it was guys who pinned him down and deliberately injured him! With how much she’s been griping about him making mostly girl friends, he’d been wondering. What does she think guys are like, anyway? Does she think they’d welcome someone like him?

“And there’s Gordo,” he continues, getting into it. “Taylor’s boyfriend. You’d like him, Mom: he plays football. Linebacker. Even bigger than Clinton. I met the other guys on the team, too.”

She’ll be picturing him in a lineup with the whole team now. A bunch of huge jock guys and Max, the odd one out.

Surrounded.

He grits his teeth and gets through it.

Mom’s head cocks to the side. “Are you sure those are the kinds of boys you should be associating with?”

“What, Mom?” he snaps. “Don’t you want me making guy friends?”

Caught in a logical trap of her own devising, she resorts to her usual escape route. “Don’t you take that tone with me!”

He turns his back on her, starts up the stairs. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

“Max!”

“Look, I’m sorry, okay?” he says, not at all sorry, turning his head just enough to look at her but not stopping. “I’m tired, is all. I’m going to get some more sleep.”

“Oh,” she says, making her disappointment clear enough that if she were out in the yard she’d show up on a satellite. “I thought we could spend some time together today.”

“Later, Mom.”

He continues on, and she doesn’t say anything else and she doesn’t try to stop him. Probably this afternoon she’ll let him know how much he disappointed her, how she had a whole day planned, and he’ll perform a more convincing apology for her, and that’ll mollify her for a while.

It’s not that he doesn’t like his mom, he tells himself as he rounds the corner at the top of the stairs. It’s just that she seems to think he’s someone else, and not in the very literal way that Max spent yesterday as Maxine. She thinks he’s her strapping teen son, or that he ought to be, and she acts as if pretending like he is will make him conform somehow. Clay gets it from her, too, but not as bad, because even though he might be just as single as Max, at least he’s out of school and he cut his hair and he’s got a job. At least he looks like Dad. Like someone girls would want.

At least he’s a functional person.

Speak of the devil: Clay leans out of his door as Max passes, then frowns at him and wordlessly follows him into his room, shutting the door for him and leaning against the wall as Max drops his messenger bag on the floor and slumps into his dining chair.

“Yeah?” Max says. He’s being rude, he knows it, but every extra minute spent awake right now feels like his skin’s being rubbed with sandpaper. He can feel his voice rumbling in his chest; he can feel it when people look at him. He needs to be fucking unconscious.

“You smell like a girl, dude,” Clay says.

Straight to the point, then. “That’s because a girl lives next door, Clay. And I slept on her floor.”

Clay narrows his eyes. “Max, was it just you and Taylor last night?” Max, too tired to bother coming up with a lie he can convincingly tell, nods. “I’m amazed her mom let you. I’m amazed our mom let you.”

“Yeah, well, Mom thinks a whole bunch of guys stayed over last night. All together. One great big guy pile. Or something. I let her infer, mostly. Don’t tell her, okay?”

“I won’t. But Max, what are you doing?”

He wants to throw something, he really does, but there’s nothing within reach he wouldn’t need to replace. He’s not buying another guitar tuner; he hasn’t even used this one yet. Settling for pinching the bridge of his nose and digging in a little too hard with his nicely shaped nails, he says, “I’m making friends, Clay.”

“Are they all girls?”

“Are you Mom all of a sudden? Yeah, they mostly are. I don’t see what difference it makes.”

“It’s just, back home—”

“Oh my God, Clay! Would you stop worrying about me?” He stands and kicks the chair away from himself. “Mom’s worried. You’re worried. I assume Dad’s worried, but at least he doesn’t ask stupid questions all the time, probably because he’d have to listen to the answers. Everyone’s fucking worried. I’m sick of it.”

Clay, arms out in supplication, steps closer. “I’m not trying to be Mom. But Max, you need to think before you do stuff.”

“You know what?” Max says. “Something happened to me last night. Exactly the kind of thing I’m sure you and Mom are both always pissing yourselves with worry about. But we handled it. Me and my friends. We fucking handled it! So will you just please trust me?” His eyes are prickly with tears, so he turns around and feigns pinching his nose again so he can clear them with his fingers. “Just trust me, Clay, okay? I’m tired of being the delicate kid brother everyone’s got to watch all the time in case he walks into traffic or something.”

Clay breathes in, sharp and shocked. “Don’t joke about that, Max. Please.”

Guilt mingles with fatigue—it was Clay who stopped him; Clay who promised never to tell; Max who promised never to try again—and it’s too much to handle. Max drops onto the bed, face up, well aware of how little control he has over himself right now. He’s exhausted, he hasn’t really dealt with what happened last night, and he’s got a whole weekend of being Maxwell ahead of him. He doesn’t have it in him to lie anymore. Whatever Clay sees in his face, in his mannerisms, well, that’s what he’ll fucking see, isn’t it?

“Sorry,” he whispers. “I’m tired, Clay. I’m fine, I am, but we were up half the night and I’ve got a headache and I’ve had, like, three hours sleep, so will you please give me space?

“Yeah,” Clay says quietly, “sure.” He reaches down and rubs Max on the knee, twisting the loose cargo pants back and forth. “Sleep well, lil bro.”

Max doesn’t close his eyes when Clay leaves the room. He can’t: he might fall asleep, and he still has shit to do, and everyone’s been bugging him, and—

Jesus Christ. His emotions are all over the place! When was the last time he felt so volatile?

At least there’s a solution for that. He pushes himself out of bed—he’s so strung out the effort is actively painful—and rummages through the messenger bag for the box of pills, dry swallowing one and hoping like hell it’ll take the edge off while he sleeps. In doing so, he finds the folded envelope with Banger’s number on, wrapped around his cell.

May as well get it all out the way at once.

He throws the old towel under the door, to muffle sound as much as to keep it closed against prying family members, and then dials Banger’s number, which notes underneath to never text him and never—underlined twice—discuss ‘business’ on the line. It only occurs to him as it rings that he might be waking him.

No, actually, almost definitely not; Banger was with Garrett last night, and when Max ran into Garrett less than twenty minutes ago, the guy looked like he’d just got home. Banger won’t have been to bed yet. And, sure enough, when he answers, Banger sounds as cheerful—and Welsh—as ever.

“Who’s this?”

Max, remembering at the last minute to switch back to his girl voice, says, “Maxine.”

“Ah, there you are. How’re you doing? Better?”

“Yeah. Better. Thanks for picking us all up.”

“No problem, love. Now, did you still need to see me about something?”

“Yeah.”

“Tonight?”

“I can’t do tonight,” Max says. “Might be able to get away tomorrow evening.”

“Sunday? Sure, I can do Sunday. And don’t worry about calling me if you change your mind; I have no plans tomorrow. Just me and the telly and a spot of something to smoke, you know?”

Max almost laughs at the phrasing. Funny to be talking to someone who’s even more of an alien in Southern California than he is. Banger doesn’t hang around, though, just gives Max an address, has him read it back, and hangs up. Max takes the address straight over to the computer, briefly curses himself for not having the foresight to start the stupid thing before he made the phone call, and eventually, when his PC grinds its way to the desktop, manages to get the MapQuest website to load.

Huh. Banger’s place isn’t far. He’ll have to walk a bit and take the bus—on his own; breaking Taylor’s girl code already—but it shouldn’t take long.

He saves the map out to the desktop, annotates it—where the bus stops are, where to walk—and dumps it to a thumb drive so he can print it next time nobody’s watching the laser printer downstairs. He shuts the whole thing down again, and staggers back across the room to his bed, not bothering to do more than loosen his belt, kick off his stupid baggy cargo pants and shuffle his legs under the sheets. 

Sleep. Please. And maybe when he wakes, he’ll be the boy his mother thinks he is. Maybe he’ll be the boy she always wanted him to be.

Maybe he’ll be Maxine, and he can escape all this shit.

* * *

Taylor’s got the Sidekick in her lap, because people keep texting and she keeps having to type out replies, but aside from that, her only movements are to occasionally lift and point the TV remote every so often. Garrett’s half-asleep on the couch next to her, and for once they are in perfect harmony: too tired for the usual sister-brother bullcrap.

She doesn’t even need to get up to go to the kitchen, because Mom’s in a personable mood and keeps up a steady supply of diet drinks and diet snacks—cucumbers with cottage cheese—and gossip straight from the darkest depths of San Diego’s real estate underworld. She’s sad she missed Max—though she was very impressed with the Polaroids from before the party—and she was even sadder when Taylor told her Max probably won’t be around for a few days. Taylor took the opportunity to build up the myth of Max’s intimidatingly overbearing mother even more: she still doesn’t know her only daughter’s on the squad, she got majorly wiggy when Max wanted to spend another night away from the house, and she might actually resent Taylor for potentially corrupting her only daughter, so please, Mom, don’t go over with any home cooking or invitations to dinner, okay?

Her mom promised to stay away and not to complicate Taylor’s relationship with her new best friend, and all it cost Taylor was having to bite the inside of her cheek to stop herself from laughing at Garrett’s increasingly incredulous expression.

And it’s all true, anyway! Or true enough. Max clearly didn’t want to go home this morning, and it’s because her mom’s being super intrusive and controlling. She’d keep her in the house 24/7 if she could. She’d probably keep her in a big jar surrounded by cotton balls if she could, actually. And Taylor understands why Mom Giordano is like that, of course she does, but the worst way to help someone who’s been hurt as badly as Max has been is to confine them further. Leave a pain be and all you get is more pain. Yes, that’s something Robyn used to say, and she used to say it about not stretching after practice, but it applies! It does!

Garrett stole the remote while she was talking to Mom, but she doesn’t get a chance to tell him off because her phone’s chiming again, and this time it’s Willa. Calling, not texting; she must be over her hangover.

“Hey, Willa, how’re—”

“You shouldn’t have kissed him.”

“Who? Max?” Taylor says before she puts two and two together re: where she is right now and what kind of conversation she’s about to have. Her mom’s head snaps around anyway, like a drama-seeking missile, so Taylor reluctantly pushes up off the couch and, for Mom’s benefit, rolls her eyes. “Yeah, she had a great time last night. The girls couldn’t get enough of her. Let me take you upstairs, okay?”

“No, Taylor, you do not get to blow this off!” Willa says, which is so frustrating because Taylor’s not even to the stairs yet and can’t say a darn thing to her. Whatever; Willa gets righteous like this sometimes, and the best thing to do is to ride it out. She keeps going while Taylor rushes to her room: “You kissed him, and then you left him, and—”

“Hey, no,” Taylor says, shutting her door behind her, “you left her! I got dragged off by stupid Gordo, and I left her with you! You knew enough to go to the bathroom with her, so why did you let her go off alone?”

“Don’t put this on me, Tay,” Willa says.

Taylor knows how this goes. She just waits her out.

“Shit,” Willa says. “Okay. Fine! You’re right. I should have gone with him. I thought he needed to blow off steam or something.” She coughs, tinny on the line. “Okay, so actually I thought he needed to go rub one out.”

“Willa!”

“He is a guy, Taylor! And you just kissed him! And you really, really shouldn’t have.”

“Why not?”

“What do you mean, ‘why not’?” Willa splutters. “Because!”

Finding a Polaroid on her vanity, Taylor flicks it around in her fingers while she talks. “Did you maybe want to get there first?” she asks, lowering her voice, trying to sound seductive.

“Taylor, he’s a guy. Didn’t we just cover this?”

“That,” Taylor says, and she falls onto her bed, allowing the sharp exhalation that accompanies her hitting the mattress to punctuate her point, “is not a no.”

“He’s a guy,” Willa says again.

“Max was one of the hottest girls there last night. The guys on the team kept asking about her, and you should have seen their faces when I told them she’s off-limits! I think that’s why some of them are so mad at Clinton; he got to try what they didn’t.”

“Taylor!”

“Forbidden fruit, Willa.”

“You can’t joke about that, Taylor!”

“Max did,” Taylor says flatly.

“He— What?”

“We talked, Willa. For, like, half the night. At first it was because she didn’t want to go to sleep, and I totally got that, because imagine seeing Clinton in your dreams? Even before he slobbered all over you? Ick. But then…” Taylor raises the Polaroid, clutched between two manicured fingers, and holds it over her head. Taylor, Max and Willa, all in their dresses, made up and ready, and of the three of them, Taylor can’t pick the prettiest. “We just talked, Willa. About a lot of stuff. Clinton included. She said his breath smelled of Funyuns.”

“Ew.”

“Right?”

“He’s really okay?”

Taylor shrugs against the sheets, and then giggles at herself, because there’s nobody there to see it. “She’s dealing. It’s gonna be rough, I think? But she’s dealing.”

“Good. Um, hey, Taylor? Are you still with your mom?”

“No, why?”

“You’re, uh, you’re still calling Max ‘she’.”

Yeah, she is. For a hundred reasons, most of which Taylor can’t yet articulate. So what’s she going to tell Willa? She can tell a half-truth. A quarter-truth. Something real enough that Willa won’t question it.

“Well, yeah,” she says slowly. “Because I like… him. I like him a lot, Willa. If I hadn’t been with Gordo already…” Taylor lets the thought collapse into a sigh. “But if she’s a she… It helps me. Keeps her in the friend zone, you know?”

“Not as much as you’d think,” Willa mutters.

“Besides, she likes being a girl.”

“Did he say that?”

“I mean, not in so many words…”

“Ah-ha!”

“Don’t you ‘ah-ha’ me, Wilhelmina Bauer! You didn’t see what she was like when she left this morning! She was miserable!”

“You don’t think he just… didn’t want to go home?” Willa says.

“She didn’t, but that’s not it. Or not all of it. I think… Being Maxine, it’s like a holiday for her. A chance to get away from it all. Literally! But she likes it for its own sake, as well. Like, last night, wasn’t she having fun?”

“Yeah, I guess, until you kissed him.”

Taylor giggles. “No, she was having fun then, too. Trust me. And yeah, after that, it majorly sucked for a while, but when we got back, when we were talking? She was herself again, you know? She was Maxine.”

There’s silence on the other end of the line for a while, broken only by soft footsteps. Willa’ll be in her room, walking in tight little circles, the way she does when she’s thinking. Eddie says it makes him dizzy, and that he always has to fight the urge to trip her. “You like him this way, don’t you?” Willa says eventually. “Like her, I mean.”

“I mean, I don’t like her like her, but yeah, Willa, I do. Maxine’s already one of my best friends! And yeah, maybe I’m hanging onto that a bit hard, but so’s she. You wanna know something? I asked her last night if Clinton ruined being a girl for her, or made it harder, or made her rethink anything, and she said, no, Clinton didn’t ruin being a girl for her; he ruined guys for her.”

“Uh—”

“And she said they were already kinda pre-ruined, anyway.”

“I mean,” Willa says, stumbling, clearly unsure of what to say or think, “I guess, like, being kissed by another guy like that? That’s got to suck.”

“Hey,” Taylor says gently, “remember who your fake boyfriend is, Willa.”

“Yeah, but he wouldn’t want to get kissed by Clinton, either.”

Taylor thinks back to when she found Max out in Justin’s backyard, already being comforted by the other girls, and to when Max was lying on her bed in the early morning, talking it through, processing it.

“It’s not that it was a guy…” she says slowly, reliving the memories. “Not really. But he took her choice away, Willa. He was just like the other guys, the ones who burned her. The way she talked about it, it was like… it was like…”

Yeah. Holy shizz, yeah.

It’s not just Taylor seeing what’s helpful for her to see. It’s not just Taylor wanting so hard to have a new best friend. It’s not any of that.

The other girls treated Max like one of them, and she didn’t reject it. More than that, it was like she didn’t even notice. And maybe it’s because she spent so much time with Avery that being around girls feels natural and maybe it’s because she’s rejecting the other side of her life as hard as she can and maybe it’s something else, something really incredibly profound and maybe… maybe it doesn’t matter. Maybe reasons aren’t as important as realities.

Max talked about it like she was any other girl.

Max experienced it like she was any other girl.

Because she kinda is.

* * *

Saturday afternoon has slid into Sunday morning and Max has hated all of it. At Taylor’s, when he spent the night, the nightmares didn’t find him, so this time they came back double hard just to fuck him up. And whether it was the deep sleep that took most of Saturday from him, the short, disorienting naps on the couch in front of the TV during ‘family time’ on Saturday evening, or his long, sweaty, broken night, it was all the same: Clinton, Matty, Gordo, one by one or all at once, chasing him, pinning him, hurting him. In some of his dreams he was discovered and mocked; in others he was burned again; in others still he was somehow a normal girl, but it didn’t change the outcome.

Boys pressing themselves on him. Over and over. A few times, the boys were him, and he was Maxine, and those were the worst ones, the ones that caused him to tear himself out from under the sheets and hurl himself into the shower, as if water could wash away the stains accruing from the inside out.

God, family time was uncomfortable as hell. They ate together in front of the TV, and that was in itself another awful reminder: they moved here because of him, because Maxwell fucked up and couldn’t get over it, and now the television that was just about fine for their old place sits comically small in an alcove designed for something it takes multiple people to lift.

Everything’s different because of him.

About the only good part was that Mom made her pride-of-the-neighborhood meatballs, just for him. He even asked for seconds, which delighted her enough that she ruffled his hair while pouring out more sauce. Max’ll take the win, even if he’s not sure where this sudden appetite has come from. From exercising more, maybe. And being weighed down with food did make it easier to get to sleep, even if it didn’t last.

But Sunday’s come around, and he can’t get through this one on autopilot, because some optimistic idiot promised Clay he’d go to the strip mall with him to see that one vintage store. Right now he doesn’t want to spend time with any guy; at least last night was mostly Mom, even if she couldn’t stop looking at him every three seconds.

Maybe it’ll be okay. Because it’s Clay, isn’t it? Yeah, he might be overbearing sometimes—like Mom—and he might sometimes look at Max like he’s a problem someone ought to solve—like Mom—and he might be a guy, a member of a whole half of the human race Max has become instinctively wary of, but he’s Clay. Clay’s never hurt a fly that didn’t hurt someone first, and he’s definitely never hurt Max.

It’s like with Banger. Garrett’s basically harmless, and so uncoordinated that Willa could probably take him if it came to it, but Banger’s different. After the party, when Banger—Jim; Banger’s a dumb nickname—reached for his hand, Max looked up and saw someone gentle, someone who genuinely didn’t seem like other guys. Difficult to put a finger on why: could be because of his age, since Jim’s older and has less to prove; could be because he’s not American, which makes him different from every other guy around here by default; or it could be because he’s Black or because he smokes weed or because he wears glasses. Hell, maybe it’s because every time Max has seen him, he’s been either wearing or holding a jean jacket that looks honestly kinda terrible, and you don’t get that kind of fashion sense by giving a shit what high schoolers think. Who the fuck knows? Jim just fundamentally doesn’t feel like the same kind of guy as Gordo, Clinton and Matty.

And neither does Clay.

Yeah.

Max decides to focus on that, and immediately the imminent day doesn’t feel quite so… imminent.

Doesn’t mean he shouldn’t get on with shit, though.

Fortunately, it’s early enough that Mom and Dad are still in bed, even though it’s a Sunday—they’ve been curiously reticent to seek out a local church; maybe they’re as sick of the back-breaking pews as Max is—and Clay’s probably still getting ready, so he’s got time. And one advantage of going out as a guy is that he can throw his still-wet hair into a ponytail and let the baking Southern California sun dry it for him; though he’s already thrown a brush into his messenger bag—his old, battered, non-incriminating messenger bag, since he’s not taking the breast forms with him today—in case it dries funky.

He and Taylor bought him cargo pants that actually fit, and that’s why he’s wearing the gaff underneath them, because he doesn’t have the luxury of a crotch space four sizes too big, and he doesn’t want to show a bulge down there; it would make his plans for today kind of tricky. With a Nirvana shirt over top and a long-sleeved shirt underneath it—to hide the sports bra and his hairless arms from Clay—he doesn’t actually look too bad, especially if he covers his chest with one hand and sticks his hip out.

He looks for Maxine and he can almost see her.

Hopefully Clay can’t.

Max throws the old messenger bag over his shoulder, scoops out another pill and swallows it—it’s starting to feel like he can’t emotionally make it through the day without medical assistance, morning and evening—and then grabs the thumb drive off his desk and runs down the stairs. A couple minutes later and he’s got his annotated MapQuest route printed out and squared away, ready for later, and now it’s just a matter of watching whatever bullshit the cable box wants to show him until Clay appears.

It doesn’t take long. Clay comes barreling down the stairs, dressed in what Max has always thought of as Clay’s ‘respectable guy drag’: unshowy jeans, plain shirt, and a collared shirt worn open over top. With his shorter hair and the reduced piercing content of his face these days, he looks like a guy from a one-hit-wonder pop-punk band who went back to school after their followup single didn’t chart.

“Hey, Clay,” Max says, switching off the TV and leaning over the back of the couch. “Don’t you look nice all dressed up! Do you have, like, a funeral later or something?”

“I have work later, lil bro.” As Max rises, Clay adds, “Oh, hey, speaking of clothes, yours seem to fit, all of the sudden.”

“Yeah, sometimes. We going?”

“Yeah. You driving?”

Max halts halfway through the doors from the living room. “Shit. Forgot to check into that learner permit thing.” Not his fault: he’s got a whole second life to live, so it’s natural his original one gets kinda neglected.

“Next time, then,” Clay says, unbothered.

It’s Max’s first time seeing Clay’s new car, and it doesn’t exactly live up to Clay’s promise to Taylor that it’s a ‘shitbox’; it’s just… Well, it’s a car. It’s like the platonic ideal of a car. It’s what you get when you give a kid some crayons and tell them to draw a car. It’s built like a wedge of cheese with slices taken out at the front and back, it’s a near-uniform shade of brown, and it has seats that look like they get really hot in the sun.

“You like it?” Clay says, sliding into the driver’s seat. “It’s a Crown Vic.”

Max dumps his messenger bag in the back and climbs into the passenger seat up front. “A what?”

“A Crown Victoria. You know, a cop car!”

Clay swings the car out onto the road and hits the gas. Max asks wearily, “Why’d you buy a cop car, Clay?”

“Because they made a billion of these things, so it’s easy to get parts, and plus—” he revs the engine and the car leaps forward again, “—cop car!”

“Just don’t get us arrested,” Max says, eying the speedometer. “I assume modern cop cars are a bit faster than— When was this made?”

“Eighty-four. And no promises!”

The car shifts up as Clay accelerates, and the whole thing lurches in time with the gearbox. “Hey, Clay,” Max says, gripping the sides of his seat, “how many owners has this thing had?”

“Depends what counts as an owner.”

“Okay.”

For a while, they drive in silence, because Clay’s dividing his attention between the streets, the bumpy ride and the recalcitrant tape player, which he eventually gets to accept his Blink 182 tape. He doesn’t blast it, though; he wants to talk.

Like, talk talk.

Ick.

“So, uh, Max,” Clay says, “I’m really sorry about yesterday.”

Trying very hard not to close his eyes in frustration, and instead forcing his gaze firmly out the window, Max says, “Don’t worry about it.”

“No, really.” Clay slaps him on the thigh to get him to look around. “I mean it, Max. Mom’s been all over you, and I realized I kinda have been, too. So I’m going to do what you asked: I’m going to trust you. If,” he adds, raising a finger, “you promise me you’re not going to do anything stupid.”

“Your definition of stupid,” Max says, “or Mom’s?”

“Mine,” Clay says. “And I don’t just mean no more dissociative trips into traffic. I mean watch your back. And make sure your friends do, too.”

Yeah, well, several of the guys from Friday night couldn’t stop watching Max’s back as he walked away from the kiss with Taylor, and the memory makes Max cringe, but it also makes him laugh. “Okay,” he says, covering his mouth. “Sure.”

“I’m serious, Max!”

“So am I! I have Mace, Clay.”

“You have— Where did you get Mace?”

“From Taylor.”

Clay pauses, absorbing this information. “You realize you can’t tell Mom, right? Mace? You know what she’d be like.”

Max slips easily into Mom’s accent. “‘You carry Mace now? You expecting to use it? You looking for trouble, Maxxy? You getting in fights?’”

“Huh. You can still do that voice, then.”

Shit. He didn’t think, he just pitched up and forward instinctively. Gotta watch that. “Yeah,” he says, returning to his guy voice with a cough. “It’s not hard. It’s like singing, except you speak. Of course,” he adds, hoping to deflect, “you’ve gotta be able to sing in the first place. Drunken caterwauling doesn’t count.”

“Hey!” Clay protests, like Max hoped he would. “We weren’t that bad!”

“I’ve heard dying animals that were more melodic.”

Clay considers this for a moment, then nods. “Fair.” He turns up the music. And immediately yanks the volume knob back down again. “Tell me you’re okay, Max.”

Max throws up his hands. “I’m fine!”

“It’s just, you’ve been even more quiet than usual lately, and—”

“I thought you weren’t going to be like Mom anymore.”

“There’s something bothering you,” Clay says flatly.

“It’s just—” No. Wait. He can make this go away easily. “It’s school. I’m starting again soon, and it’s on my mind, okay? Like, I’ve made friends, and I’ve signed up for a club—”

“What club?”

“Yearbook,” Max says quickly. “The students do it here.” Don’t look into it, Clay. “It’s kinda dorky, but it’s good practice with computers and stuff, and it looks good on college applications. Not as good as gymnastics, but…”

“Yeah. I get you.”

“But it’s still fucking scary,” Max finishes. “I’ve made friends, and I’m going to make more, and I’ll stay out of trouble, and nobody knows about what happened to me before—” a lie so huge it’s a wonder his nose doesn’t extend out and smash the front glass, “—but it’s, you know, school.”

Clay nods. “School’s school,” he says. “Keep your head down and you’ll do fine. Nice nails, by the way,” he says.

Max looks down, controlling his panic, worrying that he left some polish on them, but they’re fine: plain and dull and not even clear-coated. They’ve clearly been shaped, though, so Max holds them up to the light, pretending to examine them.

“Yeah,” he says. “Taylor got me.”

“You shouldn’t let girls play with you like that, Max,” Clay says, and Max, if he were drinking, would have spat it out.

Instead he says, “Clay, if the hot cheerleader next door wants to touch my hands, I’m going to let her. Whatever the reason.” He doesn’t like that he said that—it seems disloyal and somehow kinda dirty, but it gets Clay to shrug and puts him off the scent, so it’s whatever.

“You like Taylor, then?”

“She’s my friend,” Max says flatly.

“O-kaaaaay,” Clay says, leaning on the vowel. “So tell me about her! Tell me about all your new friends, Max. Like, what about that Clinton guy I heard you telling Mom about.”

“Uh, no. Don’t wanna talk about that.”

“But you said—”

“It was a stupid joke, okay? I was pissed at Mom and ran my mouth. Drop it. Please.”

“Max?”

“Please. Clay. Drop it.”

He’s undermining himself, he knows—Clay will now undoubtedly have connected Clinton to the thing Max mentioned yesterday, the thing that got dealt with—but he can’t be perfect at this. Nobody could be! Worst comes to the worst, he can just shut his stupid mouth. And he doesn’t want to think about Clinton, the slimy bastard who put his hand on Max’s thigh, any more than his subconscious already forces him to.

“Fine!” Clay says. “Fine. Consider it dropped. You’ve got someone to talk about, though, right?”

So Max spends the rest of the journey telling him about Willa, Eddie, Julie, Chelsea and Anna, and when he realizes his list has been kinda girl-heavy, he adds Gordo and every other guy on the team whose name he can remember, even though the only ones he has even marginally positive feelings about are Danny Ortiz, who is as closeted as Eddie, and Justin Lawrence, because he seemed actually to give a shit about Max on Friday night.

They park at the main mall and make a beeline for the strip mall, where Clay descends on the vintage store with fervent glee, shouting out to Max about this or that record, and about how he’s going to have to come back here for some of the really nice stuff when he’s built up his cash reserves again. He seems like he could spend all day here, which is exactly what Max wanted, so he makes a purchase of his own and then tells Clay he’s going to go leave it in the trunk and then check out a couple stores at the other mall. Clay happily hands him the spare keys and resumes his coveting of a late seventies original pressing of I Fought the Law.

Making good on his promise to trust Max is nice, especially because Max is going to immediately violate that trust by doing something Clay would doubtless think of as really, really stupid.

Everything he needs is in the messenger bag, and he digs around in it as he waits to cross the ridiculously wide highway that separates the strip mall from the main mall. As he crosses, he shoves the balled-up socks he prepared this morning into the thigh pockets of his cargos. In the parking lot, he drops off his plastic bag from the vintage store and pulls out his hair tie, shaking his hair until it hides his face. And then—the riskiest part of the plan—he walks briskly inside the mall and straight into the closest women’s bathroom.

Empty. Cool.

In the stall, he hangs his bag on the hook and gets to work, pulling off both shirts, stuffing his sports bra with the socks—he decided this morning it was too risky to take the breast forms—and shifting and squishing them until they look right. He stuffs the Nirvana shirt in the bag and slips the long-sleeved shirt back on. Ducking out of the stall, he brushes the kinks out of his hair in the mirror and applies an absolute ton of lip balm, in the hope that really layering the shit out of it will make him look kinda like he’s wearing lip gloss.

There.

Done.

But is it enough?

He’s checking himself out in the mirror, holding his hair this way and that, trying to decide whether strangers will see Maxine or just some weirdo guy with socks down his shirt, when three other teen girls enter the bathroom. One of them looks at him, but not in a hostile way; more like the way you check the other occupant of a public bathroom to make sure she doesn’t look like a serial killer or anything. She says and does nothing, filing into a stall without a word, and Max decides to take it as a vote of confidence.

One last look in the mirror. Shoulders back, Maxine; what did Taylor tell you? Don’t slouch! He grins at his reflection, at Maxine, and makes his way confidently—confidently enough—out of the bathroom and across the mall.

Guys are looking at him again. Not so much as before—he’s just a rando plain-faced girl in cargos this time, and he’s not with Taylor and Willa—but he still catches a few glances from guys, and though they’re still intimidating, they’re also kind of… validating? They’re looking at him explicitly because he’s not like them! Briefly he imagines these same guys looking at him and seeing someone like Clinton, someone like Gordo, someone like fucking Matty, and the cold dread that slips down his spine makes him shudder.

He’s not like them.

He’s not like them.

He’s not. And everyone who looks at him knows that.

Yeah. This is better. This is so much better. Go ahead and check Maxine out, you gross losers! But don’t touch, because she’s got Mace!

He checks his handwritten list—clothes for tonight; practice makeup; waxing kits and a few other beauty sundries; a screwdriver; some watertight bags; the cheapest webcam he can find—and decides to get the most fun thing first, heading straight for the first clothing store he sees.

* * *

Gordo’s still sweaty from his morning workout, and ick! He smells powerfully. Taylor can’t imagine why he didn’t shower before coming over—just changing clothes is not enough!—but whatever, it’s not that bad, not really. It is penetrating, though. It’s a smell that takes her back to every football game she’s ever cheered at, to the first time Gordo scooped her up and kissed her, to the first time she realized that, yeah, maybe Willa didn’t want this but maybe she did, because in Gordo’s arms she felt special. Not special like when Robyn hugged her, but still special.

Though, huh. Now she comes to think about it, Max smelled a bit like this that first week, didn’t she? It was more muted, sure, but she did. And already she smells different, thanks to Willa’s pills. They didn’t shower after the party, and they went to bed together—her chest lightens at the memory of it—and when she thinks back to when Taylor wrapped her arms around her, she remembers Max as smelling sort of… neutral? Is that the word? Different, anyway. Not like Taylor or Willa, but not like Gordo and not like Maxwell, either.

Taylor didn’t expect Willa’s pills to take effect so quick.

Um, Taylor, your boyfriend’s here! Stop thinking about Max!

Easier said. She needs to do something so she can recalibrate. She needs to remind herself why she’s even with Gordo.

“Hey,” she says, interrupting whatever boring thing he was talking about, “let’s go out.”

“Huh?”

Taylor bounces in her seat. “Let’s go out! Let’s do dumb couple stuff, like we used to. Dinner and a movie, that sort of thing.”

His eyebrows collide above his Grecian nose. “Won’t you have to get ready?”

“Please,” she says, “I’m already pretty, aren’t I?”

“Tay,” he says, his eyes crinkling, “you know you’re hot.”

“So all I need to do is pick a dress.” She stands up, leans in close, and grins at him. “Don’t worry; I’ve gotten really fast.”

Should she have him shower before they go out, though? Nah; for someone who talks up how long girls take to get ready, Gordo takes a long time in the shower, whereas all Taylor has to do today is match an outfit to the makeup she already has on, and spritz a little perfume on her wrists and neck. Gordo can stink if he wants; she’s used to it. Maybe she even kinda likes it.

Selecting a long, peach-colored dress and dropping it over herself, Taylor thrills in her sudden optimism. And when she gets downstairs again to find Gordo standing in the entryway, a smile on his handsome face and an arm waiting for her hand, ready to escort her to his Wrangler, she feels even better about it all.

This feels new again, like Gordo never got weird about Max being up in her room, like he never whined about having to wait for Taylor’s eighteenth. It feels like when he was still starting out on the team, fresh from an aborted relationship with Willa, like when he was considerate and thoughtful all the time. When he was just Gordo, not Gordo the Linebacker.

She’s got goosebumps! In this heat, she’s got goosebumps!

* * *

The backyard gate’s low enough to jump, just about, but it yields to an experimental push, so Max shrugs, steps through, and closes it behind him. He drops his messenger bag—the new one this time, the one with way more pockets—onto the first patch of clean concrete and opens it all the way, revealing some of the contraband he bought at the mall.

And that was kinda fun, wasn’t it? Hurtling around the mall, picking up everything he needed and rushing back to the car to stuff it in the trunk—with the most sensitive items placed carefully in the bag from the vintage store, to disguise them—and then quick-changing in the bathroom again to meet back up with Clay. It was exciting!

Back home, though, back on his street, he’s got to find a better solution for getting changed, especially because he’s going to have to do it every day for school. There are no malls around here, and not even a convenient gas station, so there are no publicly accessible bathrooms. There’s a weird, isolated office block with a gym sticking half out of it, which is a possibility, but it’s in exactly the wrong direction, both for school and for the bus stop he’s headed for today. Without going twenty-plus minutes out of his way, the best he’s been able to find is this place, this house with the For Sale sign and the sheltered backyard. And sooner or later it’ll get sold, or someone will see him, or something.

For now, it’s okay.

He already put the bra on at home—a real bra this time, not the sports bra he wore to the mall—so the first thing he does is strip off his two shirts and insert his breast forms. He doesn’t glue them, because no way is he going to mess around with solvent in this stupid yard on the way home, but they seem content to sit in the cups without too much fuss, and the minimal friction from his chest seems like enough to keep them in place.

Are they level? He’s right by the patio doors to the living room here—let’s hear it for another house that’s exactly the same as his and Taylor’s—and he checks his reflection, grinning at the thought that there might be squatters inside, that they might see each other and simultaneously freeze upon catching each other with a secret, but there’s nobody there; and yes, his tits are level.

The top he bought is next, and it’s a super-cute gray top with thick horizontal black stripes and a scoop neck that doesn’t quite reach his fake cleavage. Again, he checks his reflection, to make sure everything looks right, and he lingers for a moment on the girl he sees there: Maxine’s back, and he hasn’t even brushed out his hair yet.

Then the cargos come off, to be replaced by a gray skirt with an artfully frayed hemline that, he discovered in the fitting room at the store, barely reaches his mid-thigh. But that’s okay, because the thick scarlet pantyhose provide a bit of modesty and a splash of color, and they flatter the fuck out of his legs.

The sneakers don’t quite go. They’re gray, sure, but the mannequin he saw this outfit on wore a pair of— of— shit, what are they called? Those narrow women’s shoes with the little pointy heel? Fuck. He really needs a crash course in this shit. It wore a pair of extremely non-sneaker shoes, is the point. Still, all the rest of it looked damn good on the mannequin and it looked damn good on him in the fitting room, too.

He inspects himself again. The sneakers kinda change the whole mood of the outfit, and what looked sorta witchy in the store looks more high-kicking girl-band cute on him out here in this random backyard, but hey, isn’t he a cheerleader now? It works. His reflection draws a huge smile out of him, and he can’t help posing a bit. 

Yeah, it works.

He crouches down again and lays out his makeup on the front pocket of his bag. It’s not everything he bought today—most of it is already secure behind the wooden panel under his bathtub—but it’s enough to make him look okay, if he does it right.

So he’d better do it right, then.

Powder foundation, a bit of eyeshadow, and some lipstick. Taylor was right, and dark red lips do suit him, but he went bolder and brighter this evening to match the hose, and it looks great. He’d do eyeliner, but he tried it again and again this afternoon, locked in his bathroom, to no avail; it’s a lot harder than Taylor makes it look.

Done. Throwing it all back in the bag, he pulls out his ponytail—again; his hair’s been in and out of a ponytail like a hundred times today—and gives himself a once-over that turns into a stare that turns into posing again.

Okay, yeah, so the whole look really, totally, definitely works.

And then he grins at his reflection, and his reflection shakes her head at him. He’s wasting time! This isn’t like home; if he misses the bus, the next one isn’t for ages after.

He misses the F train already.

* * *

Oh wow. The bit where the camera swung slowly around the two cop guys while they looked into the distance? And when the one guy said to Will Smith that shizz just got real? Ground-breaking cinema, truly. Taylor is absolutely one hundred percent completely and totally enthralled, and if she had her way, Bad Boys II would never end. It’d just be slowly moving cameras and slow-motion explosions and shizz getting realer and realer from now until the end of time, or at least until the theater closes.

Gordo seems to be enjoying himself, though. Even if she’s had to remove his hand from between her legs six times now.

Taylor sighs. The shine’s worn off this date alarmingly quickly, and the eager-to-please Gordo she saw when she came trotting down the stairs has already made some inappropriate comments in public places and grabbed her ass in the popcorn line. Maybe she shouldn’t have taken him outside; he likes to perform for the crowd when there are other guys around. He likes them to know she’s his.

Well, what if she’s hers?

She senses Gordo’s hand reaching for her again, so this time she heads him off, claiming the armrest between the seats. With her other arm she clutches her belly, which lurches beneath her.

Cramps. Ick. Maybe she really shouldn’t have taken him outside today.

It’ll go better at the restaurant. Gordo’s always behaved himself in restaurants.

* * *

Max hops off the bus at what he’s pretty sure is the right stop, stretches his legs out, ignores the whistle from some guy on the other side of the street, and pulls out his printed map again.

Jim’s place is easy enough to get to from here: it’s just five minutes down the street. So Max sets off, hefting the messenger bag and continuing to ignore the guy on the other side of the street. He does, however, open his bag and slip his hand inside to check where the Mace is, just in case.

When do they train guys to do that, anyway? Max must have been sick that day. Plus, he can’t whistle; sticking two fingers in his mouth is the quickest and stupidest way to get him to make kind of a wet fart sound.

He should have brought his Discman.

The guy gets bored—or Max gets far enough away that the guy can’t see his legs clearly anymore—and the rest of the walk is peaceful, giving him the opportunity to appreciate the neighborhood. It’s more built-up here, and though it’s still got nothing on Queens, it’s dense enough that it’s almost comforting. Even if the street itself is still way too fucking wide and way too fucking beige.

Jim’s place is in an apartment block just off the street, and turns out to have an iron gate with an intercom right on the sidewalk. Max checks the map one more time to be sure, and hits the button.

A few moments later, the intercom says, “Yah?”

“It’s Max.”

“Come on up.”

With a loud buzz, the gate releases, and Max steps through into a plain but tidy courtyard. He doesn’t have time to form much of an impression—save that someone needs to water the plants—because Jim is hanging out of a door up on the second floor, calling his name and waving. Max jogs up the steps and follows him into an apartment which is surprisingly neat inside. Jim’s organized his small space around a couple of couches with a little table and a TV, and a pair of office desks, on which sit two computer screens and a scattering of paper folders.

“Welcome,” Jim says, “to my humble abode.” He drops casually into one of the couches, so Max follows him, choosing the other one and sitting carefully on the end, legs crossed.

“Thanks,” Max says, and then cocks his head, listening. There’s been music playing this whole time, coming from a stereo system in the corner, of the kind he associates with dads—many fat and complicated-looking components stacked on top of each other—and he’s just realized what’s playing. “Oh, hey, Placebo?” They’re not big in the US; Max has listened to Clay’s CDs, though.

“I cued it up when I saw you walking over,” Jim says. “A little joke.”

Eh? What does he mean, a little joke? What’s so funny about Placebo? Is it the song? He listens more carefully. No, it’s probably not—

Oh.

Yeah.

Of course. Placebo, the band with the crossdressing guy up front. That’s the joke. Which makes Max the joke.

Jim knows. He knows and Max is alone with him.

He’s fucked.

He’s so, so dumb, and he’s fucked.

It’s like his breath stalls in his throat. He looks around, finding himself suddenly confined, a wild animal trapped in an enclosed space, a dying creature captured to be studied, and before he even knows what he’s doing, before he gets his fucking breath back, he’s staggering up off the couch and heading for the door.

Seems so far away. Wasn’t this a small apartment just a moment ago?

“Hey, Max!” Jim calls, standing but not chasing him. “Sorry! I didn’t mean to— It was just a stupid joke. Really.”

Max keeps going.

“I’m a fucking idiot, okay?” Jim says. “And I also… I happen to like Placebo. I thought you might, too.”

Max stops at the door. Hand on the lock. He can probably pull it open before Jim gets to him, right?

“They’re okay,” Max says, through a traitor throat that squeezes the breath out of him, threatens to push his voice back down into his chest. “Haven’t listened to them much. Clay keeps hold of the CDs.” Talking in fucking monochrome. “I’m gonna go. I’m gonna— Yeah. I’m gonna go.”

“Look, Maxine, I’m stupid sorry, alright?”

Max laughs, and coughs and splutters with the effort of it. “Maxine, is it?”

“Yeah.”

“What about the joke then?”

“It was stupid. It was really fucking stupid.”

Max forces the question out. “How much do you know?”

“Uh,” Jim says, still unmoving, “after that first time I saw you, I said you were hot and Garrett said you’re a guy. That’s all. I, um, don’t think he meant anything by it. He thought you were pulling a prank or something. And then when I saw you again at that party… Seriously, I was just, uh…”

Garrett said you’re a guy.

That’s all.

Like it’s nothing.

Like it couldn’t ruin him.

The thought of it makes Max’s knees go weak, causes bile to rise in his stomach, twists his throat even more, like Gordo’s hands are on it, which they fucking might be if Taylor’s brother doesn’t shut his stupid stoner mouth. And then his belly lurches, and an urgent need forces him away from the door, across the floor, all the way through Jim’s apartment, toward the kitchen at the back.

Slamming into the counter, Max lays both his hands on the edge of the sink, and what little he’s eaten today comes out. When he’s coughed his last, he leans against the cabinet, still facing away from Jim, unable to look at him. Unable even to look at himself, reflected in the shiny steel faucet.

Shit.

Shit.

Fucking shit.

From somewhere in the middle of the room, Jim says, “This is going to sound like a cliché, love, except I suppose maybe it won’t, since this is bloody America and all, but, uh… Can I get you a cuppa?”

Max sags against the sink. His too-thin forearms seem suddenly incapable of holding him up, and his feet start to give way under him.

He falls.

And then Jim’s there, catching him, holding him, an arm around his waist and a steadying hand on his shoulder, and Max would buck like a fucking deer, would throw him off and run, but he can’t.

It’s not like with Clinton. It’s not that he’s frozen. He just doesn’t seem to have enough of himself left to do anything. Every joint is white-hot with fatigue.

Spent it all on fight or flight, and picked the wrong option and the wrong direction. Should have run out into the street to vomit. At least then he’d be away…

And fighting would have been pointless. Jim’s not even that big of a guy, and he’s still bigger than Max. Holding him up so easily.

“Easy, love,” Jim mutters, and guides Max back across the room to the couches, where he sits him down on the closest one and then takes several steps back. “Okay, so, Maxine?” he says. “You’re safe here. I don’t know what’s going on with you, but I can assume it’s not my business, yes? Not unless it needs to be. And it would be highly presumptuous of me to go around making judgments. Do you understand me, love?”

Max can feel his face screwing up in confusion. He must look so stupid, but it’s like it was with Clay yesterday, only worse: he has no control left. None. So whatever he says, however he feels, it’s all just going to come out. “Why do you keep doing that?” he asks, and he doesn’t know whether to be appalled or relieved that it comes out in Maxine’s voice.

“Doing what?”

“You keep calling me ‘love’.”

Jim coughs. “Oh, well, it’s just— Back home, it’s just— It’s a thing. It’s what you call pretty girls. I don’t mean anything by it.”

“But I’m not…”

Shit. Can’t finish that sentence. Can’t hardly even start it. Max’s head feels heavy, too fucking heavy, and nothing makes sense anymore, least of all him.

But Jim’s still standing all the way over there, isn’t he? He put Max down and then made himself conspicuously safe. And when Max manages to raise his head enough out of the couch cushion to see Jim’s face, he finds no malice there, none of Matty’s vicious delight, none of Clinton’s drunken lust, none of Gordo’s righteous rage. Just the same concern as on Friday night, when Jim came to get them.

Max wants to trust him.

That’s got to be the last thing some people ever think, right? Some girl—or girl-shaped person—decides to trust a guy, shuts herself in his apartment, and then…

But he wants to trust him. What else can he do in this situation, really? And of all the things Jim could be doing right now, standing nervously like seven or eight feet away is way down the list of shit Max ought to be scared of.

“I’ll make you a cup of tea,” Jim says, and that’s not the behavior of a man about to hurt someone, is it?

Yeah, no, it’s probably not.

In the kitchen, Jim runs the faucet to wash away Max’s vomit, then fills an electric kettle and starts it going. Max doesn’t feel able to do anything but sit and watch.

Sit and watch and decay inside his fucking skin, because every time Jim looks at him, every time Jim looks back at him, to check on him while he works, Max wants to get up and run. Because, well, what does Jim see? What does Jim see right here on his fucking couch?

He needs to know. Christ. He doesn’t know why he needs to know so bad, but he does. It’s taking over his thoughts.

“Jim?” Max says, detesting the tremble in his voice. No hope of getting it under control, though.

“You can call me Banger, love. Everyone does.”

“Do you— Do you think I’m…?”

Max doesn’t even know what question to ask, and he’s terrified of the answer.

Jim takes a guess at it anyway. He leans on the edge of one of the desks and takes a long, careful look at Max before he replies. “You’re not, love,” he says. “You’re not weird or perverted or whatever else you were going to ask. And I don’t know if you’re doing this for a laugh or because you really need to, but— Look, I’m a simple lad, alright? I see what I see. And right now, I see a pretty girl. Am I curious as to why there’s a guy inside those nice clothes? Somewhere? Buried—” he chuckles gently, “—extremely deep? Sure! But like I said before, I’m not making judgments. And,” he adds, turning away to go back to the kitchen, where the kettle is coming to a boil, “I’m good at keeping secrets. D’you take milk, love?”

“I don’t know.”

“I’ll sort you out with just a splash, then.”

Jim busies himself in the kitchen for a minute, and Max uses the time unobserved to try to pull himself together. You’re not weird or perverted or whatever. Is that what Max was trying to ask? Is that the thought that’s been cracking his skull?

I see a pretty girl.

Please.

Oh fuck, please.

Like a drum, like an insistent beat, like the hammering of a heart: please, please, please.

What the fuck is going on with him? Max stares down at himself, at his legs, at his skirt, at his hands, curled instinctively into his sleeves, and tries to make sense of it all.

And as Jim returns with a pair of steaming mugs and a Snickers bar clasped by its wrapper between his teeth, Max thinks he finally gets it. Why it was so important for Jim to see him as Maxine, not Maxwell; as a girl, not a guy. Because Taylor, Willa and Eddie, they all know he has a reason for doing this. And Garrett, he seems to think it’s some sort of scheme, if he can think at all most days.

If there’s a reason, then it’s okay for him to be this way.

But Jim? Max really believed Jim thought he was a girl. Max dressed up for this on that assumption. And Max looked forward to seeing him again, because Jim was kind to him. Because Jim thought he was a girl. And the abrupt realization that, actually, he doesn’t, that he knows? It set off a response in Max, a cataclysmic chain reaction.

He’s not judging, though. Cling to that. He’s not judging. Shit, he even came to get Max after the party, long after Garrett told him the truth about him. Still comforted him.

And he sees a pretty girl.

Max wonders for a sharp second if he likes Jim, if he’s attracted to him, and he briefly tries to evaluate him as he might a girl, but fails almost instantly. If Max is attracted to guys—which doesn’t seem likely—then he doesn’t know what there is about them to be attracted to.

So, no. Not attracted to Jim. Why all this, then?

Fuck it. Make sense of it later; become functional now.

“Thought you might want something to eat,” Jim says, his voice made comical by the need to hold the Snickers bar between his teeth. “Mind if I sit down?”

A little more energized, a little less scared, Max nods, and forces himself to sit up a bit more. He shucks off his sneakers, kicks them under the table, and drags his legs up, tucking them under his butt. Jim smiles his appreciation and shuffles past through the space Max just made, sitting on the far end of the couch and setting the mugs down on the little table in front of them. He drops the Snickers bar from his mouth and places it on the middle cushion of the couch.

“Thanks,” Max says, and immediately unwraps it to take a bite, if only to chase away some of the acid taste. Jim waits patiently while Max finishes it, and then nods encouragingly at the mug. Max reaches for it, blows on it—pointless, but it’s the time-honored hot coffee ritual, and presumably works just as well for tea—and tastes it. The near-scalding drink scours his throat, makes it easier to breathe and to speak. “Wow. This isn’t bad.”

“My homeland thanks you for your indulgence,” Jim says with mock solemnity. “And may I suggest that we avoid heavy topics just for the moment? Let’s talk about something daft, yeah?”

Probably wise.

They sit in silence for a moment, sipping tea.

“That means,” Jim says, “one of us should pick a topic. Something light.”

“You don’t have anything?” Max says, and swallows a few times. His throat still hurts, but it’s getting better.

Jim shrugs. “Can’t think of anything light,” he admits, smiling.

Max frowns as he thinks, and then a thought he had a few days ago returns to him. A thought which definitely qualifies as light. “Okay, so,” he says carefully, feeling his way through it, “people call you Banger, right? Because you’re from Bangor. In Wales.”

“A little more emphasis on the G, but yes.”

“How far’s Bangor from Reading?”

“From what, love?”

“From Reading. I have a cousin. In the UK. She lives in Reading.”

“Oh, I see,” Jim says, laughing. “Not so far, especially not for you Yanks. You could set off in the morning and get there in time for a late lunch. But you’re saying it wrong. It’s not ‘reading’, like you’re reading a book, it’s ‘Reading’, like you’re, um…”

“Painting something red?”

“Good enough.” Jim takes a long sip of tea.

They talk like that for a little while. About nothing. About what Max watched on TV this morning. His brother’s new car. Jim’s complete Star Wars original trilogy LaserDisc collection. The last time Jim went back to Wales. How long Jim’s family’s lived in the State—since before middle school. Whether Jim’s seen Placebo live—he hasn’t, but he has seen Massive Attack, and that’s pretty cool.

“Now, Maxine,” Jim says after a while, when Max has calmed down and has experimented with smiling a couple times, “you came here for a reason, didn’t you? There’s something you need, and for some reason you can’t ask Garrett to get it.”

“Yeah, I didn’t want to ask Garrett,” Max says, “because he’s Taylor’s brother, and I don’t want her knowing about this. Not yet.”

“Okay. Sure.”

“I wanted to ask, since you can get weed and stuff, can you get other things, too?”

“There’s a limit,” Jim says, waving a hand. “Nothing hard, because that’s risky. And it’s Garrett who gets the weed; white boys don’t go to prison for it.”

“I don’t want weed. Or anything hard. I want…” Shit. Why is this so difficult? Jim clearly doesn’t care!

Yes, but he might when Max tells him what he wants. Maybe then Max will be a freak, he’ll be a—

“Maxine, love? Out with it.”

“Birth control,” Max says, looking right at him. “I need birth control pills.”

It’s like Jim stops animating for a moment. Everywhere but his eyes, he is motionless. And then he comes back to life, takes another sip of tea, and says, “You’d better tell me the whole story, love.”

* * *

The restaurant goes better. The maître d’ subjects Gordo to a searching, unpleasant look—maybe it’s his odor; Taylor should probably have made him take a shower after all—but The Primavera Grill isn’t the kind of place that throws people out just for being mildly objectionable, and they get a table pretty quick because who’s eating out at eight in the evening on a random summer Sunday?

Okay, Taylor allows, when they get into the main body of the restaurant and it turns out to be packed and pretty noisy, maybe a lot of people are, but they still get a decent two-seater a good distance away from the family with the crying baby. Gordo orders something that doesn’t embarrass her—she was convinced he was going to ask for, like, a Big Mac or something—and he can’t even reach her lap from the other side of the table unless he wants to get his big clumsy feet involved, so he’s got to make do with conversation instead.

They talk.

And Gordo isn’t stupid.

That’s the thing that can be so hard to remember! He’s a big dumb linebacker, right? He’s handsy and he’s loud and he’s got the emotional intelligence of a six-year-old, right? Except none of that is true. He knows how to be a gentleman and he knows how to talk like an adult and it’s easy to remember why she was so delighted to be swept off her feet by him in the first place, despite Willa’s warnings. He talks all the way through the meal, he makes her laugh, he even kisses her hand.

This is the Gordo she’s been missing!

So, of course, it all goes wrong. It just takes until dinner’s done to do so.

Outside the restaurant, while Taylor’s talking about maybe trying this dessert place Chelsea told her about, Gordo starts pawing at her again. And she has to push him off again. And again.

The third time is the last straw for Gordo. His pleasant, jokey demeanor snaps like a twig, and he rounds on her.

“Jesus Christ, Tay!” he exclaims, far too loud; everybody in the parking lot probably heard him. “I’ve done everything you wanted all afternoon! First the movie—”

“I wanted to see the new Pirates of the Caribbean,” Taylor mutters.

“—and then this place, which cost me serious money, if you’re interested—”

“What? You never cared about that before! I’ll pay you back if it matters that much to you!”

“No, Taylor. It doesn’t matter. But I did it all. Dinner. A movie. Making nice with your parents. Everything! So when do I get what I want?” His hand closes around her arm. “I gave you your date, now you need to give me something!”

“Gordo, get off!”

She pushes him, and to her surprise, he releases her. Lets go of her arm and raises both of his hands in the air, looking around the parking lot. Checking for an audience? Whatever; at least he let go. No means no, as long as you yell it.

“What’s with you, Taylor? Are you on the rag or something?”

“For your information,” Taylor says, stamping a foot, no longer caring if anybody can hear, “yes! And you should know that!”

“Why the hell would I know that?”

She wants to shriek. She wants to spit. Instead she takes a deep breath and says more quietly, “Gordo, how long have we been dating? You should know when I get my period by now! You should know things about me!”

“Why?”

“Because I know things about you! But you barely remember anything about me! I have to remind you every anniversary. Would you even remember my birthday if I didn’t keep talking about it?”

“Why’re you being such a bitch, Tay?”

“Why am I—? No. You know what? Go. Date’s over. Go home without me.” She turns away from him and starts to march back toward the restaurant, now reliant on the other people in the parking lot to keep her safe and checking back on him every couple of seconds, because Gordo looks like he’s about to boil over, and she wants to have a lot of other people around her when that happens. “I’ll get a cab!” she shouts back at him.

“No you won’t!” he says, following her and grabbing her by the arm again. “Listen to me!” And then he switches to his pleading voice, the one he employs whenever she won’t give him access to her body. “Talk to me, Tay.”

“Let go of me,” she says. He’s so much bigger than her.

“Taylor, please.”

“Let go.” Why did she give Max her Mace? Why didn’t she get Dad to get her more yet?

“Taylor—”

Putting all her breath into it, Taylor shrieks, “Let go of me!” and in shock, he does, staggering away from her like she just slapped him.

“Taylor,” he whines.

“No!” she snaps. “We’re done, Gordo. You hear me? If you think taking me out means you get to do whatever you want to me… We’re done. Go home. Don’t call me.”

“But Taylor—”

“We’re done,” she says quietly, and starts walking away again. She’s going to start crying, she knows it, and she hates it, because she always cries at times like this, and it’s going to be worse because she’s in public and it’s not fair because she tried so hard to make this work, and he’s just— he’s just—

“Fine!” he shouts. “Fucking fine, Taylor! I put in all the work and all the money and you dump me now? A month before your eighteenth birthday? And yes, I remember your birthday, because that’s the night I was finally going to get some! But high-and-mighty Taylor Scott doesn’t want to give me anything. So you know what? Fuck you, Taylor!” His voice fades as she gets farther away, and she’s almost running now, almost running in the dumb little heels she wore to try to make this a special occasion.

Almost running because he could still catch her.

The maître d’ is holding the door to the restaurant open for her, and when she slips inside, he closes it immediately behind her.

And that’s that.

* * *

Jim let him fix his face. He didn’t do much—just washed away the mess he made of himself and reapplied some powder and lipstick—but it made him feel better all the same. Why? He still doesn’t know. Even after talking Jim through everything, Max still doesn’t know.

The worst of it is, Jim has a habit of directing a meandering conversation repeatedly into deep waters, causing Max to have to answer tricky questions, only some of which he’s prepared for.

“You know,” Jim says, in his lilting, sweet-sounding Welsh accent, “at first I thought you dressed up like that to flirt with me.”

Max laughs gently into his tea. It’s not bad at all; after a few cups, he’s starting to appreciate it. “Kinda did. I mean, I came here to ask you to buy contraband for me, so I thought I’d, you know, look nice.” Beyond embarrassing to admit it.

“Birth control’s not exactly contraband, love.”

“Maybe, but I can’t get it. What am I going to do? Walk into Planned Parenthood?”

“You’re eighteen, aren’t you?”

“Little complication, though: the great big M on all my documentation. Taylor might have fixed it so the school doesn’t know, but there’s no way she can hack, like, everything.”

“True enough.”

“Mainly, though?” Max continues. “I dress like this—” and he illustrates by uncrossing his legs and recrossing them the other way, like Sharon Stone, only without flashing Jim, “—because I feel safer this way.”

Jim, sitting opposite him on the other couch, leans closer and raises his eyebrows in surprise. “How do you mean?”

“So, like, as far as I know, when I’m like this, nobody knows I’m… that I’m not a girl, right?”

He waits for the confirmation. He hates that he feels he needs to, but from Jim—from anyone who knows his secret—reassurance is becoming more valuable to him than gold.

“Oh, uh, no,” Jim says hurriedly, when he catches on. “Seriously, no one knows.”

“And you’re sure you don’t mind?” Max asks. He hates even more that he has to ask this, but Jim’s eyes haven’t exactly stopped wandering to Max’s legs.

“I keep telling you, love, no.”

“Sorry.”

Jim slurps loudly at his tea, and then grins at Max. “Don’t apologize, love. All girls need a bit of reassurance, in my experience. Just makes you the same as all the others.” All girls. Same as the others. Yeah. Cling to that, Max. “You were telling me,” Jim prompts, “before you interrupted yourself with your totally understandable desire for a bit of buttering up, why you feel safer this way.”

“Right, yeah. I mean, it’s obvious, I guess? This is how I’m going to school. This is how I know, like, half the squad already. If I go out as, uh, as Maxwell, what if I run into someone I know, or someone I’m going to sit next to in class?”

“Yeah. Yeah. I get you. What I still don’t understand, though—” and he drags out the sentence with another lengthy slurp of tea, apparently just to be annoying, which makes Max giggle, “—is why you don’t mind doing this.”

“Oh no you don’t,” Max replies, shaking his head and holding out a warding hand, “I’ve been thinking about why that is since before the party and I still don’t have a good answer; you’re not going to Yoda me into a revelation. I’m onto your game, mister. Put down the X-Wing.”

“Answer me this, then, young Skywalker: is this what you really want?”

At least, it’s a question with an answer. “Yeah. Back home, I stopped doing what I love because three guys punished me for it. They permanently scarred me, Jim. And they could have done worse. And I still have dreams about it and I still get flashbacks; at the party, the whole thing with Clinton was so fucked up because it was like…” Shit. Wandering back into serious territory here. Max charges on, tries not to think about the words as he says them. “It was like my body remembered the attack back in New York. Like it was reliving it and taking me along for the ride.”

“I’m sorry, love.”

“S’okay.” Max concentrates on his tea for a second. “The point is, I’ve been given another chance. Cheerleading’s basically gymnastics, kinda, and if I do it, I get to move my fucking body again, I get to feel the rush. And guys have punished me for that shit before. Hard. But they don’t hurt girls just because they want to be cheerleaders, do they?”

“Not in my experience, no.”

Max shrugs. “So I’m a girl.”

“But, look, Maxine, do you want to be a girl? For its own sake? The way you told it, you didn’t dress as Maxine to be a cheerleader, not originally. You did it so you wouldn’t get the living daylights beaten out of you. If you could snap your fingers and make it so you never went up to Taylor’s room, if you could replay the last month and go to school as, uh, as Maxwell—fuck, that’s weird to imagine; no offense—would you do it?”

Huh.

Well? Would he?

He wouldn’t be as close with Taylor, no doubt. He wouldn’t be friends with Willa. The girls, Julie, Chelsea and Anna, they wouldn’t have been so friendly. And what would he stand to gain? Guy friends? Guys like Clinton? Gordo?

Fuck that.

“No.” He meets Jim’s eyes when he says it, and even then, he’s surprised by the certainty in his voice. But the more he thinks about it, the more he stands by his answer.

He has a whole new world to explore; why would he go back to the old one when he knows so well its restrictive boundaries, its grinding monotony, and the kinds of creatures who live there?

And he can’t pretend he doesn’t enjoy being Maxine. When’s the last time he was excited to be fucking Maxwell Giordano? The guy is a chore.

“Okay then!” Jim says, grinning and clapping his hands together. “That’s all I need to know. I’ll get you the pills. Should be pretty easy. You want the combined pill, estrogen and progesterone, right? Don’t give me that look; I have a sister and an inquisitive attitude toward any interesting-looking pill packets I happen to find lying around. Six months’ supply okay? I presume you have somewhere safe to keep it.”

“Um,” Max says, caught off guard, “yeah. I do. Under my—”

“Ah-ah-ah! No details. I know I said they’re not contraband, but it’s a good habit to build. Seriously, Maxine, you have a tendency to overshare.”

“But you asked me about— Oh, fuck you.” Max laughs. “Fuck you.”

“Don’t shoot the messenger,” Jim says, standing. “So, what we’ll do is, I’ll go get it, and call you when it’s done. Won’t take long; I’ve been meaning to stretch my legs, anyway. I’ve got your number now—” he taps the pocket of his jean jacket, still hung over the end of the couch, “—and that’s the only reason I’ll call. And you’ll tell me when it’s safe for me to swing by with it. And remember: no texting and no business over the phone. You just give me a time and a date, like I’m taking you out. Only I’m not. Obviously.”

“Cool,” Max says, nodding.

“Say it with me, Maxine: no texting, no business over the phone.” Max rolls his eyes and complies with a grin, which Jim shares with him. “Good girl. We’ll make a dangerous criminal out of you yet.”

“Thanks, Jim.”

“So,” Jim says, “what are your plans for the night?”

“For the—? Oh, shit, the time!” Max looks out the window for the first time in way too long, and it’s dark out. Like, properly dark. This all took a lot longer than he intended. Downsides of needing to be talked down from a panic attack. Or whatever the hell that was. “I need to get home. I need to go. And, um, thanks, Jim. I really appreciate—”

“How’re you getting home, love?”

“Same way I got here,” Max says, pushing himself up off of Jim’s deceptively comfortable couch. “The bus.”

“The bus? No. Absolutely not. No chance. I’m driving you.”

“But—”

“No arguments!” Jim’s already scooped up his jacket, and now he’s wandering the apartment, muttering the universal locator spell Keys… Keys… Keys… under his breath. Max takes a breath to speak again, and Jim turns back to him before he gets a chance. “Maxine, you get on the bus at night, looking like that, you might not get home. I don’t know what things are like back in New York, but around here there are some unpleasant people.”

“But you can’t drive me,” Max says, his heart once again speeding up until it thumps against his ribs.

“And why not?”

“Because— Because I’m going home. And that means I’ve got to, um… I mean, I need to get changed.”

“You’ve got to be a guy again?”

Shit. “Yeah.”

“So? What’s the problem?”

“I don’t know,” Max says, looking at his feet. “It’s hard to put into words.”

Jim approaches, comes closer than he’s been at any point since he helped Max onto the couch, and takes Max by the shoulders. “How many times do I have to tell you? I don’t care.”

“Maybe I do,” Max says. Too quick. Too revealing, especially to himself. But it’s out there now, and if Jim’s sudden smile is anything to go by, the meaning is as obvious to him as it is to Max.

Why is it so hard to be seen as a guy again? After so little time? Why does it hurt so much even to think about it?

“Shit,” Max whispers. “Fine. Okay. Can I use your bathroom again?”

“By all means.”

The messenger bag is already on the table from when Max fixed his face, so he grabs it, slings it over his shoulder and heads back to the bathroom. He practically barges his way inside, trying as hard as he can to ignore the urgent and building desire to just say fuck it and leap out the window, and aggressively washes his face until all traces of makeup are gone. Once he’s toweled himself dry and re-moisturized, he carefully removes his clothes. Off come the striped top, the cute skirt and the thick scarlet hose he kinda loves, because they really do make his legs look amazing; witness how Jim couldn’t keep his eyes off them. He removes the bra and the breast forms and puts them away, but he doesn’t take off the gaff or undo his tuck; that feels too much like surrender. Besides, he’s gotten used to it.

With Maxine stripped off, it’s time to put Maxwell back on. Cargo pants, long-sleeve top, hair in a low ponytail. Done. And kinda fucking depressing.

He hesitates at the door for the longest time, and he only stops dithering because he knows if he’s not home soon, Mom will start looking for him, and the first place she’ll look is Taylor’s, and that’s not a scenario Max wants to invoke. So he pushes through and, skin crawling, presents himself.

“Hi,” he says weakly.

“Still hot,” Jim says with a broad, toothy smile. “You sure I’ve got no chance with you?”

“Wh— What?”

Jim opens the front door and leans back from it. “‘Thanks but no thanks,’ I believe you told Garrett to tell me. Very hurtful, by the way.”

“No, what do you mean, ‘still hot’?” Max demands, following Jim out to the stairs and trying not to think about the other thing he said.

“I mean,” he says, “you still look like Maxine. You’re still pretty. Like, I get how you got along as a guy before, because you’ve got kind of an androgynous face without makeup, but the way I see it, it’s still Maxine’s face. You’re going to have to be careful about that, you know.”

Huh. He’d thought maybe it was only him that could see it. That it was wishful thinking.

“I still look like Maxine?”

“Close enough, anyway. Close enough that someone who knows you as Maxine would be wondering why you’re suddenly so flat-chested and not, for example, why you’re suddenly a guy. Here we are.”

Jim’s station wagon is parked around back, and there are enough people nearby that they don’t resume their conversation until they’re shut inside and on their way.

“The point is, Maxine,” Jim says, his accent emphasizing the drawl of concentration as he drives, “it’s going to get harder and harder to hide all this from your family.”

“Yeah,” Max says, shrugging. “I know. With school and cheerleading and stuff, it’s going to be difficult. We’ll work it out.”

“I mean the physical changes are going to start manifesting soon.”

“The physical changes?”

Jim stares at him for almost two seconds before snapping his gaze back to the road. “Birth control,” he says.

“Oh, yeah, I read about that. Skin texture, that sort of thing.”

“Maxine, birth control is female hormones. You did know that, right? That’s the whole reason they work on regular females.”

“Right,” Max says. “That’s why I’m taking them. To pause what’s left of puberty for another year so I don’t, you know, suddenly become my brother.”

“Okay. It’s a fair plan. But you do know what else they’ll do, don’t you?”

“Uh. Yeah? I think so.”

“You think so? Max, you’re going to— Have you never watched daytime telly? Jerry Springer? Maury? We had this little show back home called Eurotrash, and, okay, it’s not exactly daytime telly, but— Never mind. Point is, there are girls like you on those shows, and they all have… Christ. How do I put this delicately? You take enough of those pills, eventually you’re going to grow tits, Max.”

“Tits?”

“Breasts. Boobies. Sweater puppies. Ta-tas.”

“Like, real breasts?”

“Real breasts.”

The passenger mirror is already pulled down all the way, and that means it’s angled such that Max can see his chest.

His flat chest.

Which seems suddenly unpleasant, not just compared to how it looks with the forms in, under a cute top or a nice dress, but, like, in general. The more he looks at it, in fact, the more he starts to feel like he did when he first got to Jim’s apartment: like he needs to throw up. Like he needs to get the hell out of his body and into something safer.

“Oh,” he says.

“Precisely,” Jim says. “You, uh, still want me to get the pills?”

“Yeah. Yeah, I do.”

“Okey dokey.”

* * *

Taylor didn’t bring any money. Gordo said he wanted to pay for everything! He was supposed to be the perfect gentleman! How could she have known he saw everything, their whole relationship, all the way from the beginning, as some kind of— of— of transaction! That bastard!

When they met, he was perfect boyfriend material. Exactly the right kind of guy for an aspiring cheerleader. And they both seemed to grow into their roles at the same pace. It’s just that for Taylor, that meant becoming cheer captain, whereas for Gordo, that meant gradually metamorphosing from a rough-edged but generally sweet guy into a total freaking douche.

She should have listened to Willa.

“Excuse me, miss?” the maître d’ says, nudging her gently on the shoulder. “Your car is here.”

“Thanks, Eugene,” she says.

Wiping her eyes and sniffing, Taylor stands from the little chair they brought her. Sure enough, there’s a taxi out front. She asked Garrett to call one from a company that advertises itself specifically as being safe for women, because she was pretty sure that if a guy tried to flirt with her while driving her home tonight, she might respond in a manner that would precipitate a pile-up.

Garrett said she doesn’t need to pay him back. Just stop stealing his weed for a month.

Taylor waves to the waitress who brought her a cup of green tea and a cookie, and again to Eugene, and leaves the restaurant for the second time tonight. She finds herself hunching her shoulders, as if Gordo might still be out there, waiting for her.

He’s not, but she runs to the taxi, anyway.

* * *

“I can never get over how all the houses on these streets are exactly the same,” Jim mutters as they pull into Max’s street.

“They’re not like that in Wales?”

“I suppose they are,” Jim allows. “They’re just about a quarter the size. And usually they touch each other. Makes them seem more harmonious.”

“Same as in Queens. We had a townhouse. Like, row houses, you know?”

“Terraced houses. Yeah, I know.”

“It was nice, but the new place is, like… Well, it’s too big. Even my room is too big.”

“Amen, sister,” Jim says, pulling the station wagon in by Max’s house. “I like to feel cozy.”

Max, unfortunately, notices too late that Clay is in the driveway, fussing over his new car, and before he can tell Jim to pull out again, to drop him off somewhere down the street, Clay’s noticed them, clocked Max in the passenger side, and is wandering over.

“Shit,” Max whispers. “My brother.”

“I got this, love,” Jim says. “I won’t give you away.”

Max winds the window down the rest of the way, but he can’t bring himself to look right at his brother. It’s stuck in his mind, what Jim said, that he already looks like Maxine, and he’s suddenly terrified that Clay can see it on him, can smell it on him—isn’t his smell going to change? has it already? shit!—or can otherwise sense his girlhood clinging to him.

But there’s no choice now but to roll the dice and hope.

“What’re you doing out here?” Max asks, as Clay leans into the car, forearms on the door.

“‘Hi, Clay,’” Clay says, in a poor imitation of Max. “‘Nice to see you! Let me introduce my friend!’”

“Hi, Clay,” Max says, rote. “Nice to see you.” He waves tiredly at Jim.

“I’m Jim,” Jim says, leaning over Max with a hand out. As Clay takes it and they shake, Jim adds, “Everyone calls me Banger.”

“I don’t,” Max says. “It’s weird.”

“It’s not weird. Ignore h— him.”

Shit. Max quickly looks up, braving Clay’s gaze to scrutinize him for a reaction, but Jim’s semi-successfully turned his slip-up into a cough, and doesn’t seem to have aroused suspicion.

“Banger,” Clay says slowly. “Hi.”

“I’ve heard so much about you,” Jim says helpfully, releasing Clay's hand.

“How do you know my lil bro?”

“Oh, we’re old friends. We go way back.”

“He gave me a ride,” Max says.

“From…?” Clay prompts.

“Somewhere else?”

Clay narrows his eyes at Max. “You’re lucky I’m not Mom,” he says.

“So’s your father, I imagine,” Jim says.

Max sighs heavily—it’s possible to play up the ‘cheeky Brit’ angle a bit too much—and then makes shooing motions at Clay until he gets out of the way. Unbuckling his belt, he says to Jim, “So, I’ll see you?”

“Right you are, lo— Max.”

Rolling his eyes, Max turns his head away from Clay and mouths, Get better at subterfuge. Jim just grins at him and mouths back, You sure you don’t wanna go out?

“Hell no,” Max mutters.

“Shame,” Jim says.

Shaking his head, Max climbs out of the car. He retrieves his bag from the back, slams both doors, and then stands there waving until Jim gets the hint and drives off.

“So?” Clay says quietly, taking Max by the arm. “Who is he?”

“A friend.”

“Just a friend?”

“Yes, just a friend.”

Clay looks around, checking for parents, and then whispers, “Max, are you gay?”

“Oh my God, Clay! He’s a friend! That’s all he is. He gave me a fucking ride!” And then, knowing he’ll pay for this sooner or later—although probably only in the form of more probing questions from Clay—he twists his arm free and ducks under Clay’s grab, heading for the house. Clay, fortunately, left the front door half-open, and Max slips quickly through. He takes the stairs at a run, yelling a greeting to his mom as he goes—wherever she is—and shuts his bedroom door firmly behind him.

Jesus Christ.

“Max?” Clay says, thirty seconds later and slightly out of breath, from the other side of Max’s door. “Can I come in?”

“Max isn’t here right now,” Max says. “Please leave a message.”

There’s a theatrical sigh, and then Clay says, “If you see my brother, tell him… Christ, I don’t know. Just say hi.”

The thumping of Clay’s feet on the stairs quickly recedes, and Max leans his head against the door and waits for his heart to stop racing.

* * *

Garrett already told Mom what happened, and Taylor would glare, but the only actual consequence is that Mom ambushes her for a hug the moment she gets back, and refuses to let go for several minutes.

“I’m sorry, pumpkin,” she says. “You’ll find another boy.”

“I’m sick of boys, Mom,” Taylor says, but she hugs her mom back anyway. It’s nice; she hasn’t been ‘pumpkin’ for a while. Mom’s been gradually loosening the bonds of childhood for Taylor’s whole seventeenth year, and while Taylor’s mostly grateful for that—especially since she’s seen what Max’s mother is like around her—there are times when a bit of good old-fashioned parenting is just what the doctor ordered.

“Then forget them for a while,” her mom says, and kisses her on the forehead. “Maybe it’s for the best. It’s your senior year, after all; you’ll get better grades if you aren’t spending all your time with some boy.”

“Exactly,” Taylor says, nodding into her mom’s shoulder.

When her mom finally releases her, she’s not exactly feeling better—Gordo’s final words are stuck in her belly, and it’ll take more than a hug to dislodge them—but she’s feeling loved, and that’s something she could always use more of. So she gives her mom a peck on the cheek to show her appreciation before she says, “I’m going over to see Max, okay? I just— I need a girlfriend right now.”

“Okay, pumpkin. Will you be staying over?”

“Oh, uh, I dunno. Maybe? But if I come home late, I’ll go straight to bed, okay?”

“Of course. Remember the alarm code.”

Taylor recites it, which earns her another kiss on the forehead, and she almost wants to stay home, to experience more of her mom being her mom, but there are things she wants to say, things she’s got to get out, and unless Willa suddenly moves her house way closer, real quick, there’s only one place she can go to say them.

If she’s honest—and didn’t she say she would be from now on? at least with herself?—she’d rather be with Max than anyone else right now.

She runs upstairs to grab a shirt, since it’s supposed to drop to the mid-sixties tonight and she doesn’t know when or if she’s going to be coming home, and then she runs back downstairs, thanks Garrett sincerely for the ride, kisses her mom one more time, and runs out the door, feeling inappropriately energized. Oh, Gordo’s bullcrap still hurts, but she hasn’t seen Max since Saturday morning, and it’s kind of exciting.

Max’s brother’s in the driveway, his ass sticking out of the passenger-side door of what Taylor assumes is his new car. Taylor considers trying to sneak past, but she’s still wearing low heels, and she doesn’t get up on her toes in time.

“Taylor!” he says, backing out of the car and leaning on the hood. “You here for Max?”

“Yeah,” she says.

“He’s in his room. Hey, Taylor, quick question: do you happen to know who—?”

“Um, Clay?” Taylor says, hating to interrupt, but the longer she stands out here, talking to a guy she doesn’t really know, the more vulnerable she feels. It’s not likely Gordo’s waiting for her on her street, same as he ultimately turned out not to be waiting outside the restaurant, but the sensation is uncomfortable. “Can I just go inside? I’ve had a really crappy day. I just want— I need to talk to Max.”

He shrugs, and if she were in a different mood, she’d be interested to note that his shrug is nothing like Max’s. When Clay shrugs, muscles really move. Max and Clay really are like clones of their respectively gendered parents. “Door’s open,” he says.

Sure enough, it’s open a crack.

Inside, chez Giordano is kinda creepy. Almost all the lights are off, with only a single overhead to light the stairs. It doesn’t matter—as long as she remembers that everything’s mirrored, she doesn’t need to see very well to get around Max’s place—but it’s still weird to be alone in someone else’s house.

Technically alone, anyway. Max’s mom and dad are probably in bed, or getting ready for it, since it’s past ten at night. She wonders briefly if she ought to turn around, if she’ll get Max in trouble for being over so late, but she decides that’s Max’s decision to make, so she tiptoes up the stairs and taps lightly on her door.

No answer.

But there’s a light on inside, and because she can see that through the crack under the door, that means Max hasn’t put that towel down, right? So she can probably just… go in.

Just like when they first met for real.

Max isn’t in the bathroom, though, not this time. She’s lying on her bed with a pair of chunky headphones plugged into a portable CD player, her legs raised up and crossed at the knee, her near-black hair spread out across her pillow. She hasn’t noticed Taylor yet, and that’s Taylor’s chance to take her in, to really look at her, and it’s funny: even though she doesn’t have her breast forms in and she’s wearing neutral clothes, she’s still Maxine.

Still Max.

Shutting the door quietly behind her, Taylor says, “Hey.”

Max opens her eyes, and it’s thrilling that her first reaction upon seeing Taylor is to smile. She pulls off her headphones, lays them on the pillow by the Discman, and sits up, and as she does so, her expression softens, like she can immediately see in Taylor that something’s wrong.

“What’s up?”

That’s all Max needs to say. It’s not long before Taylor’s on the bed, her head in Max’s lap just as Max’s head was in hers two nights ago, and she tells the story of her awful final date with Gordo. Start to end. From sweet guy to screaming, entitled infant.

“I can’t believe him,” Max says when she’s done. They’ve been talking softly, since Max’s mom and dad don’t know Taylor’s here, but Max’s voice has taken on a harder and harder edge, and in Max’s rage, Taylor’s found vindication.

“Yeah,” Taylor says. Though now that it’s happened, she feels stupid for not having expected it.

“He really said he put in the work with you?” 

Because they’ve been talking quietly, Max has been able to use her Maxine voice—Taylor’s starting to think of it as her real voice—and that’s good, too; every part of her friend is here. It makes this easier to talk about.

“He really did,” Taylor says, balling up a fist and wishing she had something to punch. Max’s hand closes over it, though, so she opens it up and allows their fingers to mesh. “It’s like, is that what I always was to him? Like, our whole relationship, he was just… putting in the work until he got his reward?”

“That’s so fucked up. I’m so sorry, Taylor. Has he called or anything?”

“He hadn’t by the time I called Garrett to get him to pay for the cab. Since then? I don’t know. I’m scared to look at my phone, actually.”

“Want me to?”

“Um. Okay?”

Taylor’s purse is next to them on the bed, so Max looks to her for permission—Taylor grants it with a nod—and then fishes out the phone. “Nothing,” she says, waving it at her, and that’s such a relief that Taylor wriggles in Max’s lap.

“Oh my gosh,” she says, “thank you, thank you, thank you.” And then her belly lurches again, and she moans and reflexively curls up her thighs, as if making herself smaller can make the pain go away.

“Cramps?” Max asks.

“Um, yeah. How did you know?”

Max blushes. “Avery gets them pretty bad. And, um, Willa, she said, um, that the cheerleaders, that you’re all, uh—”

“Oh nooo,” Taylor mutters, and buries her face in Max’s thigh. “She said the squad’s synced up, didn’t she?”

“She did. And she said this weekend was about when it would probably start.”

“I’m going to kill her, Max. I’m going to pull off her little German head and make it into Wiener schnitzel.”

“How are you all synced? Don’t you only have, like, a couple of practices a week? And Friday night games?”

She rolls over again to look back up at Max. “It started at cheer camp.”

“There’s a cheer camp?”

“Not this year,” Taylor says darkly. “Stupid beavers. But yeah. Cheer camp. And since then, little groups of us are together enough that we don’t really wander. Actually,” she adds, frowning, “you’re going to have to start faking it. Maybe a few days out of the month you should take an extra pill or something, so it messes with your moods? I don’t know. You could just clutch your stomach and go ‘eurgh’ occasionally. And call random people bee-yotches.”

“The pills make you moody?”

“Yeah, they used to make me all funky, so I don’t really use them these days.”

“Huh.”

“They don’t make you moody?”

Max gives her usual rolling shrug, which makes Taylor smile. “Kind of the opposite, actually,” Max says. “I think I’m less moody.”

“You know,” Taylor says, sitting up from Max’s lap, “I think I noticed. You’ve been, like, brighter? Or something? The last couple days.” She stretches and makes a show of looking around. “Ick. I should get home. Mom thought I might stay over but I can’t, I guess.”

“You probably can, actually,” Max says. “Dad’s got work in the morning, Mom’s going out, and Clay won’t tell.”

“Really? I can stay?”

“Yeah! It’s fine.” And then Max’s smile turns lopsided. “It’s probably fine. It’s maybe fine.”

“Let’s do it,” Taylor says. “Let’s live dangerously.”

Any excuse to spend another night with Max.

They spend the next few minutes getting ready for bed. Max gives her a spare toothbrush, and while Taylor washes up, Max fusses with the door-blocking towel. She adds her dining chair under the door handle, too, and it makes their whole deal tonight seem hilariously illicit.

“I can’t believe I’m borrowing your clothes,” Taylor says, as she pulls on an L7 shirt and then fishes around inside for her bra, which she pulls out and hangs over the shower rail in the bathroom.

“Sorry they’re not very fashionable.”

“I dunno,” Taylor says, pulling out the shirt to check it. “I like it.”

“Cool.”

“Oh hey,” she adds, flopping onto Max’s bed, “Clay wanted me to ask you something. I didn’t let him finish asking; I blew him off because I wanted to come up here and weep dramatically into your cargo pants, but I’ve been wondering what it was.”

“It was probably about Jim.”

“Huh?”

“I was out for a walk this afternoon and ran into Jim,” Max says, and then clarifies, “Banger.”

“Oh. How come you ran into Banger?”

“He doesn’t live far. Anyway, he drove me home and Clay made a huge deal out of it.” She climbs into bed next to Taylor. “He asked if I’m gay.”

Taylor snorts. “What did you say?”

“I know what I should have said. I should have said that if a guy touches me ever again, I’ll Mace the fuck out of him.”

“Darn right.”

“What I actually said was, ‘We’re just friends,’ and then I panicked and ran away.”

“How come?” Taylor says, shifting closer.

“I’m not gay,” Max says, causing Taylor to sigh in silent relief, “but given what I do with my time these days, I don’t think I could say it to Clay with a straight face. And I was tired, you know? I had a rough afternoon. Jim saw me as Max—as Maxwell—so we had to have, like, a conversation about it—”

“A conversation?”

“Yeah. All searching and intense and stuff.”

“Oh. One of those conversations.”

“Yeah. And I’d just got done answering questions; I didn’t want to deal with any more.”

“So, if it comes up,” Taylor checks, “Banger knows. And he’s cool with it?”

Max laughs softly. “He asked me out.”

“Oh my gosh!” Taylor sits bolt upright. “What did you say to that?”

“I blew him off. No more boys. I’m at my limit.”

Lying back down, Taylor puts her arm over Max, lays her hand on her chest. “Good,” she says. “Boys suck.”

“Yeah,” Max says. “Boys suck.”

A moment later, Max gently moves Taylor’s hand down a bit, so it’s resting on Max’s belly instead of her chest, and yeah, it makes sense that she doesn’t want Taylor’s hand just casually caressing her scars. Taylor knew that already.

And it’s good that she knows that. And that Max knows about Gordo, and that Taylor knows about Clinton and Matty. Because they really have shared everything now. They really are alike now. Boys have hurt them—to differing degrees—but right now, it doesn’t feel like it matters anymore, because they’ve got each other, and boys? Boys can get lost.

“I’m so glad I came here tonight,” Taylor whispers.

“I am, too,” Max says, and turns out the light.

It doesn’t take long for Max to fall asleep, and Taylor cuddles her, spooning her friend, inhaling her scent, indulging in the warmth of her body. Of all the places she could be after a day like today, this is the place she would choose again and again.

Yeah. No more boys. Maybe ever.

Just Max.





Eleven

FROM OUT OF NOWHERE




One year ago.

What does Dad call it? When his favorite baseball player is looking a little flabby around the edges? When he isn’t hitting as far, as fast or as often?

Going to seed.

Yeah. Max is going to seed. And fucking quickly. Just months ago, he was stronger, he had more stamina, he was more flexible, and now? Three angry red marks on his ribcage and he lets it all go. Years of hard work. Years of getting targeted at school. Years of triumph and years of shit. All of it wasted, gone in an instant.

His shirts are loose on him already.

Avery tried to get him to keep up with his training over the summer, to come with her to the gym, to not let the bastards win, but the first time he put on his gym gear he had to go lock himself in the bathroom until he stopped struggling for breath and for purchase. It was like an airless cavern opened around him, and he was made powerless as the darkness swallowed him.

Nowadays, he exercises in sweats or in board shorts. He keeps up his form as best he can in the backyard, and he tries not to collide with the fence.

At least he has Clay’s apparently endless supply of vintage band shirts to wear, leftovers from when his bulky older brother was a skinny seventeen-year-old who spent every weekend trying to get into gigs with a fake ID and a couple of older, larger friends to vouch for him. The shirts never fit before, but now they’re kinda perfect. And they prompted him to look into the bands Clay used to listen to, the ones younger Max wrote off as just noise; turns out, most of them give him a very different workout than the contemporary stuff that used to soundtrack his gym sessions.

Fuck. He pulls at the hem of the Faith No More shirt he has on and raises an arm. His reflection in the bathroom mirror tells him what he doesn’t want to believe: that the stupid band shirts are starting to feel loose now, too.

Incredible how fast muscle melts when he doesn’t keep it up, when he barely eats, when he loses at least one meal a week to the disgust that ripples through his body when he catches his naked body in the mirror and the three vicious burns that have branded him for life are all he can see. This is it, now, isn’t it? He’s never going back. He’s never going to make himself fly ever again.

He always thought he was stronger than this. That the guys who bullied him wouldn’t get to him. That if he was ever truly knocked down, he would fight to stand tall again.

Another illusion burned away.

“Maxxy!” his mom calls up the stairs. “Avery’s here!”

Oh yeah. It’s after seven. Time to go.

He doesn’t look at himself again. He doesn’t need to. He just collects up his messenger bag, grabs an old collared shirt to keep out the early fall chill, and runs down the narrow stairs, bracing himself off the wall at the turn like usual. Avery’s waiting at the front door, smiling, her gym bag tactfully hidden inside a backpack.

“Hey, bitch,” she says as soon as the door’s shut behind them and Mom can’t hear them being overly familiar with each other.

“Hey,” Max says, trying to find some enthusiasm and failing.

“You ready for this?”

Max looks around. A handful of other guys and girls he knows are bounding out from front doors, yelling to friends, or—in the case of the two girls who go to the private school a few blocks away—loosening their school ties and switching their sensible shoes for fashionable ones as soon as they’re out of sight of home. He kinda hopes they don’t slip in their heels; the leaves haven’t started to turn and fall yet, but the trash pickup got missed again so the sidewalk is still kinda precarious. Down the street, someone’s playing music.

Last year, this might have been almost pleasant, despite what awaited both of them at the end of their morning walk. This year, however…

“First day back at school?” he says. “Fuck no.”

“We’re juniors!” Avery says. “Isn’t that even a little exciting?”

“I repeat my ‘fuck no’.”

Avery reaches for his hand, quickly squeezes it, and lets go. He smiles at her, the half-smile that’s all he can manage these days, and they set off.

“You sure you’re not coming to see Coach third period?” Avery asks.

“Yeah. Sure.”

“Max, you could still—”

“Avery. I’m sure.”

“Okay,” she says. “Sorry.” She’s shaking her head, but she’s not disappointed in him, she’s just… Fuck. They talked about it. How unfair it was. How Max had been targeted again and again. How they kept escalating until one day they followed him, trapped him, burned him.

How he doesn’t want to find out what comes next.

And he doesn’t want anyone to hold him down like that again. The claustrophobia of it wakes him up still.

The rushing in his ears comes on as he and Avery walk up the short path to the main building, the screaming, oppressive silence that used to make him reach for his Walkman until one of the guys smashed it. Clay got him a Discman to replace it, but Max doesn’t take it to school. He knows what’ll happen to it.

Already he can see people he knows, people he tries to avoid. Nobody knows exactly what happened to him, Avery says, but they know he was out of school for a while at the end of the spring semester, and it’s gotten around that he’s quit gymnastics. That they got to him.

He should have kept up with the weight training, at least. He feels weak now, too weak, too weak to be here, here with the people who hurt him, with the people who stood by and let him get hurt.

He barely hears it when Avery says goodbye and rushes off. Barely notices it when he gets shoved in the corridor. Barely feels it when he bounces off the locker. Barely hears it when some guy says—

* * *

Now.

“Good morning, girls!”

“Hey, Mom,” Taylor calls, leaning over the back of the couch—but not too much, so she doesn’t disturb Max while she’s working.

“Hi, Mrs— Lynn,” Max says, but she doesn’t look up, and her eyes retain the same little scrunch around the corners that betrays how much she’s having to concentrate on this.

“It’s still weird that you call my mom her first name,” Taylor whispers, ducking her head back down.

“She asked me to, and— Damn.”

“What?”

“I got some on the skin.”

Taylor shrugs. “Just lick your little finger—” she demonstrates, “—stretch out the skin, and wipe it off. Quickly, though.”

Max looks at her for a moment, then licks her little finger and wipes away the excess polish from the side of Taylor’s big toe. She cleans her finger on a tissue and carries on painting.

Taylor shivers, but she’s pretty sure she manages to confine it to her upper body, so Max hopefully doesn’t notice.

“Are you sure you don’t want to come today?” she asks, covering for her reaction.

Today’s the Scott family six-weekly mother-daughter bonding slash highlighting session, when they go together to have their hair touched up, chat about school, cheerleading, real estate, and anything else that might come up, absorb the ambient gossip floating around the salon, and convey appropriate amounts of sympathy when Tilly, Mom’s usual stylist, relays the latest bruise, bump or abrasion acquired by her wayward toddler. And that means that Max can’t stay here today, not unless she wants to hang with an unconscious Garrett.

At least they painted Max’s toenails first, so they’re good and (mostly) dry; ten toes, each of them colored a beautiful iridescent pink, gleam from under Max’s crossed legs as she paints Taylor’s in return.

“I’m, um, still figuring out what to do with my hair,” Max says, and Taylor blinks at her for a second before certain facts—which have a habit of fleeing her mind a lot these days, even when she’s over at Max’s and Max is having to use her deep voice—re-present themselves. Max can’t have a lovely layered ’do because Max still has to look convincingly like a mopey guy when she’s around her family.

“Oh yeah,” Taylor says sheepishly. She drops to a whisper again to add, “We should figure something out before school, though. We’ve got to get you into a salon sooner or later. Agreed?”

Max’s eyebrows pinch together, and she looks for a moment like she’s going to object to something in Taylor’s ongoing and decreasingly subtle attempts to make her look as hot as she possibly can before school starts. And then she nods, giving in like she always does. Taylor beams at her.

Because, wow, Max needs to do something about her hair! Right now it’s just, like, long, it lacks shape and it has split ends, but it could be gorgeous! Except they can’t exactly ask a stylist for something that could be worn by a girl and a boy, like, simultaneously. It would only raise more questions.

Maybe they need to find a gay hairdresser. Someone who’d understand…

“You’re thinking, aren’t you?” Max says, grinning. “I know that look. You’re scheming.”

Taylor places an innocent hand in the center of her chest. “I don’t know what you’re talking about!”

“I don’t believe you,” Max sings, and then she sits back, screwing the brush back into the bottle and placing it carefully on the table. “Done!”

“Good!” Taylor’s mom says, surprising both of them. “Because the fumes were getting a little excessive.”

“It’s the price of beauty, Mom,” Taylor says innocently. Max giggles behind her hand.

“When you can walk,” her mom continues, eying the cotton balls between Taylor’s toes, “come to the kitchen. I’m making coffee, and I have bear claws.” She glances at Max and adds, “I got you a pastry, too, Max; I hope you like raisins.”

“Love them, Lynn,” Max says, smiling for her. “Thank you.”

As they get up, walking gingerly so as not to smudge their freshly painted nails, Taylor mouths, Stop calling my mom Lynn!

Never! Max mouths back, and sticks her tongue out, which causes Taylor to have to turn away to hide her blush.

Yeah. The boys at school are going to go psycho when they see her. Every single one will be lining up to ask her out, and—

Ick. Taylor’s just realized they’re going to be doing the same thing to her, since there’s no way it hasn’t gotten out yet that she and Gordo are over. Head cheerleaders do not, as a rule, remain single very long.

If only Max were a guy, then they could solve both problems at once…

And then Taylor has to fake a cough to hide her laugh, because the implications of that thought have just sunk in.

Mom’s laying out paper towels on the kitchen table for them to eat their bear claws over, when an unfamiliar ringtone starts up from somewhere in the living room. Max quickly excuses herself and rushes off, and Taylor, curious to the end, follows her halfway, hiding behind the dividing wall that separates the living room from the entryway.

“Yeah?” Max says. “Today’s fine. It’s perfect, actually. I’ll be home in, like, half an hour? Yeah, anytime before three. Yeah, I will.” She laughs. “What? No way! No, I will not. I have a brother, remember? Big guy, hangs around the house a lot? Yeah, yeah. Okay. Cool. See ya.”

There’s a soft thump—Max throwing her phone back into or on top of her bag—and then Max is poking her head around the wall, catching Taylor before she has a chance to escape to the kitchen and assume an innocent expression.

Sorry, Taylor mouths, but Max just smirks at her, takes her hand, and pulls her back into the kitchen.

“Boyfriend?” Taylor’s mom asks when they both present themselves again, and Taylor’s happy neither of them have started on their coffee yet, or they’d have soaked each other.

“M— Me?” Max says, pointing at herself.

“On the phone,” her mom clarifies.

“Oh. Right.” Max cups her coffee mug in both hands, like it can protect her from this conversation. Taylor, however, is too intrigued to offer her a way out—she wants to know who that was!—so she starts nibbling her bear claw over her paper towel, and simply smiles at Max when she looks to her for help. “Just a friend,” Max says eventually, looking back at Taylor’s mom.

But Mom is not to be dissuaded. “Is this friend a boy?”

“Um. Yes?”

Okay, so that’s too much. Taylor cannot possibly be expected to maintain her cool after an admission like that! “Oh my gosh!” she says. “Who is it?”

“Oh, it’s just, um, remember Jim? Garrett’s friend.”

“Jim?” Taylor taps her fingers on the table while she thinks, sorting through every reprobate a-hole her brother has ever associated with.

“You know, Jim!”

“Jim…”

“Banger,” Max says, with a slight eye-roll.

“Him?”

“Oh dear,” Mom says. “Do you disapprove, Taylor?”

“No, actually,” Taylor says. “It’s just… unexpected.” But if Max were to pick any of Garrett’s friends, Banger’s probably the best choice, and the age gap isn’t too bad, since Banger’s younger than her brother. It’s just, well, she thought that maybe… Hmm. Perhaps they won’t have to make up a story for Max, after all.

“He’s not my boyfriend,” Max says, with some exasperation. “He’s just… bringing something over for me.” Clearly she hopes to leave it at that, but Taylor leans closer, and she has to laugh a little when she notices her mom has done the exact same thing. “Fine. Okay. I wasn’t going to go into it, because it’s boring and technical, but you know I play guitar?” Mom looks blank; Taylor nods. “My amp got damaged in the move. It needs a new tube. He can get them cheap, so.” Max spreads out her hands: discussion over.

Only it isn’t. “A new… tube?” Taylor’s mom asks.

To her credit, Max doesn’t sigh. “The really good guitar amplifiers use tubes. Like, a cheap amplifier just uses electronics, like in a modern stereo system, but if you have an amp that takes tubes… It just sounds better. Warmer.” She glances at Taylor’s mom. “More like Led Zeppelin and less like, um, Kraftwerk?”

Mom smiles. “Thank you for pandering to my generation, Maxine,” she says sardonically. “Though you’re out by a few years. I swear… Taylor with her computers, you with your guitars… Girls are into some interesting things these days.”

“It’s the twenty-first century, Mom,” Taylor says, after draining her coffee. “It’s not enough to be pretty anymore. You need a trade.”

* * *

It’s a risk, going home without getting changed first, with his androgynous exercise clothes still stuffed into a gym bag, but Taylor’s mom was right there, and it would have been weird to go upstairs and change back into board shorts and a loose shirt just to go home. And he could have stayed in his exercise gear the whole time, but where’s the fun in that? What’s the point of hanging out at Taylor’s instead of at home if he doesn’t get to be Maxine? And his new cargos aren’t all that feminine, anyway, just a little tighter around the butt than a men’s cut would be.

The light blue babydoll tee with the flared waistline might be pushing it, though.

Admit it, Max: you’re trying to cut your Maxwell time to the bone.

It doesn’t matter, anyway. What’s the time? Like, ten? Mom’s out all day—interviews—and Dad’s at work, which leaves Clay, who got home so late last night from his new job that he’ll probably still be asleep at midday. So it’s fine! It’s definitely fine. As long as he doesn’t make too much noise, it’ll be fine.

As a precaution, though, he pulls his messenger bag up and holds it over his breasts, before unlocking the front door as quietly as he can.

Inside, he holds his breath.

No movement downstairs. Nobody moving around upstairs. And definitely nobody rushing up to him to lecture him about some aspect of his life they disapprove of, or to ask searching questions which have no useful answers.

Cool. In the clear.

He sneaks up to his room, closes the door silently, kicks the towel into place, and dumps his messenger bag.

Home again.

How long can he push it? When’s Jim due again? He checks the alarm clock on the nightstand, does some quick math, and determines: potentially, any minute now.

Fuck.

Still, it was nice to look in his mirror, right here in his room, and see Maxine. To not have to struggle to find her on a plain, un-made-up face, with hair pulled back and swimming in ill-fitting clothes. To just see her.

Probably not a feeling he can afford to chase right now.

Sighing, he starts stripping everything off. He drops the babydoll tee, his ankle socks, sports bra and panties into one pile on the bed, and the exercise clothes out of the bag into another pile. Then, once he’s thrown on another, considerably less attractive shirt, he starts adding to each pile: onto the first go all the girl things he’s amassed over the last few days; onto the second goes any of his guy stuff that needs washing. Next, the two piles get sorted into six: darks, lights and whites, separated by gender. Finally, he strips two pillowcases off the pile of pillows on his bed, and drops the girl darks into the darker pillowcase and the girl lights into the lighter one; he’ll wash the guy and girl loads together, and rely on the pillowcase to hide the girl stuff, in case anyone comes along while he’s loading or unloading. The girl whites can get washed loose with the guy whites; there aren’t many of either set, and if he washes them first, it’ll be fine. Once it’s all done, he’ll leave his guy clothes in the dryer and hang the girl stuff up in his bathroom to air-dry.

It’s not a perfect plan, not by a long shot, but the nearest laundromat is a hell of a long walk away.

Whites first. He dumps the pillowcases in his bathtub, loops a hair tie around his wrist—he kinda wants to leave his hair down for now—and scoops all the whites into his little wicker laundry basket. On his way back out, he listens carefully at Clay’s door until he hears a snore, then grins to himself and carries on.

He’s just started the laundry cycle when the doorbell chimes, and he skips his way out through the kitchen and up to the door, bounces on his toes a couple times—he doesn’t want to seem too excited to see Jim, in case the guy asks him out again—and then opens the door.

There’s Jim, wearing his usual denim jacket over a white hoodie and a battered pair of jeans. God, and he’s even wearing Docs! He dresses like Clay used to, only this isn’t New York, and even Clay left off the thick leather boots in the summer. How Jim isn’t boiling to death, Max doesn’t know. Maybe Welsh people have a different relationship to temperature.

“Hey, Max,” Jim says. He hefts a paper bag, and tilts it forward so Max can see inside. He reaches inside and lifts the corner of the jumbo bag of M&Ms. “Contraband’s underneath,” he whispers, revealing a nondescript opaque white plastic bag inside the nondescript brown paper one.

“So come in!” Max says, waving Jim inside and closing the door behind him. “You didn’t have any problems, did you?”

“Nah. It’s not exactly crack, love.”

Max shrugs. “If I get caught with it, the consequences are probably kinda the same. At least from Mom.” He gets a laugh out of Jim, and Max matches it with a smile, beckoning Jim up the stairs.

Halfway up the stairs, Jim stops and says, “Uh, I don’t wanna go in a girl’s room, Max. That’s beyond the—”

Max rounds on him and hisses, “Shut up, will you? Don’t you remember? My brother’s home!”

“Oh. Oh! Okay then.” And the next moment, it’s like Jim’s auditioning to be on Scooby-Doo or something, because he’s tiptoeing up the stairs with exaggerated care and looking left and right, as if a cartoonish monster might leap out and grab him at any moment. It’s comical enough that it breaks right through Max’s rising anxiety, and he grabs Jim by the hand and pulls him the rest of the way, succeeding after a moment in getting him to pick up the fucking pace.

He doesn’t dare stop by Clay’s door again. He’ll just have to hope he’s still asleep.

The bedroom door closes behind them and Max kicks the towel under it. Shit! He’s so exposed! And he’s been so stupid today! He didn’t get changed before coming home; he’s mixed his white panties in with his regular laundry; he’s letting Jim up into his room while Clay’s here; what is wrong with him?

Jim picks up on it. Not so surprising, really, considering Max just clenched both his fists.

“You okay, love?” Jim asks, and at least he asks it fucking quietly.

Max drops to the floor, his back to the door, and immediately he gets irritated by the way the stupid cargo pants restrict his movement. He gives up on pulling his knees up and instead just lays his legs out on the floor wherever, ready to hysterically laugh at the fact that he wishes, even as he’s panicking about being too much like a girl at home, in this very unsafe space, that he were wearing a fucking skirt.

“I have no idea,” Max says, allowing a frustrated snort to break through, and running his hand through his hair.

“Only,” Jim says, “since your brother’s home, perhaps you shouldn’t talk like that?”

“Like—? Oh, fuck.” Max hangs his head. “I’m so fucking stupid,” he says, still in the voice, but with the presence of mind to whisper this time.

“I wouldn’t say stupid.” Jim pulls out the dining chair from under the computer desk and sits on it, throwing the paper bag onto the bed as he does so. “Forgetful? Foolish?”

Looking up again, Max swallows hard. When he speaks again, it’s with the adolescent squawk that is the usual halfway house between the two voices. “Yeah. Definitely foolish. Ugh; gimme a moment.” He massages his chest, coughs a little—he’s been trying to get better at switching back to his old voice without coughing, but the longer he spends talking as Maxine, the harder it becomes—and tries again. “Hello? Hello? Ah, yeah.” His shoulders sag. “There he is.”

“I can’t help noticing you don’t seem happy about that.”

Max pushes up from the floor, feeling heavy and fatigued. He snatches the paper bag from the bed, retrieves the screwdriver from his (male) underwear drawer, and leans against the door to the bathroom. “Yeah, well,” he says, “every time I have to come back here I think about Julia, Chelsea and Anna. I think about Coach. Christ, I even think about Clinton, the bastard who pushed himself on me. I wonder what they would say if they saw who I am here. If they saw—” he flicks derisively at his loose shirt, “—this.”

“Nothing wrong with that, love,” Jim says.

“You,” Max says, pointing at him with the screwdriver, “are unusually open-minded.”

“Nah,” Jim contests. “I’ve just smoked industrial quantities of skunk. Which, same difference, I suppose. What’s with the screwdriver?”

It’s a redirection tactic, but Max’ll take it. He doesn’t want every moment he spends with Jim to be consumed with misery about his stupid life, or the man might stop doing him favors. So Max forces as much enthusiasm as he can, and says, “Come and see.”

Max’s bathroom here is as large as his whole bedroom was back home, so there’s more than enough room for Jim to sit on the lid of the toilet while Max unscrews the wooden panels under the bathtub. Jim makes suitably impressed noises as Max unpacks the pills from the paper bag, pops open a pack to inspect them—excellent; they don’t have the stupid sugar-pill week Willa’s do—and stashes them all in a couple of Tupperware containers.

“Not a bad little hidey-hole,” Jim says.

“Thanks. It’s a bit more secure than under the bed, at least.”

“Why are there pillowcases in the bath?”

“Laundry,” Max says.

“Fair enough.” Jim hops down off the toilet and squats by the tub. “So, whatcha got under there?”

Suddenly embarrassed, Max says, “Nothing important, really.”

“Come on, tell me!” Jim says, nudging him. “I’m a naturally interested person.”

Still Max hesitates. Why? He’s not sure. Jim knows everything already, not just who Max really is, but why he’s had to become Maxine. Hell, Jim offered Max the chance to go back, twice—once with his hypothetical and once with his faintly absurd theory that the hormones in the birth control will give Max actual breasts—and twice Max said no. But he’s reluctant to discuss the details with him, the dirty stuff. Hell, it’s why Max didn’t want to get changed back to Maxwell at Jim’s apartment.

But he’s here, isn’t he? Right at the heart of it all, where Max has no choice but to be Maxwell, and he’s not judging. And, to the point, Jim also just brought Max six months’ supply of birth control pills.

Max is being absurd.

“Fine, fine,” Max says. “Breast box.” He points. “That’s where the breasts live when they’re not, you know, on me.”

“Just out of curiosity, how realistic would you say your boobies are when they’re on you?” Jim asks, cupping his chin with one hand and tapping a finger on his cheek. “One to ten.”

“Two.”

“Aw. Really?”

“They look fine under clothing, and they feel fine. I can even glue them on, for, like, cheerleading. But they don’t look like real skin at all. I have to pick my clothes so I don’t show cleavage. You probably can’t even get breasts that realistic.”

“Y’know, if you want me to have a bit of a shufti—”

“A what?”

“A look around,” Jim says. “You know, go online, ask around, and all that. I bet someone, somewhere, makes boobies that are impossible to tell from the real thing.”

“For a thousand bucks, maybe,” Max says. Max’s were a hundred, according to Willa; she said she’ll take the fee out of his hide in ‘effective cheerleading’. “The ones I have are fine, Jim. What would I do with hyper-realistic breasts, anyway? Play strip poker?”

“Fair, fair. I suppose you’ll grow your own soon enough.”

Max snorts. “That’s still kinda hard to believe, you know.”

After Jim drove Max home that night, he spent a while considering the possibility, and came to the conclusion that it was highly unlikely. Oh, sure, it’d be useful, but guys can’t just grow breasts! They don’t have any of the right material under there! Oh, maybe if you pump them—him—full of the right hormones, they might get a bit puffy—he’s been experiencing the odd itch there already—but that’s got to be the extent of it. Real breasts have all those parts to them, lobules and ducts and stuff; he looked it up.

Still, to be certain, he looked into Jim’s claim. He’d cited Jerry Springer and Maury, shows Max had absolutely no inclination to binge, but he also mentioned a show called Eurotrash, which turned out to be a late-night British magazine show from the nineties focusing mainly on sex, weird people, and weird people having sex. He eventually found a single relevant clip on a near-defunct fan website, marked as ‘transsexual dances on Antoine de Caunes’, and when he got it to download—which took several tries, whether because it was hosted overseas or because it was hosted on a nineties PC in someone’s closet, or both— it was everything the caption promised. The clip was about six seconds long and almost illegible, due to being recorded from the TV and then heavily compressed for upload, but Max could make out the woman’s breasts easily; they took up most of the screen. In fact, her breasts were so comically enormous—and so perfectly round—that they were very clearly a surgical addition.

There is no pill in the world that will grow beach-ball breasts on anyone.

And then he got distracted wondering where she could possibly buy tops to fit her unnaturally large chest, and dismissed the whole topic. On the whole, he prefers not to think about it.

Jim, though, just shrugs. “It’s what the telly said. You’ve had your warning; don’t come crying to me when you’re all chesty all of a sudden.” He rubs his hands together. “So! What else’ve you got in there? What? I’m interested in the whole process?”

Max, who was shaking his head to dispel the image, planted there again by Jim, of an ordinary pair of breasts sitting on his chest as naturally as they sit on Taylor’s, takes a moment to catch up. “Yes,” he says, “but why are you interested?”

“You know how people are mostly boring?” Jim says. “Well, you’re not. And that’s cool.”

“Is that really it?”

“That’s most of it. C’mon, talk me through it all. I’m a vault, I promise.”

Max shrugs and points to another of the Tupperware boxes stacked in the empty space under the tub. “Waxing kits. One for my legs and, uh, other areas, and one for my face.”

“You wax your face?”

“Upper lip.”

“Harsh.”

“Yeah, it hurts, actually.”

“You’re a braver woman than I, Maxine.”

Ignoring that, Max moves on. “I’ve also got some makeup, but only for practicing.”

“How’s that going?”

“Imagine poking your eye with a pencil,” Max says. “Now imagine doing it, like, six times in a morning. That’s how it’s going.” He sighs, still looking away. It feels… wrong to be admitting incompetence at all this girl stuff. “I need to get some magazines or something. Beginner’s guide shit.”

“Let me know if there’s anything I can do,” Jim says helpfully, as if he’s suddenly going to become a master makeup tutor in addition to his birth control smuggling and car owning skills.

“I don’t suppose you know how to blend highlighter,” Max says.

“No.”

“How to glue on false eyelashes?”

“Never tried it. I might be good at it?”

“What’s the likelihood?” Max asks. “One to ten?”

“Two,” Jim admits. “Okay. Fine. You got me. I was just saying it to, you know, be thoughtful. You want to finish the tour?”

“That’s basically it. Got some underwear under there, some marine tape, some—”

“Marine tape?”

Max hefts the wooden panel back into place, but that’s all he gets to do, because Jim shuffles in next to him, takes the wooden panel in one hand, and starts collecting screws with the other.

“You probably don’t want to know,” Max says.

“No, love, I told you: I’m fascinated. Never known anyone doing anything like this before, it’s like—pass the screwdriver? Thanks. It’s like you’re exploring a whole other planet.”

Max sits back on his haunches while Jim screws everything back into place. “I picked it up yesterday,” he says. “The tape. I was thinking about my gaffs, about keeping everything in place while cheerleading, and I realized that, yes, I’m probably not going to be an official flyer, unfortunately—”

“Why ‘unfortunately’?”

“The squad’s full on flyers, and I don’t want to bump anyone out of their role. Kinda bad way to make a first impression.”

“Oh, I’d’ve thought maybe it’d be your height, or something.”

“Hey!” Max nudges Jim, which causes him to drop the screwdriver and have to hunt around for it between his feet. “I’m not that tall! And being a flyer is only partly about size: it’s also weight, balance, control, core strength. Anyway, even if I’m not an official flyer, which means the other girls aren’t going to be catching me, I’m still going to be in the pyramids and doing other stunts, and we’ll probably do role swaps during practice, and, well, if anyone’s hand slips…”

“Wait, so how does tape help with that?”

“I’ll show you,” Max says, standing.

Jim stands, too, so he can back away. “Whoa, there, girlie! You don’t have to—”

“On the computer,” Max finishes. “Not on me.”

“Oh. Right. Lead the way.”

It takes a minute to start Max’s PC and navigate through six nested obfuscatory folders—C:\Homework\JuniorYear\Math\Calc\Draft\Draft2\—to where Max saved several images and a quick how-to guide he found on a website for budding drag queens, and Jim absorbs the information with a sober expression.

“Wow,” he says. “That looks… almost real?”

“I don’t need it to look real,” Max says. It would have felt a little weird to stand behind Jim as he scrolls through the photos of the drag queen stuffing her balls up inside herself, wrapping her dick up in the stretchy, clear tape like a kitten in a warm towel, and then securing it all in place, so he’s tidying his room. And when he very quickly runs out of things to tidy, he returns to his underwear drawer and starts idly shifting things around. “I just need it to not pop out when I get sweaty, I need it to not feel obviously like there’s anything there to feel if some other girl’s hand slips, and I need to be able to pee.”

He’s said too much. Far too much. He should have taken the pills from Jim and wished him a good day. And now he’s here, once again saying too much.

Why does everything that feels good become artifice as soon as someone else knows?

“Have… Have you tried it?”

Max goes still. “Um…”

“Are you… like that right now?”

If he doesn’t move, maybe Jim will go away. Maybe his vision is based on movement. Maybe the industrial quantities of skunk he says he’s smoked will suddenly erase the memory of the last five minutes. Maybe Taylor will come running over and announce that she has another boyfriend that and she accidentally told this one that Max is a cat, and now he’s got to wear these ears, and—

“You don’t have to answer that,” Jim says gently, and from much closer. Max shrugs, looking down into the underwear drawer. He doesn’t want to say anything. He’s already standing here, Maxwell to his fucking core, in front of a guy who is persistently generous enough to pretend to not see him that way. “Should I get out of your hair?”

Max shakes his head. As much as he wishes this had never started, the one thing he doesn’t want right now is to be alone. Because even if Jim is only humoring him, that’s more than Max will do for himself right now without anyone to distract him.

“How about we put a brew on, then?” Jim says.

Max shrugs.

“Max?” Jim says. “Maxine?”

Fuck.

Max bends over into the stupid underwear drawer with all his stupid socks and boxers in, and a great ugly sob rips its way out of him. Fuck! Fuck fuck fuck!

After the attack, he couldn’t really cry. He couldn’t before, actually, but it never seemed like a problem back then. Some guy would shove him into a wall at school, or he’d find FAG painted on his locker, or someone would yell anonymously at him in the halls between classes, and he’d shrug it off, because that’s just how his life was. But after the attack, when it all became too much, Max wanted desperately to cry.

And he couldn’t.

Sometimes it felt like if he could just open up, everything would be okay. That the memories would fade, that the dreams would leave him alone, that he’d find his passion again, if he could just fucking cry. Just once. He used to beg the darkness: please, just once.

Now he seems to cry every other day. And while sometimes it feels good, it doesn’t fix anything. And other times, like now, it’s just humiliating.

But he wouldn’t go back. If it’s the pills that let him cry, that lend his body and his soul the capacity to exhaust themselves, then he’s taking them for the rest of his life. Because there’s a depth to his world now, a texture, and even if it means that sometimes he cries uselessly at his reflection and sometimes he embarrasses himself in front of his friends, it would be worse never to feel this way again. It would be worse to be numb, like he was.

He cries, and it batters his ribs and it robs him of all breath and it creates great yawning aches in his lungs, and Jim, closer now, too close, close enough finally that Max can’t avoid him, holds out his arms, and Max accepts him.

“There, there, love,” Jim says, gently rubbing Max’s back. “You get it all out now.”

“I don’t know what this is,” Max whispers between gasps.

“You don’t have to.”

Max gets it all out. It takes a while.

Eventually they put a brew on, as Jim suggested. Max washes his face and runs water through his hair and changes his shirt—behind a closed bathroom door—for something less sodden, and they relocate to the kitchen, where Max recovers the scraps of his mood and Jim makes tea with some tea bags he extracts from a baggie in his back pocket and a kettle he retrieves from the trunk of his car.

“You never know when you might want a cuppa,” he says, “and you Yanks never have the equipment. I can see you have green tea,” he adds, tapping at a box on the counter, “and I don’t want to know how you heat up the water for it. Especially not if you use the microwave. That’s worse than the tape thing you’re doing to your downstairs parts.”

Max is running his hand through his damp hair for approximately the fiftieth time today—it’s comforting; it feels like he’s putting himself back together after his little breakdown—and he’s absorbing a second cup of tea when Clay finally emerges from his room and stomps down the stairs in search of something to eat. He gratefully accepts a cup of tea from Jim, and makes significant eyes at Max when he sits down to drink it. Max, however, ignores him.

“So, ‘Banger’,” Clay says, “what do you do?” And he sounds so much like Mom, so much like the prurient parent, that Max laughs into his tea.

“I’m in computers,” Jim says, straight-faced. “Do you know Munchie Portal?”

“Yeah.”

“I owned a piece of that. Not as much as the founder,” Jim allows, shrugging, “but it bought me a condo.” And, it goes unsaid, industrial quantities of skunk. Though that might be a chicken and egg situation.

“And what do you do now?” Clay presses.

“I live in the lap o’ luxury, my friend. And I’m working on new projects, of course.”

“Hmm,” Clay says. Max resolves to tease him about it later, at length. His punk rock older brother, the guy who works in a dive bar, sounds like a carbon copy of their mother.

“Hey—” Max says, but he’s interrupted by Jim clearing his throat, ostensibly choking on a mouthful of tea gone down the wrong way. It takes him a second to understand the purpose of the interruption: Max is speaking in his Maxine voice again! Not all the way—he’s not projecting the way he does as Maxine—but his cadence and his timbre are right there. When did that happen? How long has he been talking like this?

He’s got to watch out for that.

Max coughs and continues, in a passable impression of his old voice, “Are you going to grill every girl I bring home, Clay?” And that really does make Jim choke on his tea. Clay, however, merely raises an eyebrow.

The next couple of minutes are spent cleaning up spilled tea, and then Jim excuses himself, wishes them both a good day, avoids calling Max ‘love’ or ‘Maxine’, and drives off in his station wagon, waving out the window.

“Interesting guy,” Clay says, as they sit back down at the kitchen table.

“He likes you,” Max says, to stir the pot and redirect the conversation away from him before it even gets there.

“He— What?”

Max grins broadly. “He said you’re ‘not bad’.”

Clay just blinks at him. “He didn’t.”

“Yeah,” Max says. “He damned you with faint praise.”

“Somehow, I’ll cope,” Clay says, matching Max’s smile and shrugging. “But what about you? What’s with the hair, Max?”

“The hair?” Max runs his hand through it again. “Oh. Yeah. I just didn’t put it up.”

“‘Put it up’? You mean like in that ratty ponytail you always wear? That kind of ‘put it up’?”

“Uh, yeah, I guess.”

“Right. Sure. But that’s not what I meant, Max. You’ve been running your hand through your hair a lot. It’s— Okay, look, I know I said I wouldn’t be like Mom—”

“Too late.”

“—but it’s kind of an effeminate gesture, dude. If you act like that at school, sooner or later, it’ll be just like it was back home.”

“No,” Max says, dropping all affect. Where does Clay get off with this? “It won’t. You think I’m dumb enough to act naturally at school? Really?” He drains his tea and stands from his stool.

“Max, I’m just looking out for you.”

Max doesn’t stop. He’s halfway out the kitchen when he says, “I know.”

“Maybe you should think about cutting your hair!” Clay calls, but Max is on the stairs by this point, and doesn’t answer. He wants to get away from Clay, wants to get back the feeling he had before. He felt normal, even around Clay, for the first time at home since, well, ever. So obviously Clay had to ruin it, had to start calling attention to things. Can’t have Max feeling comfortable.

He doesn’t slam his bedroom door, doesn’t give in to the mood that’s playing at the edge of his mind. Instead he sits on the end of his bed, closes his eyes, and thinks.

Runs his hand through his hair. Laughs at the idea that it’s the sort of habit he needs to break; no, he needs to build these habits, he needs to hang out with the girls more and more until behaving this way, imitating them, is second nature, or he is, not to put too fine a point on it, fucked.

So how does he do that and survive under the scrutiny of his mom and his brother at home?

Max rolls the hair tie off his wrist and sets his hair in a low ponytail, like he always used to wear it.

It’s a start.

* * *

Mom Giordano won’t let her go upstairs.

It’s no big, really. Max is showering, and Mom G insists that nobody walk into his room see and, for example, a naked Max, but what that actually means in practice is that Taylor has to wait with her in the front hall until such time as Mrs Giordano decides her son is ready to see his friend.

Taylor reinforces those words in her mind: son; his.

Ick. Not pleasant. But when Max is here, she’s not the Max Taylor knows; she’s a boy, unhappy, too thin, a shadow of his former self. But when she’s out of here, when she’s Maxine…

When she’s Maxine, she’s everything.

“So,” Mom Giordano’s asking, “is it just the two of you today? Again?”

“No, Willa’s coming, too,” Taylor says, and it’s the truth. But Mom G’s expression lets her know that’s probably an insufficient answer, so Taylor starts naming boys. “And Eddie. And Justin. Danny, too, actually.”

Mom Giordano folds her arms. “And they are?”

Aha! Max’s mom clearly isn’t as experienced with teenagers as she thinks she is—which is kinda sad, actually—because she just asked Taylor a question that can be answered absolutely truthfully and with much time-filling detail without actually giving away anything about their plans today.

Amateur hour.

“Well, Eddie’s a cheerleader,” Taylor says, “but he’s not one of the flyers, you know? He’s a base, and he’s really good. And Justin and Danny, they’re on the football team. Justin’s a tight end and Danny’s a receiver. Oh! Actually? The party we went to last week? Justin’s house.”

“Nice boys, are they?”

Taylor wants to shrug. Danny’s fine, though he’s as closeted as Eddie and prefers not to hang around with him or Willa for just that reason, which Taylor finds kind of insulting. And Justin? Justin’s, like, a guy. Standard model. He likes football and beer and he dates a lot. He’s a guy.

He was kind to Max after the party, though. He was awkward about it and stuff, but it counts. So he’s upgraded to an okay guy.

Before Taylor can reply, there’s the sound of a door upstairs, and shortly after, Max appears, messenger bag slung over her shoulder, in standard-issue guy-mode cargos and band tee. Taylor has to hide a smirk: she hasn’t even bothered to tie her laces.

“Mom,” Max says, “are you interrogating her?”

“I’m just checking up, Maxxy,” her mom says as she approaches. Max doesn’t get past her without being drawn in for a kiss on the cheek, to which she gracefully submits. And then her mom says, with a slight frown, “You want we should talk to a doctor about this?” and taps Max’s cheek lightly, twice.

Max steps away from her, towards Taylor. “About what, Mom?” she asks, rubbing her cheek.

“Your father was shaving twice a day when he was your age.”

“I’m not Dad,” Max says, opening the front door. “Don’t try to make me into him, Mom.”

As they escape, with Max walking double-time and Taylor trotting along behind her, her mom shouts through the front door, “I worry because I care, Maxwell!”

“Oh my God,” Max mutters, when the door slams. “Tell it to the whole world, why don’t you?” She glances back, making sure they’re just past the line of trees that separates their driveways, and then pulls out her hair tie and shakes her head until her long, near-black hair falls smoothly across her shoulders. “So, what are we doing today?”

Taylor runs her hand through a stray few strands of Max’s hair—noting the split ends and the general slight frizz of it all—and says, “We’re doing this.” And with two fingers, she mimes scissors.

“Oh.”

* * *

Yeah, he’s nervous. He’s been nervous ever since Taylor said they were going to a salon today. It’s why Taylor overcompensated with the clothes and the makeup. made him look pretty enough that when Willa showed up with the car, she wolf-whistled.

He likes the outfit a lot, actually. Taylor picked out a long white vintage skirt—one of hers—with pleats and a lot of room to move, and accented it with a black belt. On top, over a plain white bra stuffed with his usual glued-in-place helpers, he’s wearing a light beige cropped tank, with a gauzy white blouse over it all, to hide his arms. Though he’s started to think he needs that less and less.

And that can’t be true, can it? He’s been taking Willa’s pills—and now his—for, like, nine, ten days; surely it’s too soon for any of the effects she spoke of to be especially noticeable? Except for the occasional itching around his nipples. And the mood thing, obviously.

Whatever. Maybe he’s just not as self-conscious about his arms anymore. Willa’s got kinda veiny wrists, hasn’t she? Maybe he’s just going to go with it, and if they go away in time, they go away, and if they don’t, he can just say he’s an athlete, of course he has prominent veins. It’s not like he wants to be attractive to men, anyway.

He did take the blouse, though, after submitting to a quick sunscreen application from Taylor, because they’re going to be out for a lot of the day, and the sun here really does beat you down if you don’t have something between it and your skin.

“Oh my gosh,” the stylist says as she gathers his hair up into bunches and plays with it this way and that, “you’re so pale! How are you so pale, sweetheart?”

“I just moved here from New York,” Max says, leaning into the accent a little.

“Oh, so you did, honey, so you did. Now, I’m going to wash this gorgeous hair, and then you and me, we’re going to talk about what we’re going to do with it, okay? Now just lean back, sweetheart, and let me do all the work…”

* * *

Willa box dyes her hair and thus doesn’t like to enter salons, claiming the stylists judge her for it, so she’s off at the bookstore and Taylor’s killing time. She’s got a magazine in her hands and she’s flipped through like half of it and if she were challenged, she would not be able to quote a single line from any article, name a single item of featured clothing or makeup, or even identify the celebrity on the cover.

She’s been watching Max.

They put Max in the chair closest to the couches, and that’s double good for Taylor, because it means she gets to see Max experience her first ever real salon pampering, and even though it’s only a wash, a cut and a style today—and a bit of eyebrow threading, just to tidy them up—it’s more than she’s ever had before. In the car, she told an incredulous Taylor and Willa that with guys, when you go to the barbers they sit you down, they buzz off all of your hair with clippers, they charge you fifteen bucks, and you’re on your way inside five minutes.

She hasn’t been since she was fifteen, apparently.

The hairdresser’s massaging Max’s head as she washes her hair, and Max has closed her eyes.

They talked through the plan: Max is going to get her split ends trimmed—like, obviously—but she’s not going to have her hair layered like Taylor, because she needs to be able to tie it up at the nape of her neck when she’s at home, so nobody there is any the wiser. She’s going to get it feathered instead, which might be a bit old fashioned but which ought to give her hair enough volume when she wears it down that it won’t look flat, while being subtle enough that she can continue flying under her mom’s radar. Combined with the tidier—but still stealthy—eyebrows, she’s going to look great.

Max is mostly done, it looks like, and Taylor’s nearing the end of the second magazine, to which she has paid exactly zero attention, when Willa comes through the door to the salon slightly too quickly, nods to the girl behind the reception desk, and rushes over to Taylor.

“Red alert!” she whispers. “Red alert! Max’s mom is in the mall.”

“What?” Taylor says, dumping her magazine back on the pile and idly noting, huh, it was Britney on the cover. “Again?”

“People have been known to visit malls more than once, Tay.”

“And you’re sure it was her?”

“I’m sure! I’ve seen her before, haven’t I?” Willa plops down on the couch next to Taylor, the better to continue whispering. “She looks exactly like Max, only if she aged like twenty years and also, you know, ate food.”

“Hey! Max eats now, kinda.”

“Not the point, Tay.”

“Whatever! Give me a location.”

“Barnes and Noble. The trashy romance novel section. Which is absolutely not where I was.”

“That’s on the other side of the mall, isn’t it?”

“Yes?” Willa says. “And? I got here, didn’t I? It’s not like it’s a hike.”

Taylor reaches for the magazine again, and makes a show of inspecting it. “It’s fine, Willa. She won’t be coming here.”

“What? How are you so certain? Didn’t Max say she thinks she got this job she interviewed for? What if she wants to, like, look her best for her new job?”

“Willa,” Taylor says, “you get your hair done for the interview. Not to start work. I bet that’s why she was here last week, actually.” She tilts her head, replaying her encounter with Mom G this morning. “She did look good today. I just wish I could remember what she looked like when they first moved here…”

“Taylor. Focus.”

“Relax, Willa! Max is almost done, and if her mom’s here at the mall, we just… go somewhere else. We go hang out at home, or something.”

“Again?”

* * *

“We can’t go in the yard unless Max butches up because her mom might see. We can’t go to the mall because Max’s mom, like, haunts the place, or something. Are we going to have to start driving a hundred miles just to hang? To meet people?”

“Taylor, I’m sorry, you should go back out and I’ll—”

“No. Nuh-uh. Not your fault, remember? Mine. All mine. Hey. Hey! C’mere. I’m annoyed with myself, not you.” Taylor pulls him into the hug and puts her all into it before releasing him again. “And kinda your mom.”

Max laughs weakly, lays back on the sofa, and crosses his hands behind his head. Under no circumstances will he tell Taylor that her mistake, her tiny little error that was the pebble that started this landslide, has given him fucking life. Has proved to him that when you hate being who you were, well, you have another option. And that’s just not the kind of thing you can say to people.

“Join the club,” he says.

“Hey,” Willa says, from her position on a pile of cushions on the floor, “what about a club?”

“Eighteen,” Taylor says, pointing at Max. “Seventeen, seventeen,” she continues, pointing from Willa to herself.

“Not for long,” Willa grumbles. “Anyway, I go with Eddie sometimes to this gay and lesbian night at a club on the other side of town. They let you in even if you’re underage, you just have to get a wrist stamp that says, you know, Cokes only. So there have to be clubs we can get into.”

“Ick,” Taylor says, and sticks out her tongue. “Clubs have guys. Worse, they have older guys. I’m taking a break from guys, Willa. They get all over you and they’re gross.”

“But—”

“No guys.”

“What about Willa’s gay and lesbian night?” Max suggests. “Gay guys aren’t going to, uh, get all over you. Or me.”

“That’s just a night,” Willa says. “As in, a night. One a month. And it was last week.”

“Doesn’t Eddie go somewhere else, too?” Taylor asks.

“Yeah, but he has a fake ID.”

“Soooo… What if we had fake IDs?”

Willa’s brows knot. “But we don’t.”

“But what if we did?”

“But we don’t,” Willa repeats.

“Is your blood sugar cratering?” Taylor says. “Do you need something to eat? Because I have—” she roots around in the couch cushions, “—uh, a pencil, and one of Garrett’s old Doritos.” She sniffs, and then curls up her nose and throws it on the table, “Gross. What is that? I thought he liked cool ranch.”

Max props himself up on his elbows, the better to look at the offending chip. “I think it’s a hardened fragment of Pop-Tart, Tay.”

“Oh my gosh! I am going to kill him.” Taylor jumps up out of her seat, and then pauses, halfway out of the living room. “Correction: I’m going to get us fake IDs, and then I’m going to kill him.”

The process, it turns out, takes very little time at all. Garrett used to make and sell IDs back when he was in high school, only stopping when he started making money from his dot-com, and he still has the equipment. The three of them snap headshots for him and then leave him to it, though while they’re sorting through Taylor’s closet, looking for something to wear tonight, Garrett knocks on her door and pokes his head through.

“Just to be clear, Max, I’m putting an F on yours, yes?”

Topless but for a bra, Max turns around, quickly covering his chest with the nearest item of clothing to hand. “What do you think?”

Garrett boggles at him for a moment, clearly having trouble deciding whether to look at Max’s face or chest, and then presumably asking himself why it matters. Finally he says, “Hey, I don’t know what to think about you.”

“An F, Garrett. And make it say ‘Maxine’. Please and thank you.”

“Okey dokey.” Garrett shuts the door again. He yells, “I get hazard pay for this!” as he retreats to his room.

Taylor opens her door long enough to reply, “As if!”

They’re going to the gay club, and they’re going tonight. The logic seemed sound at the time: it’s the club Eddie goes to all the time, so they know it’s probably safe enough and it’s probably kinda lax about fake IDs, since Eddie is extremely not twenty-one; today’s a Thursday, and that’s usually Eddie’s babysitting day, when he sits for his eldest sister, so he won’t be there to accuse them of being ‘fag hags’ and of ruining his ‘moves’, which Willa swore blind he definitely would; and because today’s a Thursday, it’s likely to be less busy.

Still scary, though.

Willa got her outfit sorted first. Getting ready at Taylor’s is enough of a regular thing that she has a few things here, and she picks out a checkered pinafore dress more or less instantly, with a cry of, “I knew I didn’t lose this!” With a white shirt under it, a little leather satchel, and a pair of low-heeled black Mary Janes, she looks like a British schoolgirl.

“Thanks!” she says to Max, when he points it out. “That is exactly what I’m going for.”

Taylor chooses a short red skirt, a wide-necked black top and a pair of black boots, and calls herself ready, bar the makeup. This is entirely so she can spend the rest of the afternoon dressing Max.

It’s useless to protest and he knows it. Besides, it’s fun, stepping in and out of various dresses and skirts, and posing in front of the mirror, awaiting Taylor’s approval. And it’s kind of a destruct test of his tape-tuck, which holds up fine.

He winds up in a matching light brown leatherette skirt and ruched knee boots, with another of Taylor’s black belts—a wide one, this time—wrapped mostly loose around the top of the skirt. She hands him a white spaghetti-strap top to go over his white bra—“Don’t worry, visible bra straps are, like, in, for some reason.”—and she’s rooting around for something for him to wear over his arms when he stops her.

“Uh, Tay? I think I’m okay to just go without.” He stretches out his arms in front of him and then, suddenly self-conscious, hugs them to his belly. “Maybe, anyway…”

Taylor takes an arm in each hand and gently pulls them away from him. Holds them out in front of her. She drops one, holds the other higher, and with her finger, starts tracing the line of one of Max’s veins all the way down his forearm. “You know,” she says, “I think you’re right. I think they look better. What do you think, Willa?”

Turning around from the vanity, at which she is applying very non-schoolgirl-appropriate amounts of lipstick, Willa says, “Hey, yeah, kinda. And that’s from just a few pills?”

With the hand Taylor doesn’t have trapped, Max rubs the back of his neck. “I guess. And I’ve been eating more, too. Trying to fill out a bit.”

Willa shrugs, her eyes flickering briefly to Taylor. “Probably helps,” she says, and returns her attention to the mirror.

“You’ll go without,” Taylor says.

“You really think it’s okay?” Max whispers.

“Yes,” Taylor whispers back, sounding pleasingly certain.

One less thing to worry about, then. One less thing about which to obsess. Cool.

They’re done with Max’s makeup and moving on to Taylor’s when Garrett knocks at the door again, and when he is given permission to enter, he does so, holding out three IDs like a magician inviting an audience member to pick a card. Willa immediately leaps up and swipes them off him, and hands Max’s and Taylor’s over.

They do look good.

“Hey,” Max says, pulling on Taylor’s arm to see hers better, “you made me the youngest!”

“You look the youngest,” Garrett says. “So congratulations on your twenty-first birthday, three weeks ago.” He shrugs. “I just added four years to their ages and three years to yours; if anyone asks your date of birth, you’re less likely to fuck up if it’s the same but for the year. Now go! Go out! Do—” his eyes land briefly on Max, “—whatever it is you’re doing! And never, ever tell me what it is!”

“Do you think he thinks I’m weird?” Max asks when Garrett has once again returned to his lair.

“He eats his weight in potato chips and smokes his weight in weed and does literally nothing else,” Taylor says, patting her lip with a tissue. “Do you care what he thinks?”

Max just shrugs.

* * *

Garrett’s fake IDs worked!

Like, of course they did; before he was the sultan of snacks, Garrett had a tidy little business selling them to the others at his school, and he even had a sneaky online persona which stood between himself and the kids picking up the IDs from that one locker in the science building that still doesn’t close properly. As far as Taylor knows, nobody at school ever figured out it was him, they just mourned the loss of a community resource that happened to coincide with the checks starting to come in from Munchie Portal. Taylor herself didn’t even find out that her own brother had been the tsar of teen drinking until she overheard him reminiscing with Banger that one time. Banger being the guy whose network, conveniently located in another country, they passed the ID requests through; Banger’s family might have moved to the States, but he still had his ‘mates’ back home.

‘Mates’; Garrett started using that word, and other Britishisms, while he was still in high school. At the time, Taylor thought he was just watching too many foreign sitcoms on PBS, but it turned out he was also conspiring with the new kid from the year below.

She’s pretty sure they kissed once, but Garrett wasn’t into it. Didn’t stop them collaborating, though.

Anyway. Garrett’s IDs worked, and they got them into the club, and it’s not exactly what Taylor was expecting. It’s nice, she’s sure of that, but it’s a gay club, and she was kinda expecting…

More drag queens? Just, like, trotting about, towering over everyone else? She hasn’t seen a single one, just a couple guys with body glitter on, and Taylor hopes they know to take it off with a sponge or a lint roller before they get in the shower, or they’re going to have some unpleasant experiences with a drain snake in their near futures. Trust a cheerleader’s word on that.

More gay women? There are definitely women here, but the ratio isn’t in their favor, so maybe the lesbians of San Diego have other haunts, places Eddie doesn’t know about and Willa hasn’t yet found. Taylor imagines, like, moody bars with girl-rock playing on the speakers, and all the women are drinking lite beer and wearing bandannas and… Is she just rerunning a movie she once saw?

More class? She’s always thought of gay people as inherently more sophisticated than straight people, but now she’s wondering where she could possibly have gotten that idea, because this place is as sweaty and as tacky as anywhere she’s ever been. It has the air of a high school prom that started in the late eighties and never stopped, is still going in 2003, but has yet to significantly update its taste in music.

Whatever. They’re here now, and the beautiful thing, the wonderful thing, the marvelous thing about being here is that she and her objectively beautiful girlfriends have been inside for a whole two minutes and still none of the guys are looking at them.

Bliss.

“I’m going to find a table!” Willa shouts, decoupling her hand from Taylor’s and heading off, leaving Taylor walking slowly through the thin crowds of mostly guys milling about, with only one other hand to hold.

“Wow,” Max remarks, right in Taylor’s ear, “this place is definitely… loud. And I think my mom dances to this song.”

Taylor laughs and squeezes Max’s hand. And then, having seen Willa waving to them from a sort of lounge area, she points, and the two of them make their way over. The pounding music becomes a lot less insistent as they go, and it becomes possible once again to talk without yelling or without putting your mouth right up to your friend’s face.

Which might be a point against, honestly.

Max nods when Willa asks if she wants something to drink, and then fusses with one of the bar stools around the tiny table Willa’s captured, and Taylor watches her. Which, yes, is becoming a habit, but everything Max does fascinates her: every twitch of her lip, every time her fingers move, every flick of her wrist. And there’s a lot of Max to watch tonight, because the skirt Taylor picked out is short, and though the metal buckle detailing around the hemline helps to weigh it down a bit, it still leaves Max’s thighs mostly uncovered.

Taylor’s still waiting to stop being attracted to her. For her straightness to step in and say, yeah, no, Max has gone too far to the girly side. But Max, who seems somehow remarkably more of a woman than she did mere days ago, continues being the most arresting sight in any given room. And then Willa returns with three premixed Absoluts in colorful bottles, and Max takes hers and wraps her painted lips around the straw, and Taylor can do nothing but watch and sigh.

As Max drinks, her eyes flicker around the club, and Taylor wonders what she’s looking for. And then their eyes meet, and Max offers her a shrug and a slight smile, and Taylor will take it, Taylor will take it all.

* * *

The second-worst thing about being a girl? The line for the bathroom. And he wouldn’t have thought there would be enough women here for there to be a line, but apparently there are, and Max is behind nine other women, shifting in his boots, hoping that his tuck is still holding up. If he needs it, he has a gaff in his bag—his tiny brown leatherette bag, borrowed from Taylor, and almost a perfect color and material match for his skirt and boots—and the short skirt will make it easy to slip it on, should the need arise.

He’d be more nervous about having the gaff tucked away in there, but he thought ahead and stuffed it into the bottom of a half-finished pack of pantyliners; if anybody gets it into their head to search his bag, they’ll have to be pretty dedicated to unearth it.

Their table’s just about visible from where he is, and there are Taylor and Willa, talking about something, still drinking from their second round. Taylor takes another furtive sip, looking around in case anyone can see her, and Max laughs, remembering Willa’s lecture while they were waiting for the cab: don’t drink enough that you act drunk, or you’ll be noticed; don’t get rowdy, or you’ll be noticed; cover your drink and don’t leave it unattended. It was as if Willa thought they’d never gone drinking somewhere they shouldn’t before, though judging by Taylor’s rapt attention at the time, she hasn’t.

The girl next to him nudges him with her elbow, and he looks around again: the line’s moved on. He smiles at her and she smiles back before returning to her conversation with her friend.

It’s weird how quick it’s become not weird to be a girl in public. Oh, sure, he worries about being discovered, but his worries there are very specific: he worries about his tuck coming undone; he worries about somebody groping him—somebody like Clinton, he remembers with a shudder—and finding something they shouldn’t; he worries about forgetting to do the voice, though that has honestly become so natural he’s a little worried he won’t be able to go back one day. But he doesn’t worry anymore about being found out on sight, and that’s simultaneously comforting, strange, and sort of emasculating.

To become a girl so easily! Was he even really a guy before, in that case? No wonder his parents always seemed kinda disappointed in him, even when he was winning minor medals as a high school gymnast. No wonder Clay was always trying to get him into guy shit.

Christ. Perfect example of a stupid thing to beat himself up over; the main reason he cared about not being enough of a guy was that it was generally the excuse people took when they wanted to make his life hell. So why is he even thinking about that now? When abandoning the whole idea of being a guy has improved his life a hundredfold? It doesn’t make Matty Weller and the other guys who attacked him right; it doesn’t excuse what they did; it doesn’t change anything.

Fuck it. He moves up the line again—he’s first by the door now, and it’s propped half-open, enough for him to see an occupied stall and the beginning of another—and smiles at some woman coming out. Being a guy mattered so little to him that he discarded it at the first opportunity. And the only reason it still matters at all is that he still has a guy image to maintain at home, to his mom, to Dad, to Clay. If he was going home tonight to his bed as Maxine, would he even be thinking about his masculinity at all?

Maybe he should go home like this anyway. Dare them to tell him different.

He shudders. Mom’d probably shave his head.

And he needs to be honest; it’s not the only reason his masculinity matters to him.

Ick. Really? Introspection? In the line for the bathroom? Shut up, Max.

Another woman exits the first stall, so Max enters, and the reason for the line finally becomes clear: all but the first two stalls are busted. He slips into the open one, locks it, and sits, peeking out through the gap in the door to make sure nobody’s looking, just in case.

He pulls down his panties and everything stays in place.

Hell yes.

Peeing like this is kind of strange; he has to angle his legs just right so he doesn’t compress his bladder with his thighs but also so he doesn’t pee all over his butt. But he manages it perfectly this time, and needs only a couple tissues to clean up.

Yeah. He’s fucking got this girl thing.

He quits the stall, stands aside for the woman from before, the one who nudged him, and goes to wash his hands. He’s touching up his lipstick—even drinking through a straw wears it away a little!—when the same woman comes up behind him, and he makes room so she can use the sink.

“Thanks,” she says, smiling.

“No problem,” Max says.

The woman rips off a paper towel and starts drying her hands. “I’m Brandy.”

“Max.”

“Max! Cute name.”

“Um. Thank you?”

“Y’welcome, Max,” Brandy says, and leans forward, eyebrows pinched, to inspect herself in the mirror. She’s older, Max is pretty sure, maybe mid-twenties, with short hair, dark skin, thick-rimmed glasses, and she’s wearing a waistcoat as a top, with nothing under it that Max can see but a bra.

She makes him nervous. He doesn’t know why, but he wants to… impress her?

“So, Max,” Brandy continues, leaning away from the mirror and standing aside so another woman can get at it, “are you here alone?”

“Um, no,” Max says, “I’m with friends. We, uh, don’t usually come here. Don’t ever come here, actually. But, uh, you know, it’s all, um—”

Brandy’s smile turns wicked. “Oh, you’re a straight girl?”

“What? Yeah, I’m—” He realizes what he’s about to say. “No,” he corrects himself. “I’m not straight. But my friend is, so…” He shrugs, and it’s easy to find the forced nonchalance that conceals the desire for Taylor he’s been trying to bury.

“Aw, I’m sorry, sweetie.”

“I mean, she did just dump her boyfriend,” Max says, mostly to himself.

Brandy’s smile softens, and to Max’s surprise, she leans up on her toes and kisses him on the cheek.

“My advice?” she says when she’s returned to her normal height. “Try not to get hung up on her. Straight girls are usually, in my experience, straight.” She wiggles her fingers in a little wave and walks away, turning around once more as she passes through the open door to smile at Max again.

Max puts his lipstick back in his bag, dodges another woman who wants to use the same sink he’s been lurking nearby, and leaves the bathroom. And he kinda doesn’t want to go right back to the table, right back to Taylor.

Because it’s true, and it’s the worst thing about being a girl: the straight girls are usually straight. He gets to be close to Taylor, but there’s a limit to it, and there seemingly always will be. That she’s committed to seeing Max as Maxine is obvious from the way she acts around Max when they’re alone together, even when they’re at Max’s and he has to use the Maxwell voice and dress in the Maxwell clothes, and on one level that’s even more comforting than it is when, say, Jim makes it clear he sees Max as Maxine, but on another…

She’s his best friend. As close as Avery already. Who did Taylor come to when she broke up with Gordo? Max.

But that’s just it. Gordo. Her linebacker ex. The kind of guy Taylor likes. And here he sighs at himself, because he’s once again following a familiar path, a self-loathing spiral that leads only deeper into the shit, because Max wasn’t anything like Gordo even before his unexpected shapeshift.

And that’s the other reason he still thinks about being a guy. That’s the other reason why that whole stupid fucking state of being even matters at all. As a girl, he can’t have Taylor. She might be swearing off of guys right now, but sooner or later, someone will catch her eye. And then she’ll be gone. She’ll still be his best friend, most likely, but there’ll be someone else, someone who can give her what she craves, and Max…

Max will still be there. And he’ll love her like a friend and look out for her like a friend, and that will have to be enough.

Maybe…

He looks around the club.

Maybe Max wants to fucking dance.

* * *

Taylor would throw a peanut at the first person to suggest that she’s been watching the half-open door to the women’s bathroom—and isn’t it, like, against regulations to keep it open like that?—like a hawk, waiting for Max to emerge, but it’s true. And she would throw more peanuts, should she find them, at anybody who would question the perfectly reasonable justifications she has for doing so—Max is still new to being a girl, and she needs someone keeping an eye on her!—but they’d be right.

Max left to go pee—and she turned down Taylor’s offer to come with her after Taylor stupidly admitted that, no, she didn’t need to go—and Taylor instantly felt her absence. It doesn’t help that Willa’s started talking to this hot Latina girl with Daisy Dukes on, someone Taylor suspects is much like them, i.e. a closeted high schooler here on a false ID, and thus not a girl it would be too icky for Willa to mack on.

Well, Willa’s closeted. And Max is, kinda, if you count ‘actually a boy under there’ as a closet? Taylor, however… is just single.

And then Max leaves the bathroom, stands for a moment, like she’s thinking, and makes a beeline for the dancefloor, for the sparse group of people in the center of the club—Taylor wonders briefly what this place is like on a Friday or Saturday night, if there are even enough age-appropriate gays and lesbians in their little tumorous growth on San Diego’s butt to fill a club like this—and starts grooving to the music, and if Taylor couldn’t take her eyes off her before…

This is worse than at the party. At the party, Max found her, came up to her, and danced with her right there in the middle of the room, but tonight Max is far away, dancing for herself, and if Taylor wants to be a part of that, then it’s up to her.

Jeez. She aches. It’s like her heart is pulling her towards Max, like it doesn’t understand why she doesn’t just leap up right now and go join her.

“I shouldn’t,” she whispers to herself, and almost jumps, startled by her own stupidity at speaking any of these thoughts out loud. But she looks around, and Willa’s gone, having melted away sometime while Taylor was staring into the corner of the club, and it’s just Taylor, on her own, with the dregs of her Absolut and her little obsession.

She shouldn’t, because Max will become too much like a girl for her. It has to happen, because she’s never felt like this for a girl. Never.

It’s always been guys.

Max dances.

It’s always been guys.

Okay, Taylor, really? Has it? What did you actually like about Gordo? He’s a big guy, he’s handsome, and he’s only gotten bulkier and more masculine since he got off the bench. He’s everything a girl like her should want. Everything she thought she did want. And, yes, when he put his hands on her, it was exciting—at least until he started to do things with them she didn’t want—but when she imagines Max doing the same things…

Max dances, and now there’s another girl, shorter, with dark skin and glasses, and she’s brought a friend, a tiny little white thing, and Max is smiling at them like she knows them, and now they’re all dancing together.

Taylor missed her window.

Swearing under her breath—really swearing, exorcising her frustration with the words she usually doesn’t allow herself—she drains the rest of her bottle and sucks endlessly on air while she watches the three of them dance. They’re too close! And the other girls, the ones Max seems to know, they’re being kind of intimate with each other, dancing with their hands on each other, in their hair, all up and down each other’s backs, and Max isn’t joining in, just dancing with them, exchanging the odd word, laughing…

Taylor looks around, desperate suddenly for Willa, for someone to talk to, and she finds her, but she’s going to be useless for a distraction, because she’s walking back from the bar with a couple of waters and that girl from before, and as Taylor watches, they kiss, apparently unaware of her, and—

And—

And what, Taylor Scott?

The surge is back in Taylor’s chest, the pull, the need for something, for anything, and at the sight of Willa and her new girl, at the memory of Max in her short skirt, dancing with the other girls, Taylor finally gives it a shape, gives it a name, and if she doesn’t understand it, not yet, then she at least understands what it’s been leading her towards.

Max, the first time she saw her, with her lithe, supple limbs and the enthusiasm that seemed to leak from her only when she tumbled, when she flew.

Maxine, the first time she saw her, all false confidence and quivering delight.

Maxine now, dancing.

Robyn. Oh, gosh, Robyn.

And through it all, Gordo, pushing himself on her, accruing in his diseased little head all the points he’d earned from tolerating the things Taylor wanted, demanding access to her. Taking everything beautiful she ever thought they shared together and twisting it into obligation. Revolting.

And Max dances. She picks out intricate steps, her long fingers painting invisible pictures in the air, her skirt swinging with her hips. And Taylor laughs, because it’s the same kind of aimless dance Max did at the party, but it’s sweet, it’s beautiful, and it’s so Maxine, so much a part of the life and the enthusiasm she brings to everything that gets her out of that house, out of that life.

Before Taylor knows it, she’s pushing aside her empty bottle and she’s standing, her eyes locked on Max.

* * *

She looks kinda funny as she approaches. Kind of… intense? Enough that Max wants to ask if something’s happened, if Willa’s okay, but a quick glance is enough to confirm that Willa’s back at their table. She’s there with a girl Max doesn’t know, and they’re talking and casually touching each other and, yeah, okay, it makes sense: Taylor needs space. So when she comes up, he smiles at Brandy and her friend, finger-waves the way Brandy did in the bathroom, and dances to the side a bit, making room for Taylor.

Brandy giggles at him, then turns all her attention to her friend.

And Taylor links hands with him, and they dance.

God. Max loves dancing. It would be entirely fair to say that he doesn’t know how, that every move he has is improvised, that he’s probably making a complete ass of himself, but he doesn’t care, because he gets to move, and next to gymnastics, next to the things they’ve done practicing for cheerleading, it’s the best thing he’s ever done with his body.

He feels free.

And he’s definitely more flexible than he was when they moved here. Stretching every day again, and all that practice? It’s paying off. He can fucking move.

Not so much with Taylor holding his hands, though. But that’s okay. They dance together, kinda like they did at the party, though there’s nobody around who cares enough about them to be impressed, and that’s better, because it means they’re just doing it for each other.

Her hands in his. Fingers intertwined. And the music moves them.

The next song has a different energy, and Taylor lets it carry her. She turns a broad smile on Max, lets go of his hands, and starts really fucking dancing, moving like a cheerleader, and is Max up for this challenge? Hell yeah, he absolutely is.

They dance wild, and when the sweat is drenching them both, when the exhaustion is taking them, she smiles at him again, and leans in, kisses him on the cheek.

“Thanks, Maxine,” she says, her breath heating him more than the press of bodies, more than the sweat in the air.

And then she’s gone, back to the table, leaving Max on the dance floor, not entirely certain what just passed between them.

All he knows is that he needs water. Like, now.

He’s still got his little purse, the strap pulled tight between his breasts to keep it from bumping around, so he loosens it, drops it into his hand, and heads for the bar, miming drinking something as he nears their table and mouthing the word Water. Taylor, Willa and the new girl all nod, so he joins the hustle at the bar and waits to be served.

Taylor watched him way longer than Willa or the other girl. It was like her gaze lingered. And, okay, it makes sense, because Willa is otherwise occupied, but the way Taylor looked at him… Max wants to go to her now. Like right now. Like forget the water, forget it all, just go to Taylor.

An ache begins to form in his chest.

And then a hand slapping on the bar catches his attention, and the bartender says loudly, and right at him, “What are you having?”

So Max runs his hand through his sweaty hair to clear it out of his face, and turns to ask for four waters.

And there’s Clay, manning the bar, waiting for him, his face already twisting from bored professionalism to absolute astonishment.

“Max?”
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Why is Clay here?

Why is Clay here?

And why is he wearing a shirt that says QUEER PUNKS DO IT BETTER—UP THE ASS?

“Max?” Clay says again, leaning on the bar like he’s about to reach over it.

How fucking dare he be here, honestly? Can Max not feel normal for one whole night?

“Max! What the hell?”

“No,” Max mutters. “Fuck this.”

Before Clay can grab him, Max turns on his toes and heads back out into the club, aware that Clay’s still behind him and likely trying to decide whether it’s worth risking his job to abandon the bar and come after him. Well, good luck, because Max is going to do what he came here to do, he’s going to fucking dance again, and if Clay wants him, if he wants to intrude on Max’s life like this, he’s going to have to come get him.

He can feel Clay’s eyes on him as he walks away, so he puts in the effort to swivel his hips a little more than usual, to walk toe-to-toe, to bounce on his feet and click his heels against the hard floor. Clay likes watching Max so much? He can watch this.

It’s kind of thrilling, actually. Max almost wants to go home right now, like this, just to watch his mom and dad’s carefully constructed notions of who he is collapse, just as Clay’s has. The Maxwell they knew is dead; or, at the very least, taking an extremely long vacation.

Taylor catches up as Max struts onto the dance floor.

“Max?” she says. “Are you okay?”

Max spins around to face her. “Never better,” he says, smiling. “Just one small problem,” he adds, as Clay fucking vaults over the bar and starts striding towards him.

Taylor’s eyebrows pinch with concern, and right at that moment, Max’s heart breaks for her, because she’s constantly making space for him, arranging her days around him, bringing him into her life, and Max’s baggage keeps showing up and spoiling things.

Well. No more. This is Clay’s problem, not Max’s and definitely not Taylor’s.

And Clay’s been fucking lying to him! This is no dive bar. This is… Well, it’s somewhere that answers a lot of questions about Clay that Max wasn’t even aware he had until, like, a minute ago.

He leans forward and says to Taylor, “My brother’s here,” and takes her hand, turning her around right in time for her to see Clay marching towards them both.

Taylor seems to struggle for a moment for something to say, and then, right as Clay reaches them, she contorts her face and says, “Oh. Ick!”

* * *

Does Max’s family have her chipped or something? Is there a blinking light somewhere on Max’s body, a Hollywood tracking device broadcasting her location? Or are they all just freaking psychic? Because Clay’s here and he’s right up in Max’s face. Worse, it’s like he might put his hands on her, and that’s not allowed.

She’s readying herself to step between them, to make herself into a freaking doorstop or something, but then Max looks at her and shakes her head, so Taylor backs down. If Max wants to do this quietly, they’ll do this quietly.

Unless Clay tries something. Taylor’s got new Mace, after all. But Clay’s just standing there. He came running over and now he’s a foot away from Max and bursting so much with energy his hands are twitching, but he doesn’t know what to say.

Max, still vaguely grooving to the music, speaks first.

“Where are my drinks?” she says, smiling. “I asked for four waters.”

“What?” Clay says. He blinks, like, way too many times. “Max… What’s with your voice? No. No. Doesn’t matter. Max, you need to stop this right now.”

“Stop what?”

“This!” Clay waves one of his spasming hands at Max.

“Dancing?”

“Be fucking serious for a second, Max, okay?”

Max leans closer to Clay. “It’s not going to be a problem, Clay. Now will you just chill?”

“Max, we moved across the country for you, and this is what you do? If the people at that new school find out you’ve been going out in drag, they’re going to fucking kill you, Max. Do you want that to happen?”

That’s enough finally to rip Max’s good mood off her face. She stops swaying to the beat and solidifies her stance, folding her arms, cocking out a knee. Taylor wants to applaud: that’s how Robyn used to stand when the squad were giving her crap; she looks like a real bee-yotch right now!

Oh, shoot. That is how Robyn used to stand, isn’t it? Taylor feels her throat dry up.

“If you keep your fucking mouth shut, Clay, it won’t, okay?” Max says. She nods at Taylor; Taylor, for her part, swallows very hard, banishes her inappropriate thoughts and concentrates on being there for Max. “I’m here with friends. I’m safe.”

“Max,” Clay says, reaching for Max’s arm, “we’re talking about this right now.”

That’s Taylor’s cue: she hops closer, dips one hand into her purse, and says, “Hi! I have Mace. I’m holding it right now. Take your hand off her or I’ll put you down and scream that you’re hurting her, and you can say goodbye to your nice new job.”

Max smirks and Clay pauses, seems to fight with himself for a moment, and then steps back. He looks so crestfallen that Taylor wants to say something—maybe apologize—but Max beats her to it.

“I’m okay,” Max says to him, taking his hand. “I promise. But remember how I said you need to trust me? Trust me. Please.”

“We’re talking about this, Max,” Clay says. “We’ve got to.”

“Tomorrow. We can talk about it at home. Just… let me have this, Clay? Please?”

Clay looks from Max to Taylor; Max keeps her hand on Clay; Taylor keeps her hand on her Mace.

“Fine,” he says. “Tomorrow. And you’re cut off, by the way. I won’t take your fake IDs, but no more alcohol tonight.”

“I asked for water, didn’t I?”

Looking like he wants to say something else—maybe yell it—Clay nevertheless backs off farther, shaking his head again. He looks at Max for a long time, looks her up and down, takes her all in—and in her boots and her miniskirt and her cute little top, there’s a lot of her to see and all of it is wonderful—then finally returns to the bar, walking stiffly.

“Jee-sus!” Max says, letting out some of the tension that’s been building inside her. “I’m so sorry, Tay; it’s like my fucking family have infested this town.”

“You’ve got nothing to apologize for,” Taylor says. She holds her arms open, and Max joins her in the hug by taking one of Taylor’s hands and winding her in. The music’s still going—obviously—and the people around them are still dancing, so they start swaying again.

A couple people are looking, but probably nobody overheard anything; it’s loud here in the middle of the club! That other couple, the lesbians Max danced with before, seem to catch Max’s eye, and Max gives them a thumbs up and then returns to hugging Taylor.

“This sucks,” Max says. “Tonight was going so well.”

“Maybe it’s not so bad. Maybe he’ll be fine with it.”

“He’s been riding my ass lately, just like Mom. He keeps saying he won’t, that he’s going to leave me alone, and then he keeps having these anxiety spasms, like poor little Maxwell can’t walk three feet without some guy attacking her.” She giggles. “I mean, him. Shit. Can’t keep the pronouns straight.”

“That’s why I gave up,” Taylor says, pulling away to look her in the eye. “You’re just Maxine to me.”

And Max is quiet for a bit. Just sways in Taylor’s arms. Eventually she says, “Good.”

* * *

They don’t hang out at the club much longer, making it less than another hour before the persistent sensation of Clay’s eyes on him becomes too much. As much as Max wants to stay until closing, to show Clay he’s not afraid of his judgment, the fact remains that he is, that he’s facing down a growing terror of what Clay might do, and he can’t put up a front indefinitely. The fact also remains that Taylor might actually Mace his older brother if it comes to it, and right now there’s still a chance this can be resolved quietly, if Max finds the right story for Clay.

He thinks Max went out in drag, right? That’s what he said. So that’s the story. It’s a one-time thing. And, okay, Taylor called him ‘her’ in front of Clay, but he didn’t notice that, did he? He didn’t comment on it, anyway.

So that’s fine. Max did drag for one night. For a laugh. As even though it makes his chest ache to contemplate it, he can put up the front again long enough to sell it.

But they were having a great time before Clay showed up, and they all looked hot as hell all night, and Taylor got more pictures for her wall, and Willa’s got the number of that girl—she’s a senior like them, just not at VP—so even if the night’s over kind of early, it’s not a complete waste.

The club’s not the only place in the area that’s heaving with people at this time of night, and the three of them walk more or less straight out of the building and into the closest outcropping of a minor taxi swarm.

“That looked scary before,” Willa says as they all climb into the back seat together. “With Clay. Was that scary?”

“It’s just Clay,” Max says. “He only looks scary. What he is is annoying sometimes.”

“Where to, ladies?” the driver asks, and Taylor leans forward to give him the street.

“So was that the best night out ever, or what?” Willa asks.

Max shrugs. “Better than the party, I guess.”

“Oh shit!” Willa gasps, eyes wide. “I didn’t mean—”

“Don’t worry about it,” Max says, laughing. “It’s completely fine.”

Taylor drops back into the middle seat. “What’s completely fine?” she asks.

Max evades: “Willa’s new girlfriend.”

“She is not my new girlfriend,” Willa quickly insists. “We’re just… going to see each other again. Socially. As friends.”

“Naked friends?” Taylor says.

Willa looks down shyly, grinning. “If I’m really lucky.”

* * *

Having Max in her bed hasn’t stopped being exciting, no matter how often it happens, and no matter if Willa’s here, too; which she will be, when she gets done in the bathroom. Taylor and Max are perched on the end of the mattress, faces freshly scrubbed and shiny with moisturizer, going through the Polaroids from before they left, trying to pick some out. Taylor already showed Max her pride of place on the photo wall, but there are holes there now after she took Gordo’s pictures down, so they’ve been documenting their outfits every time they get together.

They pick out the two best—Max and Willa laughing and making rude gestures at Taylor, who has the camera; Max and Taylor posing sexily—and Taylor jumps up to pin them into place. There. Two more photos of Max, handily placed so Taylor can see them from bed and when she’s sitting at her desk. And plausibly deniable, too!

Jeez. Taylor’s got it bad. At least she has context for it now. For weeks she’s felt like Max just fell from heaven, right into her heart, upsetting everything that was already there and making her into someone entirely new, but as it turns out, Taylor’s liked girls for a long time. She was just too caught up in herself to notice.

She feels kinda silly about it.

It leads to a complication, though: if she isn’t going to grow less attracted to Max as she becomes more and more like a girl, then what are they going to do? Are they going to, like, date? She’s pretty sure Max likes her that way, but is dating something Max can even do as a girl? It’s one thing to be Maxine for school and for fun, to escape into her for long enough to survive until graduation, but if they were to date, Taylor kinda feels like it could be forever.

Except she knows it can’t. Because Maxine is a temporary thing. A year from now, Maxwell—the guy looming behind Taylor’s every thought of Max—will be gearing up for college, getting ready to leave, and Taylor thinks she’ll have enough trouble handling that anyway; if they’re dating, if Taylor’s girlfriend has suddenly got to dissolve, to become Maxwell again… That might be worse than Gordo yelling at her in the parking lot.

The only alternative, though, is worse still: if they start dating and it makes Max feel obliged to stay as Maxine for Taylor. Bad enough that Taylor’s forced her into a year of this; any longer is unconscionable.

“Hey,” says a quiet voice, accompanied by an arm enclosing her shoulders, “what’s up?”

Taylor turns into Max’s hug, burying her head in Max’s shoulder and thinking fast. “Gordo,” she says after a moment. “I took his pictures down, but it’s like I can still see them, you know?”

A total lie. She barely thinks about him, except to worry about what he might do. Funny that she doesn’t miss him at all.

“So we take more pictures,” Max says, and plants a kiss on Taylor’s temple. “And we cover that fucking wall. Okay?”

Platonic kiss. Platonic kiss. That was a platonic kiss, right?

“Okay,” Taylor says, almost in a trance. She’s drawn back from Max now, and can’t seem to take her eyes off her lips. Even with the lipstick wiped away, they seem almost too bold for her face. And she could just lean forward and—

“Hey!” Willa says, exiting Taylor’s bathroom. “You picked the Polaroids without me?”

“If you didn’t take so much time in the bathroom, you’d get to join in,” Max says instantly. It’s good that she does, because it gives Taylor time to recover.

Willa touches a careful finger to the air next to her face. “It’s not my fault I get breakouts,” she says, pouting.

“She has four face creams,” Taylor stage-whispers to Max, feeling like she can talk without making an idiot of herself if she keeps her sentences short. “Four.”

Max smirks, and her lips are mesmerizing.

Willa says something else that Taylor doesn’t catch, but Max does a good enough job of responding that Taylor lets them talk, and while they do, she imagines what her photo wall will look like when there are a dozen pictures of her and Max on there; when there are a hundred.

* * *

Max makes certain the door to Taylor’s bathroom is locked before he starts unpacking his messenger bag; just because Taylor and Willa both know about the fake breasts—they got them for him, after all—doesn’t mean he wants them seeing him remove them to clean and re-glue them. And it also doesn’t mean he wants either of them to see what he’s been doing with tape.

He woke early, earlier than Taylor or Willa, and though he didn’t especially want to climb out of the bed he shared with two of the most beautiful girls he’s ever met, he badly needed to piss. And then he checked his phone and found a text from Mom saying she hoped he had a nice time last night and to be home for dinner—she’s out all day again, thank God, or she’d be ordering him home for a breakfast interrogation—so he figured he might as well get ready for another day at Taylor’s.

Also, he plain doesn’t want to go home. Clay’s there, and while he knows he’ll have to deal with his brother sooner or later, later is preferable. Maybe it’ll give Clay a chance to calm the fuck down.

Dropping the sleepshirt into the hamper, Max straightens up and examines himself in the mirror. Looks closely, runs the back of his hand along his cheeks, his jaw, his upper lip. Nothing; not a surprise, since he’s been staying on top of his facial hair, but still a relief.

Next, he cups his breasts in his hands and bounces them a few times. They’re still glued in place—he slept without a bra on this time, just to see if they’d stay in—but they’re starting to come away at the edges, so he wets and warms a washcloth and gently peels them away, drying them with a tissue and placing them on top of the sleepshirt for now. He makes a mental note: next time he wears them all day and all night, use a bit more glue.

Finally, he checks his armpits, forearms and legs. Again, bar his armpits, everything is as smooth as if he’d waxed them just days ago—because he did. He digs out a razor blade from his bag and sets it on the edge of the tub, ready to take care of his underarm hair in the shower.

Max hates these inspections. They’re a reminder that Maxine is artificial, is superimposed on top of Maxwell, that she is a costume. He resolved last night to tell Clay that he was just out in drag that one time, thinking it a lie, through and through, but the truth is, Maxine is drag, isn’t she? She’s not real. The real creature is the one cowering underneath her, the raw, battered and broken thing he spends his time as Maxine trying to forget and his time as Maxwell trying to block out.

He returns to the mirror. Takes in as much of himself as he can. Covers his chest, fluffs out his hair. It’s vital, at times like these, to take the memory of Maxine into the shower, so she doesn’t flee somewhere inaccessible when it comes time to wash his flat chest, to un-tape and clean his genitals. So he stares at her, fixes her in his mind, and then he swallows his first pill of the day and climbs into the shower, pushing back as hard as he can at the insensate numbness spreading throughout his body.

The sooner he’s showered, dried, taped back up and dressed again, the better.

* * *

Taylor wakes to someone knocking at her door, and of course she jerks upright and checks around the room to make sure Max isn’t dangerously exposed, and of course her heart sinks when she realizes Max isn’t even in bed with her anymore. She suppresses a brief flash of guilt at that, before remembering she dumped Gordo and thus has no reason to feel bad about her feelings for Max, gets hit by another flash of guilt over the indisputable fact that she inadvertently guided Max into yet another awkward situation last night, follows that up with a vivid and arousing memory of Max shaking her ass on the dancefloor, and has to shake her head to dislodge all the confusing emotions coming at her from all angles this morning.

Shizz sucks.

“Hi,” Max says quietly, from somewhere on Taylor’s left, and Taylor twists to find her sitting fully dressed on one of Taylor’s computer chairs and wearing an outfit Taylor hasn’t seen before—short gray skirt, striped black-and-gray top, bright red pantyhose; nice! Max finger-waves at her, and glances over at the door in time for it to shudder under the weight of someone’s pounding fist again.

Only one person in this house announces themselves like that.

“I’m awake, Dad!” Taylor yells. “But don’t come in!”

“I wasn’t born yesterday!” he shouts through the door. “Is Maxine awake? Her brother’s here!”

Max and Taylor both go still at the same time, and thus provide a comical counterpoint to Willa, who complains her way back to consciousness, writhes around under the comforter, and almost falls out of bed when she realizes what’s going on.

Clay? Willa mouths at Max.

Max, rolling her eyes, shrugs at Willa and then calls out, “I’m awake! I’ll be down to get rid of him in a minute!”

There’s a laugh from the other side of the door, and then receding footsteps.

Taylor checks the clock on the nightstand: just past eight. Dad’ll be on his way out, then, which at least leaves them with only Mom to witness whatever the heck Clay wants.

“I’ll go talk to him,” Max says, standing and slipping on a pair of sneakers.

“You don’t have to,” Taylor says automatically.

“The quicker I deal with him, the less chance there is he’ll call me ‘lil bro’ or whatever in front of your parents.”

“Point,” Taylor concedes. “Just give me a minute to get dressed and I’ll come with.”

“Sure,” Max says, nodding. “You’ve got exactly one minute.” She smiles at Willa, who is climbing up off the floor, using the bed for leverage. “Morning.”

“Hey, Max,” Willa says. “I’ll come, too. Moral support. Just in, like five minutes, okay?” She falls back onto the bed. “Maybe ten.”

As Taylor rushes around the room, locating pants and a hoodie—the bare minimum; it’s just Clay—she can’t help noticing just how put together Max looks. She’s brushed out her hair, which looks amazing with the feathered tips she got done yesterday. She’s put on makeup, and she’s even done a little eyeliner. How long has she even been awake?

And when did she get so good at this?

“Ready?” Max says, when Taylor’s done yanking on a pair of grippy socks, and Taylor nods, and together they rush out to face Clay and deal with whatever bullcrap brought him to Taylor’s house at eight in the mother-freaking morning.

* * *

He should have known Clay wouldn’t leave it alone. And while, sure, he guesses he can see it from Clay’s point of view—his vulnerable, easily broken little brother’s been wandering around gay clubs in a skirt; assemble the Justice League of meddling assholes!—he wishes his family would see things from his point of view for once. Like Taylor. She gets it.

At least she’s here to support him in this.

She’s dressed kinda funny, though. Not objectively, but it is amusing that Max is the one wearing makeup and a nice skirt—the same outfit he wore to go see Jim, which he brought with him last night because it’s too nice to get just that one outing—while Taylor’s dressed like Max did the entire previous year, in a hoodie and jeans. He’ll have to remember to point it out to her later, when they’ve gotten rid of Clay.

Speak of the fucking devil. There he is, sitting on a barstool at the Scotts’ kitchen table, drinking a coffee. Taylor’s mom’s there, but she’s not sitting down; she’s in that universal mom pose that says I’m generously giving of my valuable time for the sake of my children, whom I love, but who are mere seconds away from inviting my wrath.

“Taylor!” she says, as he and Taylor present themselves. “Your father and I both have to go to work. Now. Maxine’s brother can stay, but only as long as Garrett’s in the house, okay?”

“Mom,” Taylor whines, putting in the effort to sound appropriately teenager-y, “why does Garrett have to get involved?”

“Because he’s bigger than you. You know the rules about boys, Taylor.” At ‘boys’, Clay’s eye twitches, but Taylor’s mom doesn’t notice. “Maxine,” she continues, directing her smile Max’s way, “you look lovely this morning! Did you sleep well?”

“Hi, Lynn,” Max says, leaning harder than usual into the Maxine voice; his range has been improving, and this is a good opportunity to really exploit it. “I slept great. Clay!” he adds to his brother, who is frowning uncomfortably into his coffee, “what are you doing here? I told you I’d be home later, didn’t I?” He walks over and drapes himself around Clay’s shoulders, pulling the same annoying-younger-sister crap he’s seen Taylor pull on Garrett when she judges him clean enough of chip dust to be hygienic. “Don’t you trust me?”

“Um,” Clay says, “what?”

Max can’t blame his brother for being discombobulated; when was the last time Max acted so carefree? He probably shouldn’t be actively trying to get a rise out of Clay, though, not until Taylor’s parents are gone, so he lets him go and gets himself and Taylor a bottle of water each instead, so he has something to do with his hands.

Behind his bright smile, Max is thinking fast. The ‘just one night in drag’ story is dead before he even got a chance to try it out; no way Clay’ll believe Taylor’s WASPy parents are progressive enough to call a queen by her drag name and let her stay in their daughter’s room. Unfortunately, all that remains to tell is the truth. Or a portion of it, at least.

Taylor’s dad appears in the entrance hall, which is Taylor’s mom’s cue to leave—apparently he’s driving her today. On her way out, she says to Taylor, “Your father woke your brother; he’ll be down in a minute to keep an eye on things. Maxine, I hope you understand that your brother can’t make a habit of coming over here when we’re going to be at work. You know you’re always welcome, but…” She shrugs at Max.

“I understand, Lynn,” he says. He punches Clay in the upper arm, hoping it looks like a friendly poke to Taylor’s mom. “Listen to the nice lady, Clay.”

“It’s okay, Maxine,” Taylor’s mom says. “But only for today. And,” she adds, smiling again, “he’s very handsome.”

“He is!” Max agrees. Remembering Clay’s shirt from last night—QUEER PUNKS DO IT BETTER—he adds, “I can’t imagine why he doesn’t have a girlfriend.”

Hopefully Clay’ll take the hint; they both have secrets.

Taylor’s mom raises her eyebrows, but she doesn’t have time for followup questions; her husband’s waiting with the front door open, so she disengages, flashes a final smile at everyone present, and departs.

“Max—” Clay starts, but Max holds up a finger to silence him. Incredibly, Clay actually fucking listens, and stays quiet for a whole ten seconds—long enough for Taylor’s parents to be safely in the car and away—before he tries again. “Max, what the fuck is going on?”

Max, wanting suddenly to enjoy another handful of seconds of near-normality—however many he can grab—says brightly, “Isn’t it obvious? I spent the night at Taylor’s!”

Even Taylor thinks that’s too much. “Max,” she says, “don’t antagonize your enormous brother.”

“Hey!” Clay protests.

“Fine,” Max says, sighing, “but you’re gonna freak, Clay.”

“Yeah, well,” Clay says, “that seems like an inevitability.”

* * *

Taylor, playing peacemaker, makes them all smoothies, and tries not to wince when she can still hear Clay all the way from the living room, even over the mixer.

“Max, you’re out of your fucking mind! Taylor’s parents think you’re a girl? This is— This is beyond insane, Max! If this gets out, you’re going to get yourself killed!”

“Only if you can’t keep a secret,” Max says, almost inaudible compared to Clay’s full-throated bellowing.

“Tell me you haven’t been out like this.”

“I’ve been out like this, Clay.”

“More than just last night?”

“Yeah.”

“People are going to know, Max,” Clay yells. “All they have to do is look! I recognized you immediately.”

“Yeah? And? I don’t see how that’s a bad thing. It’s not like I’m in disguise.”

“Max— What? What do you mean?”

“The people who know me like this,” Max is saying as Taylor decants the contents of the mixer into three metal cups and brings them through into the living room, “only know me like this. So if they see me, you know, the other way, they’re just going to wonder why I didn’t do my makeup that day.”

Taylor sets Clay’s cup down on the coffee table, and immediately has to steady it, because Clay thumps on the table to emphasize his next point.

“No! Max. No. You can’t let people see you when you’re… like that.”

“Hey!” Taylor says, pointing at Clay with the straw from her cup. “No thumping the table. No thumping of any kind. I’m serious! You need to calm down, Clay.”

“But what he’s doing is—”

“She,” Taylor says.

“What?”

Taylor sits on the other couch next to Maxine, and puts her hand on Max’s knee. “When Maxine is dressed like this,” she says, gently emphasizing the second syllable of Max’s name, “she’s a she. Get used to it.”

Under her hand, Max is trembling. Taylor glances over: she looks for all the world like she’s taking this all in her stride, but she’s shaking. Probably why she crossed her legs, to keep them still.

“Besides,” Max says, “I’ve already let people see me like this.”

Clay takes a deep breath before he allows himself to speak again. “Who?”

“Gordo. That’s Taylor’s ex. Willa; she’s upstairs, actually. Probably fell right back to sleep.” Max starts counting on her fingers. “Julie, Chelsea and Anna from the squad. Some of the girls from band. Justin and Danny from the football team. Clinton, but don’t ask me about Clinton. Oh, and Coach Dale.”

“Max, that’s half the high school!”

“It’s a couple of percent at most.”

“What are you going to do when you show up at school,” Clay asks slowly, in the manner of someone patiently talking a very stupid person through defusing a bomb, “and all your new friends see you as Max? As Maxwell, I mean?”

“They… won’t?”

Clay takes another deep breath. And another. “What are you telling me, Max?”

Max’s turn to breathe deeply now. Taylor squeezes her knee, and Max covers her hand with hers, smiles at her, and leans forward. “This is how I’m going to school, Clay.”

It feels like an hour passes in the span of just a few seconds. And then Clay jumps up from the couch and reaches for Max’s arm. “No,” he says, his voice dead, emotionless. “No. We’re going home. You’re taking all of this off. We’re calling Mom. We’re fixing this.”

Max sinks back into the couch. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“It’s okay, Clay,” Taylor tries.

“Max,” Clay says through clenched teeth, “this is fucking— This is— No. Come on.” He’s holding his hand out now, like he expects Max to just grab it and be dragged back to her old life. “We’re going home.”

“Clay,” Taylor says, “you can’t—”

“Oh my God, shut up!” Clay shouts. Taylor jumps.

“Hey,” Garrett drawls, and they all turn, frozen almost in tableau, probably looking really incredibly dumb, to find him leaning against the arch into the living room. He’s dressed in his usual slacker crap but, to Taylor’s surprise, he’s cradling a baseball bat and tapping his fingers idly against it. “Don’t shout at my sister, dude.”

Clay straightens up. Steps away from Max and Taylor. Hands by his side. “Garrett, right?”

“Right,” Garrett says. “And I know I’m not very intimidating, but I called someone, and he’s on his way, and he’s— Well, actually, he’s not very intimidating either, but then it’s four against one, and we have the home field advantage, so…” He shrugs. “I think you should calm down, dude.”

“How can I calm down,” Clay says icily, “when my brother, who has already been almost killed once, tells me he’s going to go to school in drag?”

“It’s not drag, Clay,” Max says.

“Whatever!”

“Well, it’s not.”

“Man,” Garrett says, “just chill, okay? Roll with it. Maxine’s cool.”

“His name is Maxwell.”

“That’s not what it says on her ID, dude.”

* * *

Clay’s been persuaded to drink his smoothie. He’s also been persuaded to sit the fuck back down. And Max told Garrett that they don’t need Jim, that Clay’ll behave, but Garrett said he doesn’t trust Clay, and Jim’s on his way, and that’s that.

Garrett’s put himself on the other end of the couch from Max and Taylor, acting as their protector, and while Max doesn’t seriously believe either of them need protecting from his big brother, he’s kind of impressed Garrett’s courageous enough to put himself in the way like that; even with the baseball bat, Clay would walk right through him.

“Let me get this straight,” Clay says, holding the metal smoothie cup in both hands as if it can somehow anchor him. “You changed your school registry to Maxine. You tried out for the cheer squad with the coach in a girl’s cheer uniform. And you went to a party and met all the people who could punish you hardest and most publicly for what you’re doing… as a girl.”

“Yeah,” Max says.

“You’re going to die,” Clay says, shaking his head.

“I’m not. And I didn’t have a choice, Clay.”

“It’s true,” Taylor says before Clay can reply, “she didn’t. It’s my fault— No, Max, it is,” she adds, preemptively shushing him. “I messed up. Made my boyfriend think I had a boy in my room.” Her eyebrows pinch and she shakes her head. “Which I guess I did. At the time. And he came over when Max was here one night, looking to hurt her, so we made… a rash decision.”

“I can guess what it was,” Clay says, looking directly at Max.

“Gordo had already told his coach and half the team about a guy named Max. A guy I was cheating on him with. So we invented Maxine to throw him off, and—”

“And it snowballed from there,” Max says. He’s not going to let Taylor take the blame for all this. He could have stood up to Gordo. He could have gone to school as the guy who faced down the linebacker. And, yeah, he would have gotten the shit kicked out of him, and then that would have been it. It would have been over. Gordo might have tried to put him in a locker or something, but—

Wait, didn’t Taylor say something about a kid who died? A kid who crossed the team?

Never mind.

“Look, Clay,” he says, “it’s done, okay? I’m in the system as Maxine. I’m on the cheer squad. I’ve made friends as Maxine. So it’s happening. And I can do it, okay? I’m good at this. This isn’t like that time you dressed as a girl for Halloween; nobody spots me.”

“Someone will,” Clay says. “You might think you’re perfect, but you’re not. You’re still a guy under there. Someone will work you out. Or someone will touch something they’re not supposed to.”

“They won’t,” Max says. “Some guy already tried it. And,” he continues quickly, because Clay’s already heating up, “the girls on the squad stopped him and a guy from the football team hit him for me. And it’s gotten out: if you try something with Maxine Giordano, Justin Lawrence or some other big, popular guy will fucking clock you.”

He doesn’t actually know that, but half the party seemed to know what was happening by the time they left, and he hasn’t stopped getting checking-in texts from the girls, either. People haven’t forgotten.

“This is insane,” Clay mutters.

“I’m safer like this, Clay,” Max continues, pressing what feels like the advantage. “As Maxwell, I’m a target. I always have been. Yeah, I wasn’t going to do gymnastics here, so I might have gone under the radar, but high school is high school; I was never going to be completely safe. You know that. You know what it was like for me even before… you know. Before it. But like this, it’s just better. I have friends who’ll protect me. I’m going to be a cheerleader, Clay!”

“All eyes will be on you. You’re going to have to be perfect. All the time.”

“She already is,” Taylor says.

“S’true,” Garrett says. “Banger thought she was a real girl.” Then he shakes his head and looks at the floor. “Uh, sorry for telling him, Max. He kinda yelled at me about it.”

Max shrugs. “You didn’t know.” Doesn’t seem worth berating Garrett over it if Jim’s already done so. “Just don’t tell anyone else.”

Garrett spreads his hands as if to say, Who would I tell?

Clay stares at Max like he’s an out-of-reach insect. “What does Banger think about this?” He waves a hand at Max, presumably to indicate his whole deal.

“What do you mean? What about him?”

“He’s your boyfriend, right?”

Taylor quietly hiccups.

Sighing, Max says, “For the tenth time, no. I realize you might find this hard to believe, but I don’t like guys, Clay. And,” he steamrollers on, “actually, when are we going to talk about you?”

“Me?”

“I’ve been a girl for like ten days and didn’t tell you; fine. But you, Clay, you’re gay and you never told me!”

“Oh!” Garrett says, sitting up. “That’s interesting!”

“It’s not,” Clay says, glaring at him.

“You are gay, right?” Max says. “You didn’t just take a job in a gay club for the atmosphere?”

“Yeah. I’m gay. And I never told you, Max, because I’ve only just— Fuck it. This is new for me, too. I didn’t even know if it was right or not.”

Max is leaning forward again now. “Yeah,” he says, “you did. Christ. Everything makes sense now. Shit, Clay. How long? Really?”

Clay, leaning on his hand, taps his fingers on his cheek for a while before answering. “Yeah,” he says. “Okay. Fine. A while. And don’t look at me like that, Max. Don’t look at me like you understand what I’ve been through. What the last few years have been like.”

Clay’s still fidgeting and Max decides: yeah, fuck this; time to risk it. If Clay does try to drag him home against his will—and though the moment seems to have passed, it’s not a complete impossibility—then Garrett’s got a baseball bat and Taylor’s got Mace somewhere and Jim will be here soon. But all the while Max has been dealing with this, and for way longer before, Clay’s been dealing with his own crap. The difference is, Clay’s been dealing with it alone. Maybe Max isn’t the only one here who needs help.

So he stands and walks the short distance to the other couch. Holds out both his arms.

“Clay,” he says.

“Max, no. Don’t. Just don’t.”

Clay doesn’t move, so Max reaches down and grabs one of his hands. Yanks on it as hard as he can.

Clay continues to not move.

“For fuck’s sake, Clay,” Max says, exasperated, “will you stop being a macho idiot and just hug me?”

“You don’t get it,” Clay mutters. “It’s not— I can’t take it off. I can’t stop being gay. It’s just… It’s fucked everything up.”

“Clay,” Max snaps, and pulls on him again, and this time Clay comes with. Max is under no illusions that it was his manly strength that did it, though: Clay’s staggering to his feet entirely under his own power. But he submits to the hug anyway, and Max wraps himself around his big brother.

When did they last do this? He doesn’t even know. There’s been something between them for the longest time. Like a glass wall.

“Maybe I do get it,” he whispers, just for Clay.

“Wh— What do you mean?” Clay whispers back.

“I mean,” Max continues, and he starts shaking a little, because these are thoughts he’s only just begun to examine, and they’re aren’t even remotely ready to be aired; but Clay needs them, and Max needs him to hear them, and maybe Max needs to say them out loud, too. Maybe that’s how he makes progress. “I get it. I’ve been thinking back through the last, like, forever, and I get it. All the little things about you that never fit. I see them clearly now. And I know what you think when you look at me, Clay. You worry that I’m like you. And… you’re kinda right.”

Clay pulls back, looks Max in the eye. “What are you saying, Max?” he whispers.

“I don’t know yet. This is all new. So I don’t know.” And he’s suddenly just got to smile, both at Clay’s incredulity and his own. “But I don’t think I’d be okay with being like this if I was a regular straight guy. Do you?”

“Max… What’s going on with you?”

All Max can offer in reply is a shrug.

And then the front door’s opening, and they all turn around—again. Jim’s there, with a paper bag held in the crook of one arm and his usual terrible jean jacket folded over his other.

“What on God’s green earth did I miss?” Jim says.

* * *

Taylor, the good host, rushes over to relieve Banger of his paper bag. She checks inside before she brings it over to their tense little group in the living room, and she doesn’t set it down on the table before she’s made sure that there’s no contraband inside, and there isn’t; just donuts.

“Hello again, Clay,” Banger says, following her in.

Max and Clay are still hugging, though they’ve separated a bit. Max clearly doesn’t want to let go of her brother, and that’s something Taylor can only encourage after the last difficult half-hour. He seemed so dead set on pulling her out of school or, worse, sending her to school as Maxwell or something, and she’s grateful that whatever Max whispered to him seems to have sealed the deal.

Mostly, right now, he seems kinda shell-shocked.

“Hi, Banger,” Clay says softly. Max disengages from him and gives him a little push, and he sits again, back in the anxious divot he’s dug in the couch. Max sits with him, holding his hand. With her free hand, she waves at Banger.

“G,” Banger says, not looking away from Max, “are we still on for tonight? Because if we are, I’m going to need to crash here for a bit.”

“Yeah,” Garrett says, “sure.”

“He got me out of bed,” Banger tells the room. “A bed I had been inhabiting, I should note, for approximately six minutes.” He joins Clay and Max on the other couch, on Max’s side, but a good distance away. He’s not crowding her or anything. He and Max exchange looks, and holy crap, Taylor wishes she knew what’s going on between the two of them! They seem almost conspiratorial!

Which isn’t fair. Only she gets to conspire with Max.

“So I take it everything’s calmed down?” Banger asks, when nobody else says anything. “Yes? Good. I’m vindicated in my decision to stop for donuts. Help yourselves, by the way. Max! I can’t help noticing you’re wearing the same threads as the other day.”

“I like them,” Max says, blushing. She’s looking at Banger, and doesn’t see Clay twist to look at her again, incredulous. “I didn’t think I was going to see you again today.”

“A day without me,” Banger says, reaching into the paper bag and extracting a donut, “is like a day without sunshine, love.”

Clay takes his hand back from Max so he can count on it. “So,” he says, “that’s a party, my club, trying out for your coach and going to see Banger. All dressed like this.”

“Technically,” Max says, “I was dressed like this only to go see Jim. But yeah. Also we went to the mall a couple times.”

“She got her hair done,” Taylor says.

Clay blinks slowly at her. “He went to the barber?”

“What? No! The salon.”

“In drag.”

Banger rolls his eyes, Taylor shakes her head, and Max says, “Not in drag, Clay. Just like this.”

While Clay processes this, Taylor reaches over to pinch the material of Max’s red pantyhose between her fingers, “Hey, Max, when did you buy these anyway? They’re not mine.”

“Oh, uh, we went back to that mall on Sunday. Me and Clay. I saw the whole outfit on a mannequin and thought it looked… nice.”

Taylor grins at her; she was going to say ‘cute’ or ‘pretty’, wasn’t she? Max, blushing, grins back.

“Max,” Clay says, “you were Maxwell on Sunday. I distinctly remember driving my brother to the mall.”

“I was,” Max says, shrugging. “But I planned it all. I wore a sports bra underneath, and just stuffed it with a couple socks and put on some lip gloss so I could go buy shit without getting hassled. No,” she adds, holding up a finger, “wait, actually; it was chapstick.”

Banger laughs behind his hand. Clay says, “That’s it?”

“Yeah.”

“You just… stuffed your bra with socks and ran off to buy girl clothes?”

“Yeah.”

“And nobody gave you any shit?”

“No.”

“And you went to the salon?”

“Yesterday.”

“You see why you worry too much, Clay?” Taylor says. “It’s like she was born for this.”

“No,” Clay says, “no, this is bullshit.”

“When I met your sister,” Banger says, leaning forward on his knees so he can address Clay directly, past Max, “she was all dressed up pretty. And I didn’t think anything of it, save that she was hot.” Taylor directs her raised eyebrows at Max, who blushes again. “And I’ve seen her a couple of times since then. And even knowing the ‘truth’—” he does the rabbit ears with his fingers; adorable, “—it’s kind of hard to remember. Like Taylor said, she’s a natural, your sister.”

Max is still sitting between Banger and Clay, and she tucks her knees up under her chin and backs away, farther into the couch cushions. She already looked small between the two guys, and now she looks positively tiny.

The poor girl’s not used to being complimented; she gets all blushy and squirmy about it. Taylor files that information away so she knows to tease Max with compliments more often. Maybe next time they’re alone together.

“And,” Banger continues, “don’t forget, I’ve seen her in guy mode, too. She got changed at my place before I drove her home Sunday night.”

Max buries her head between her knees.

“You were at his house?” Clay says.

“Oh,” Banger says. “Shit.”

“Right,” Taylor says, “for the… the valve thingie?”

“‘Valve thingie’?” Banger says. Max scrunches up even more, and Banger looks at her. “Oh. Double shit.”

“Max,” Clay says, “why did you go to a strange man’s house?”

“It’s a condo, for the record. And I’m not strange.”

“Yeah, you are,” Garrett says. “You’re a Welsh guy living in Southern California. And you always wear a jean jacket.”

“Max,” Clay says. “Why were you at his house?”

“Sorry, love,” Banger says. “But maybe you should tell them. So they know you’re serious about this.”

“Tell us what?” Taylor asks. She knew the valve story was bullcrap!

Max uncurls a little. “I need something to eat,” she says.

“Max,” Clay says, “you can’t—”

“I’m dizzy,” Max says sharply, “and I need something to eat.” Banger reaches for the paper bag, and she adds, “Something not a donut.”

“Stop dodging the question, Max.”

“Hey,” Banger says. “If she says she needs to eat, she needs to eat.”

Yeah, Taylor decides. She likes Banger. He can stay. “It’s true,” she says, hopping up from the couch. “She gets all dizzy if she doesn’t eat. I guess the smoothie wasn’t enough, huh.”

Max says, in a very small voice, “It gets worse when I’m stressed.”

“Got it,” Taylor says. “Got it. Well, it’s too early for takeout. You want cereal?”

“What have you got?”

Garrett answers for her: “We’ve got everything.”

* * *

They’ve relocated to the kitchen, and more of them than just Max have chosen to supplement their smoothies and donuts with something almost resembling real food. Max has got a bowl of one of Taylor’s mom’s healthy cereals and a small stack of pancakes; Taylor’s just having pancakes; Garrett’s got a bowl of something with so much sugar plated onto every piece that it sparkles when he pours milk over it.

Jim’s brewing tea again. Have kettle, will travel.

Clay isn’t eating. He’s pulled up a stool to the kitchen table and he’s waiting.

It’d be lovely to just run, wouldn’t it? Max can see it: he’d grab Taylor’s hand and make a run for it, and they’d crash through the door and right into her Beetle. They’d pull away, laughing, tires squealing, leaving a pair of movie-perfect tire tracks behind them. Thelma & Louise, except instead of every cop in the state chasing them, it’s just Max’s brother.

Except Clay will definitely tell Mom if they don’t get through to him today.

At least he doesn’t feel like he’s going to pass out anymore.

“So, yeah,” he says, with an empty bowl and only one pancake left on his plate, “when I went to Jim’s, it wasn’t for a valve for my amp.”

“Wouldn’t know where to start getting that, love,” Jim says, depositing a mug of tea in front of him.

“Your amp doesn’t even take valves,” Clay says in a flat voice.

“Taylor,” Max says. And then he stops and takes a sip of tea, even though it’s too hot, almost scalding, because his dry throat is trying to stop him, and he needs to get this out there. Like everything else today, apparently. “You know Willa’s pills?” Taylor nods. Clay stops moving entirely. “I asked Jim to… get me more.”

“But you had enough for months,” Taylor protests.

Max winces. “Only if I was taking three a week. Lately I’ve been taking three a day. One in the morning, one at night, and one whenever I can. Whenever I need it.”

Taylor’s eyes land on Max’s exposed forearms for a moment, and he can tell the exact moment she gets it, when she understands why his skin is softer already, why his veins are receding. No way a handful of pills a week for less than two weeks was ever going to do that.

“Oh,” she says. “Um. Why?”

His shoulders hunch. It’s involuntary. Like his body’s trying to protect him. But the only way out is through.

“Because they make me feel normal, Tay,” he says.

She nods. “Normal,” she says, chewing over the word.

“Max,” Clay says, and when Max looks over again, Clay’s holding himself very tight, very still, with his arms folded such that his hands are gripping his elbows. “What kind of pills?”

He can’t say it. He can’t say it. He can’t say it.

Fuck it. No choice, is there?

“Birth control,” he says.

“And you got more for him?” Clay says to Jim.

“She asked,” Jim says.

“You can’t tell Mom,” Max says. “You can’t.”

Still unmoving, Clay says, “And why wouldn’t I?”

Yeah.

Okay.

Fine.

That’s it.

Only one way he’s getting what he wants here. Only one way he’s getting what he needs. Only one way he’s getting Clay off his back.

He’s not ready.

But he’s going to have to be.

He just hopes Clay’s ready, too. Because this has the potential to hurt both of them.

“I just said why,” Max says. It’s almost a breath, but just speaking is like pushing through tar. “They make me feel normal.”

“That’s not—”

“You know what it’s like, don’t you? To be abnormal? To be different? I remember when you switched, Clay. I fucking remember. When you shaved all your hair off. When you were going to throw away all your shit. And I said I’d take it all, all your shirts and almost all your CDs and tapes, and you asked me to pretend to Mom like you’d just decided to give it to me. I didn’t know why you asked, but I do now. I remember when you killed some of yourself, Clay, just to get along. Everything that didn’t fit, you cut away. Not just your hair. Or your clothes. You cut off bits of yourself. We stopped touching, Clay. You and me. I think just now is the first time we’ve hugged, like properly hugged, in years. Because you trained yourself to be like everyone else. Like the other guys. And you got good at it. But it was killing you, right? I didn’t see it before—I was too wrapped up in my own shit—but, looking back, it couldn’t be more obvious. It was killing you.”

Everyone’s looking at Clay now. It’s unfair, but it’s the only way.

“Yeah,” Clay says.

A silence descends between them, and Max turns the same interrogation on himself. Clay deserves as much.

So, Max. Why do you feel better when you’ve taped yourself up? When you’d put your breasts back in? When people call you Maxine? When Taylor calls you Maxine? Why does taking Maxine off feel like dying?

“When I’m like this,” Max says, “when I take those pills, when I do my hair, when I’m Maxine… I feel like I think you did, right before you started making yourself into someone else. I have this gift, this thing that lets me feel good, that lets me make friends, that lets me be me, and I’m surrounded by reasons not to do it, and it would be so easy, you know? But I remember what it was like for you after you cut your hair, Clay. I remember. And, fuck, I’m happy I know what’s been going on with you, because the whole last few years I’ve been thinking you were just slowly becoming Dad, you know? Or Mom, even. But that was just you getting so scared of breaking the rules that you started to think inside them.” He laughs gently. “My punk rock brother. Coming here was a new start for you, too, wasn’t it?”

“Yeah,” Clay says, sounding as wrung out as Max feels.

“I’m happy for you,” Max says. “I want you to be yourself. To live for yourself. Can you be happy for me?”

“Max…”

Clay’s getting it. He probably wishes he weren’t, but he is, and now all Max has to do is push through, to make him make the connection.

“Do you remember what you told me,” Max says, “after you pulled me back from the road?”

There’s a gasp from the other side of the table—Taylor—but Max stays focused on Clay for now.

“Yeah,” Clay says.

“You said, ‘It’s never worth it.’”

“Yeah.”

“I didn’t see it at the time,” Max says, “because I didn’t want to. After Matty, after he burned me, after I gave up everything that was me to play by the rules, just like you did, I didn’t think I had anything left. And I didn’t. Not until I came here and found this. Found there was someone else I could be, someone who gets to play by different rules. You know how long it’s been since I last thought about just walking out into fucking traffic?”

“Max—”

“About two weeks.”

“Max, this is different—”

“No,” Max says. “It’s the same. It’s the same as when I was burned, and I gave up. It’s the same as when you were outed, and you gave up. I’m not giving in this time, Clay. I’m not letting the fear win. I’m not letting them win. Not again. So you can’t tell Mom. You don’t have to approve, you don’t have to understand, you don’t have to help, but you can’t stop me, Clay, not unless you want me how I used to be. Half-dead and hoping for the rest of it. You’d get back the me you think you know, but it wouldn’t be worth it.”

Clay says nothing. He’s frowning, eyebrows pinched. Thinking.

Max plays what he hopes is his winning card.

“Don’t you wish you hadn’t given up?” he says.

* * *

Clay’s gone. Max asked him a question he couldn’t answer. He just looked at her for a long, long time, and then left. And Max was going to follow him but Banger stopped her, and now they’re all exhausted and back on the couches again.

“Wow,” Garrett says.

Taylor can’t stop thinking about what Max said. All of it. That she tried to step into traffic isn’t exactly a surprise, she guesses, because even though Taylor’s seen only glimpses of what Max is like when she has to be Maxwell—when she has to play by those rules—she can absolutely imagine how desolate, how depressing it must have been to live that way 24/7, with no escape valve. No fun cheerleader neighbor to get her out of her shell.

But there’s also what she said about feeling normal when she takes the pills. What does that mean? And three a day! Is that healthy?

“I should go talk to him,” Max says again, for like the thousandth time.

“Give him time,” Banger says, also for the thousandth time.

Mom G isn’t home, supposedly, so unless Clay calls her—which he can do from anywhere, whether Max is around or not—there’s nothing to be gained from Max going over there, from getting in his face again. Max pulled a lot of ground out from under Clay’s feet this morning, and if Taylor knows men, he needs to recover himself somewhat before he can even begin to deal with Max on a rational level.

Plus, they’re going to get Chinese.

* * *

It never doesn’t suck, becoming Maxwell again, but it seems a little easier than before. Maybe because he has a better idea now why it sucks. Maybe because, of his two identities, it’s Maxwell that’s starting to feel temporary.

Whether he actually is, and whether Max ends up trapped in him again, is sort of up to Clay, though.

Willa woke in time for a late lunch, and then Taylor, Jim and Garrett all announced they needed more sleep, so now Max is handing out hugs like there’s no tomorrow, before he goes home to talk to Clay.

Taylor squeezes him as tight as she ever has, kisses him on the cheek, and makes him promise to call her if he needs her, and to come straight over if he really needs her.

Willa reminds him that her mother’s never met him, and that no Giordano apart from Max has even seen her except at a fairly extreme distance, so if he needs somewhere to crash, she could probably hide him in her closet. Under the bed, if it comes to it. Just don’t read her diary while he’s under there.

Garrett declines Max’s hug, citing personal space issues, and also that he hasn’t had a shower, and also that he isn’t a hugger.

And Jim hugs him last. Kisses him on the cheek, just like Taylor did.

“Just a reminder,” he says, “that you’re still pretty, even like that.”

“Thanks, Jim,” he says.

“You’re absolutely positive you don’t like guys? Because, I mean, your brother, he’s cute, but he’s clearly going through it, and you—”

Max kisses him the same way, right on the cheek. “Sorry,” he says. “But if I did like guys, I’d like you.” He steps away, grinning, to find everybody looking at him. “What?” he demands. “I like it when guys aren’t dicks to me.”

And then, with his tits, skirt, top and pantyhose all carefully put away, it’s time to go home and face the music.

The house is empty still. Mom’s out and Dad’s at work. Clay, presumably, is up in his room. And the drapes are all closed, the way Dad likes them during the day—he took one look at the average California power bill and started scheming for ways to keep the house cool without relying on the AC—which, combined with the closed doors on the first floor, makes the place seem almost spooky. Max feels like the girl in the first five minutes of the horror movie, the one who suffers the terrible but instructive fate that the heroine spends the rest of the movie trying to avoid.

Nothing for it but to go see Clay.

His door’s open, enough to see inside, and Clay’s in there, lying on his bed, headphones on. There’s no music playing that Max can hear, though, and since Clay’s eyes are closed it’s safe to assume he fell asleep and ran the album out.

Fair enough. He must have been out pretty late last night. What time do bar guys get off work? Late late, he assumes. He’ll ask, when things are back to normal between them.

Clay’s computer is on. It’s older and less capable even than Max’s, but he does have Dad’s old printer from before he got the LaserJet, and the desk is covered in printed pages. Too curious as to their content—and worried that they might be about him somehow—Max creeps inside and picks up the first piece of paper.

It’s a summary page for what looks like an article from a medical journal on ‘the effects of cross-sex hormones’.

Huh. Max bends over the page, trying to make sense of the dense and poorly printed text.

“I did the reading,” Clay says. Guiltily, Max drops the paper back onto the desk and whips around. Clay’s sitting up in bed, his headphones in his hand. “When I came home. Went online. Looked it up. Read about what you’re doing.”

“Uh,” Max says, and taps the page. “I’m not doing this. Not cross-sex whatever. It’s just birth control.”

“It’s the same stuff, Max.” Clay puts his iPod aside and stands, joins Max by the desk. Picks up the top piece of paper. “It’s exactly the same stuff.”

Heart racing, Max says, “Different quantities, then.”

“Same quantities. Especially if you’ve been taking three a day. You did know this, didn’t you?”

Maury. Jerry Springer. Eurotrash. Jim telling him what to expect. “Yeah,” he says. “I kinda did. I just… haven’t been thinking about it too hard.”

Only half a lie.

“The medication you’re taking,” Clay says, turning Max gently around to face him, “is the same as what MtF transsexuals take.”

“What does—?”

“Male to female.”

“Right.”

“If you keep taking it,” Clay says, with both hands on Max’s shoulders now, “you’ll grow breasts. And you’ll change in all sorts of other ways, too. Banger, he said he sees you as Maxine even when you’re not? You keep taking those pills, you’ll change enough that Mom will see you as Maxine even when you’re not. Do you have a plan for that?”

Max shakes his head. “No.”

“What were you going to do, just tell her you’re putting on weight?”

“I guess.”

“Max,” Clay says, “you need to look at these pictures.” He pushes Max gently down into his desk chair and rolls him up to the computer. “Look at these. Please.”

Max makes himself as comfortable as he can—legs crossed, like always, because it helps him feel centered—and starts sheafing through the papers on the desk. Clay’s printed out a lot of shit, but near the top is a page of black and white photos, labeled Timelines. The quality’s terrible, but the pictures are big enough that it doesn’t matter too much, and certainly there’s enough detail for Max to see, on the left, a set of photos of people who are unambiguously guys, and on the right, a set of photos of people who are mostly women. A few are sort of inbetween-looking, and when Max looks for a reason why, there’s a timeframe listed under most of the photos; the people who have changed the least have the shortest timeframes.

Some of these women are so pretty.

“This is what’s going to happen to you, Max,” Clay says quietly. “Your face will change. And I guess you can explain it to the friends you’ve made here that you’ve just put on weight, and they’ll see you as just a girl who finally started eating, but Mom’s going to notice eventually. There’s no getting away from it.”

Max switches to another set of photos. These are full-body shots. Three women, all in the scratchy black-and-white of Clay’s inkjet printer, in underwear just like Max was wearing today. Like he’s still wearing on his bottom half. And all of them have breasts. Real breasts. Not the cartoon tits he saw on that video he found. Breasts that are shaped more like the ones he glues on every day.

Breasts that are theirs.

“You were right about me, Max,” Clay says. “But, more importantly, you were right about you. And, fuck me, I’m worried for you. I’m terrified. But I don’t just remember what I told you after I pulled you back from the street. I remember what it felt to almost lose my brother.” Two hands on Max’s shoulders again. “I can’t do that again. So all I need to know, Max, is: is this what you want?”

Max looks down at the scattered papers on Clay’s desks. It’s easier than he expected to see himself in those women, to understand how they might feel when they look in the mirror and discover—at last!—a woman looking back at them. And whatever their motivation for making the change, he understands the smiles on their new faces, the life in their new eyes.

He sees it every time he looks at himself and Maxine looks back.

Is this what he wants?

“Yeah,” he whispers. “Yeah. It’s what I want. But Clay, I don’t—”

He doesn’t get to finish, because Clay—massive, unstoppable Clay—has already pulled him into his arms, into an inescapable embrace.

“Okay, Maxine,” Clay says. “Okay.”








Thirteen

ALL THE WAY




Max could use one of Garrett’s joints right now. He could use two, actually. And some alcohol. And maybe a quick baseball bat applied directly to the forehead.

Anything to put him to sleep.

After Clay, after everything, Max is wiped out. It’s as if even the new person he’s become in the last weeks still has a limit on the quantity of emotions she can experience in one day, and he’s blown way past it. Sorry, Maxine; he feels almost guilty, like he should be doing better by her, like Clay’s approval, combined with the support from Taylor and everyone else, ought to have him dancing around his room, dressing up cute, putting on makeup, and otherwise acting out an eighties movie montage.

Instead, he’s lying on his bed, staring at the ceiling. Not moving.

He went through it all with Clay. Not in any great detail, because after the hug, Max was kind of anxious to get out of there, to go hang in his room and decompress, to let the emotional high dissipate, but he stuck around long enough to make sure Clay agreed to his conditions: don’t tell Mom and Dad; don’t fuck with school or cheerleading.

He didn’t ask Clay to call him Maxine, but he did it anyway, and that’s…

Christ. Max doesn’t know what that is. All he knows is that he’s locked into this course, that he’s going to go to school as Maxine, that he’s going to be a cheerleader. And that for all of that shit, Maxwell is beyond superfluous. He’s past tense: useless; outgrown.

And sometimes he really does feel like Maxine: when he dances, for example, or any time he’s put on the uniform and thrown pompoms (or Willa) around.

Any time he’s gotten to fly himself.

Is it any wonder he’s so attached to Maxine, when she’s been there for every good thing that’s happened to him lately? Is it any wonder that when she looks back at him from a mirror or from the poorly printed pages of transsexual women presented to him by Clay, Max wants to embrace her, wants to become her, wants to leave Maxwell so far behind that maybe everyone will forget about him?

Everyone, Max included.

He’s past all the hangups. Men don’t wear dresses. Men don’t wear makeup. Who gives a shit what men do? But being okay with doing this, and even being okay with taking the pills and having his body change under him, that’s something else.

That’s a lifetime commitment. And he’s only just eighteen! He’s too damn young for lifetime commitments. But his biology won’t wait around for him to make up his mind.

Sometimes he thinks he would have been better off never knowing this was even possible. If he hadn’t met Taylor. If he’d gone to school as Maxwell and been just another anonymous face in the halls, clocking out his time at high school like so many others. Maybe Maxwell really would have joined the yearbook club, if such a thing even exists. Maybe he would have made friends.

But it’s too late. He’s met Maxine now. He knows what it’s like to be her. And he’s addicted.

Is he truly ready for everything she brings with her? Is he really prepared to become like the girls on the printouts?

Max saved the two pages of transition pictures. Clay’s going to burn the other printouts the first chance he gets, as soon as Mom and Dad aren’t around for a decently long time; Mom, he said, would not take kindly to him starting an impromptu bonfire in the backyard, and he met Max’s suggestion that they go to a park and burn it all there with a snort and a reminder that starting a fire in public is an excellent way to get shot by a cop.

But Max has the transition photos. The befores and afters, where the sad boys of all shapes and sizes—though with string-beans like Max overrepresented—are replaced by smiling, energized young women, and they say to him, why wouldn’t you want to be like us?

They say the same things Maxine does, every time he sees her.

He flicks at the paper in his hands. All these girls lined up. Each one of them a potential future. Curves, breasts, rounded-out faces. Smiles. Three of them said they got shorter! Max would disbelieve that, except he’s already been proved wrong about the whole thing where people with XY chromosomes can totally grow breasts, so maybe he’s going to get shorter, too.

Maybe Taylor will end up taller than him!

Oh, God. She’ll be so smug.

He sits up on the bed, the printouts still in hand, and looks over at the closet. The doors are open, and the mirror is angled so he can just about see himself. And it’s definitely himself he can see, in his cargos and his loose HUM shirt—which makes him want to put on Stars, just to listen to it. So he hops up, with half an eye on himself, on the way he moves, and works his way over to the drawer with his and Clay’s combined CD collection. Puts it on, waits through the somber intro, and starts swaying absently to the music.

All those girls on the printout. All of them not just a potential future, but a potential missed opportunity. The idea that he could give it all up right now, that he could face the music, that he could put Maxine behind him for good, that he could never become one of those women, that he could become like Clay, that he could become like his dad, is…

It’s a thought he can’t express.

So he turns the music up. And he walks in lazy circles back across the room and falls onto his bed again, facing up, looking away from what remains of his reflection and directing his gaze to the ceiling, where he can imagine are painted stars, just like the ones Taylor has.

Faded but still beautiful.

* * *

The sun is low in the sky already. How long did she sleep? Like, sure, she woke up suddenly this morning, already kinda wiped out—Dad hammering on her door, announcing yet another minor emergency, will do that to her—and then they had to convince Clay not to go postal, and then lunch, and then…

And then Max went home to talk to Clay some more, and Taylor and everybody else just kinda passed out.

She’s leaning out of her window, jammed into the corner, in the only part of the window that’s clear of computer crap—the only part of the window that she could theoretically throw a bedsheet rope out of, if she ever wanted to recreate the curfew-breaking scene from a hundred thousand teen TV shows—watching the sky, watching the occasional lonely cloud wander idly toward the horizon, and only incidentally watching Max.

Max’s drapes are open, which is cool. It means Taylor gets to see what she does when she’s on her own. Right now, that’s getting up from her bed and wiping her eyes, then shaking her head at something and leaving for her bathroom. When she comes out a minute or so later, she’s drying her wet face—patting it, just like Taylor showed her!—and she throws her towel onto the bed.

But she doesn’t look sad. She looks invigorated.

Taylor needs to know what Max is thinking.

Oh yeah. She has a way to find out. She doesn’t have to snoop through Max’s window like a huge creep, and she definitely doesn’t have to contemplate slipping into Garrett’s room to steal his Boy Scout binocs.




Taylor: Hey babe!




Is that too much? No, Taylor calls all her girlfriends that. All her girl—careful and conspicuous space—friends.




Taylor: How are you doing? Did it go okay with Clay?

Taylor: He was pretty shook up when he left.

Maxine: He’s good. He’s really good, Tay. He looked up all this stuff.

Maxine: Pictures and stuff.

Maxine: He even




Taylor waits, but she doesn’t finish, doesn’t send another message. Sneaking another look through the window—Max still hasn’t noticed she’s being watched—she can see her just staring at her awkward little phone, thumbs poised on the keypad.

She should have grabbed those Boy Scout binoculars.

Eventually, the next message appears, and Max is wiping her eyes with the back of her hand again.




Maxine: He even called me Maxine.

Maxine: It was like it wasn’t even hard for him.

Taylor: That’s so great, Maxine.

Maxine: I think this could really be okay, Tay.

Taylor: It will, Max. It really will.




Taylor’s wiping her eyes, too. She wants to ask Max about it, about how she feels, but it’s obvious: another obstacle to Max’s safety has been removed. Clay’s going to help her—or not hinder her, at least. No wonder Max is relieved!




Taylor: I was so worried he was going to give you shizz.

Maxine: Shizz

Maxine: Shizz

Taylor: What about it?

Maxine: I bet you swear like a sailor inside your head.

Taylor: I do not!

Maxine: You THINK the word shizz?

Taylor: I’m thinking it a lot right now.

Maxine: That’s incredible.

Maxine: You’re amazing, Taylor.




Taylor’s staring out the window still, and Max is there now, too, staring back at her, waving, smiling, so Taylor does her best not to look as dumbstruck as she feels. She waves back, and then returns both hands to the Sidekick and moves her fingers like she’s typing something, but the truth is, this is one of those moments she wants to bottle, to put on a shelf so she can take it down every so often and remember it.

You’re amazing, Taylor.

And there’s Max, illuminated by the setting sun, animated by a slight breeze that kicks her long, silky hair about. She’s stuck in Maxwell mode, in a band shirt as usual, but she’s still not all that different from her other self. Not with her hair down, not with a smile on her face. And that’s part of the difference, of course: Maxine smiles.

Taylor really should type something already!




Maxine: Hold that thought.

Maxine: Dinnertime.




Max vanishes from the window with another wave, but Taylor lingers, grateful for the save, drawn to the space where Max stood moments before, her window like a stage, waiting for its star.

When she’s absolutely sure that Max has gone, that she won’t see a thing, Taylor blows a kiss across the distance between their houses.

* * *

Dinner was only a salad and some leftover meatballs, but Max is still weighed down by it. He tries not to show it at the table, and he especially tries not to show it during the two hours of family TV time he feels obliged to put in while everyone digests, but as soon as he gets back up to his room, he cradles what feels like an abominably full belly in his hands and sternly tells himself that this is how he’s supposed to feel.

He can’t fill out if he doesn’t fucking eat.

At least he can take another pill. He hasn’t had one since this morning, and it’s probably why he feels like his mood is about to crash, because, shit, it’s late. He’ll take another before he goes to bed, try to even it out.

He pushes up from the bed, grabs a half-finished lukewarm can of Diet Dr Pepper from the nightstand, and heads into the bathroom, retrieving the screwdriver from the cabinet as he goes. Unscrewing the panel under the bath reveals his ever-growing stash of Girl Shit, and before he takes a pill, he picks up the box with the mastectomy forms in it and weighs it in his hand.

He’s going to grow his own. This weight will be on his chest, permanently.

Huh. Weird thought. But it doesn’t make him panic, and it doesn’t make him question his masculinity, such as it is. He’s beyond all that now.

He’s looking forward to it.

Though he still feels like crap right now.

Ethinylestradiol. Levonorgestrel. And some Diet Doctor Pepper for good measure. All that he needs to feel right again.

Energized once more, Max screws the panel back in place and returns to his bedroom, yanking his hair out of its ponytail as he goes. He rummages in his closet, going to the back where he’s stuffed all the borderline shit he could probably explain away to Mom but doesn’t particularly want to, and comes out with a skinny tank and a pair of leggings.

Okay, the leggings are beyond borderline, but Taylor sorted them into the wrong pile when she was dividing their mall purchases, and he hasn’t wanted to take them back over. He likes having them in there, and since he never really undoes his tuck anymore except to shower, they look right, too. He can imagine Clay scowling at him, though, instructing him to be more cautious, so he leaves a pair of oversized cargos on the bed; if Mom comes knocking, he can have them on over the leggings in seconds. It’s not like there’s not room to spare in every pair of pants he brought from New York.

He checks himself out in the closet mirror. He still doesn’t have much of a figure—the pills, unaccountably, have not hourglassed him in the twelve days he’s been taking them—but he looks decent enough. He’d look even more decent if he threw on a bra and chucked the boobs in, but it would be far too much of a risk. And his imaginary Clay would definitely yell at him.

He’s not one of the girls from the printout yet. But yeah. He can work with this.

He’s starting his PC to maybe look up the website Clay found and see if there are more pictures, when he notices Avery’s just come online.




Maximillion: Hey bitch!

A-Very-Nice-Person: Hi

Maximillion: How’re things?

A-Very-Nice-Person: Okay

Maximillion: That’s not a very okay thing to type

Maximillion: Normally you’re

Maximillion: Well

Maximillion: You’re normally more Avery than this

A-Very-Nice-Person: And you’re alarmingly chipper, Maxwell

Maximillion: Sorry

A-Very-Nice-Person: No

A-Very-Nice-Person: No it’s fine

A-Very-Nice-Person: I’m just snappish

A-Very-Nice-Person: More silent phone calls

A-Very-Nice-Person: And Mom picked up once and decided it was a stalker and got paranoid and called the fucking cops

Maximillion: Oh shit

A-Very-Nice-Person: Yeah they traced the number and sent a cop round and obviously the girls were all innocent like, oh I’m sorry officer, we must have knocked the receiver by accident, we were just having a sexy sexy sleepover, oh my officer, your baton is so big, how many minorities have you brutalized with it

A-Very-Nice-Person: And so on

A-Very-Nice-Person: I’m dramatizing

A-Very-Nice-Person: Anyway I got a congratulations on coming out card in the mailbox

A-Very-Nice-Person: Hand delivered

A-Very-Nice-Person: Signed with a heart

A-Very-Nice-Person: So yeah I think Mom calling the cops on them and them getting off scot free emboldened them

Maximillion: Oh Avery, I’m so sorry

Maximillion: That sucks

A-Very-Nice-Person: At least I know who’s doing it now

Maximillion: Sherri Pitchford?

A-Very-Nice-Person: LMAO no

A-Very-Nice-Person: Sherri Bitchford wouldn’t sully her hands with someone like me

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s her little squad tho

A-Very-Nice-Person: Bekki Partridge and Cassi Otterson and Eriki Hill

Maximillion: Pretty sure Cassie spells her name with an e

Maximillion: And Eriki is Erika

A-Very-Nice-Person: I see their real selves Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: Their real selves are perky and pretty and spelled with an i

A-Very-Nice-Person: And the dot on the i is a heart

A-Very-Nice-Person: And the heart is filled in black like their souls

Maximillion: Yeah, that sounds like them

A-Very-Nice-Person: Fuck

A-Very-Nice-Person: I just wish I had my Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: I miss you so much

Maximillion: You wanna talk on the phone?

A-Very-Nice-Person: Yeah but I’d better not

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s late

Maximillion: Oh yeah

Maximillion: Fuck

Maximillion: I forget I’m three hours behind now

A-Very-Nice-Person: Can’t keep Mom awake just with typing though

A-Very-Nice-Person: Stay online with me?

Maximillion: Of course

Maximillion: Is there anything I can do?

A-Very-Nice-Person: Rewind time so you don’t move

A-Very-Nice-Person: But I guess you were always going to right

A-Very-Nice-Person: After everything

Maximillion: Yeah

A-Very-Nice-Person: Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: Are you going to be safe

A-Very-Nice-Person: You’re going to be a cheerleader

A-Very-Nice-Person: Matty Fuckwad came after you for MUCH less

Maximillion: I know

Maximillion: But I’m safe

Maximillion: I promise

Maximillion: I know loads of cheerleaders, they’ll protect me

Maximillion: And I’ve got a friend on the football team already

A-Very-Nice-Person: What

Maximillion: Justin Lawrence. Nice guy.




Does Justin count as a friend? He offered to hurt Clinton on Max’s behalf, so, yeah, he counts.




A-Very-Nice-Person: Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: Are you actually in California

A-Very-Nice-Person: Or did you fall through a wormhole and now you’re in opposite land USA

A-Very-Nice-Person: ASU

A-Very-Nice-Person: Where cheerleaders and football players are nice but the computer club rules the school with an iron fist and the chess club beat people with rooks and knights and shit

Maximillion: Maybe

Maximillion: I’ll let you know when school starts

Maximillion: Although if the computer club comes for me I bet Tay could hold them off

Maximillion: She’s already hacked something for me

A-Very-Nice-Person: Oh?




Whoops. Max laughs to himself, and frowns at the screen as he thinks of a convincing lie. What did Taylor say she hacked the school for before?




Maximillion: Class schedules

Maximillion: So we can have lunch together

A-Very-Nice-Person: Wow

A-Very-Nice-Person: Do I need to book the u-haul

Maximillion: Um

Maximillion: What

A-Very-Nice-Person: Oh LOL sorry

A-Very-Nice-Person: Sometimes I forget

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s a lesbian thing Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: The old joke: what does a lesbian bring to a second date? A u-haul

Maximillion: I’m so confused

A-Very-Nice-Person: You’re very close with her

A-Very-Nice-Person: That’s all I’m saying

Maximillion: Just friends, Avery

Maximillion: Also, she’s not a lesbian

A-Very-Nice-Person: That’s so weird

A-Very-Nice-Person: Everyone should be lesbians Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: It would be so much better

A-Very-Nice-Person: Then I wouldn’t have the heart dotted i club coming at me

A-Very-Nice-Person: Fuck

A-Very-Nice-Person: Sorry

A-Very-Nice-Person: Made myself sad again

Maximillion: Hang on then

Maximillion: I can cheer you up




He already plugged in and tried out the webcam he bought last Sunday, but he’s yet to take any pictures with it, somehow contriving to feel embarrassed in a way he doesn’t when he just, for example, looks in the mirror. Maybe it’s that the picture isn’t reversed, so he gets to see himself as everyone else sees him, and that’s weirder than seeing Maxine in his place.

Whatever. Avery asked, ages ago, for a picture of his new place, and she’s going to get one. He loads the photo program and pulls the webcam out on its cord, snapping pictures of his bathroom, his bed, the wall with his posters and TV, and the window. Lastly, he returns the camera to its mount on top of the monitor and takes a picture of himself. It seems a bit characterless, though, so he takes a second one, and this time he blows a kiss at the camera.

A cursory glance in the folder confirms all the pictures came out okay, so he drags them into the AIM window, where for two minutes Avery has been talking to herself.




A-Very-Nice-Person: You can’t cheer me up Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s impossible

A-Very-Nice-Person: I’ve tried

A-Very-Nice-Person: And I’m better at everything than you

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s been scientifically proven

A-Very-Nice-Person: Remember when we proved it

A-Very-Nice-Person: Scientifically

A-Very-Nice-Person: You fell out of that tree

A-Very-Nice-Person: Oh shit nice room

A-Very-Nice-Person: Can’t believe you have your own bathroom

A-Very-Nice-Person: After all that shit you talked about the bourgeoisie

A-Very-Nice-Person: Going to have to rip up that picture I drew of Karl Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: Oh shit you look nice

A-Very-Nice-Person: Aw kissy face

A-Very-Nice-Person: You’re so cute

A-Very-Nice-Person: I like you with your hair down

A-Very-Nice-Person: Hey Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: Uh

A-Very-Nice-Person: Quick question

A-Very-Nice-Person: Um

A-Very-Nice-Person: Is that a sports bra

Maximillion: It is definitely not




He types it quick, just to get it out there, and only once his denial is safely on the screen does he switch back to the folder with the pictures. He opens the two of himself and checks them over thoroughly, like he ought to have done before he sent them, but comes away confused.




Maximillion: Avery

Maximillion: How do you confuse a tank with a sports bra

Maximillion: They’re like two completely different articles of clothing

Maximillion: For example, one is a bra and worn mainly by women

Maximillion: The other is not

Maximillion: And is unisex

A-Very-Nice-Person: I see becoming a cheerleader has kickstarted your fashion education

A-Very-Nice-Person: And don’t worry!

A-Very-Nice-Person: I was just joking

A-Very-Nice-Person: In all seriousness tho

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s a little

A-Very-Nice-Person: Snug?

Maximillion: Taylor picked it

Maximillion: She said skinny is in

A-Very-Nice-Person: I mean

A-Very-Nice-Person: It kinda is

A-Very-Nice-Person: It kinda always is

A-Very-Nice-Person: Fashion and fascist sound alike for a reason

Maximillion: Really?

A-Very-Nice-Person: What am I a linguist

A-Very-Nice-Person: I go in circles and do stuff on bars

A-Very-Nice-Person: I don’t know

A-Very-Nice-Person: Maybe

A-Very-Nice-Person: You do look cute tho

Maximillion: My goal in life




Now he’s lying: Taylor never said ‘skinny is in’. Max read it in one of Taylor’s magazines, the ones she has lying around in her room that she buys, she confided in him, in occasional moments of madness. And Max figured that if he’s supposed to be more like a girl now, he ought to do the reading. Though he threw the magazine under the bed when Willa came in, and pretended to have been playing on Taylor’s GBA.




A-Very-Nice-Person: Hey Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s mondo late there right

A-Very-Nice-Person: I know because it’s double bastard mondo late with a cherry on top here

Maximillion: It’s fine

Maximillion: I don’t know when I’m going to sleep

Maximillion: Been kinda wired all day

A-Very-Nice-Person: What I was doing there

A-Very-Nice-Person: Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: Is hinting that I am getting sleepy

A-Very-Nice-Person: And that you should be a gentleman and wish me a good night’s sleep

Maximillion: Hell yeah I’m such a gentleman

Maximillion: Look at these gentlemanly moves:

Maximillion: Goodnight, Miss Avery

Maximillion: May sleep find you well

A-Very-Nice-Person: LOL

A-Very-Nice-Person: Bitch

Maximillion: Miss you

A-Very-Nice-Person: Miss you too Maxxy

* * *

A-Very-Nice-Person: Hey Taylor

A-Very-Nice-Person: It says you’re online but I know you’re asleep because it’s evil o’clock

A-Very-Nice-Person: Even there in the land of the beach bunny it’s evil o’clock

A-Very-Nice-Person: You probably left your computer on or something

A-Very-Nice-Person: I should be asleep too

A-Very-Nice-Person: But there’s literally nobody else I can talk to about this

A-Very-Nice-Person: And I know you’re his friend too

A-Very-Nice-Person: So when you get this, let me know when’s a good time to talk

A-Very-Nice-Person: Because I need to talk

A-Very-Nice-Person: I’m worried

A-Very-Nice-Person: About Max

YourCaptainTaylor: No, no, I’m here!

A-Very-Nice-Person: Oshit you’re still awake

YourCaptainTaylor: It’s been a weird day. I don’t expect to sleep again for a while. What’s wrong with Max?

A-Very-Nice-Person: Nothing’s WRONG with him

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s just

A-Very-Nice-Person: He seems

A-Very-Nice-Person: Different

A-Very-Nice-Person: And look at this picture he sent me!




Taylor’s first thought is that, wow, Max bought a webcam! Did she know Max was going to buy a webcam? That’s so cool! They can video chat late into the night now.

Her second thought is that Max looks cute in her little tank, with her hair down and her beautiful brown eyes center-screen.

And her final, most suddenly urgent thought is that, oh yeah, Max looks way too much like Maxine here. She hasn’t told Avery about Maxine, has she? She hasn’t said. And she would have said, right? It’s not like they don’t talk about Avery, and Taylor does her best to contain her jealousy whenever they do.

Shoot. She needs to nip this, as Eddie would say, right in the butt.

Garrett would also say that, but he would not be joking. Dumbass.




YourCaptainTaylor: Yes, that’s Max alright.

YourCaptainTaylor: I can tell because I saw Max just recently.

A-Very-Nice-Person: He said you bought him that tank top

YourCaptainTaylor: Mostly we bought it together. MAJOR shopping trip. Remember the thinness problem? Nothing fit!

YourCaptainTaylor: I fixed that RIGHT away! :)

A-Very-Nice-Person: I remember the thinness

A-Very-Nice-Person: Vividly

A-Very-Nice-Person: I was there when he poked a new notch in all his belts

A-Very-Nice-Person: It SUCKED

A-Very-Nice-Person: And he seems way more okay with it now and that makes me happy

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s been months since he let me take a picture of him

A-Very-Nice-Person: And now he’s just fine with it???

A-Very-Nice-Person: Oh fuck Taylor you don’t know how much that makes me happy

A-Very-Nice-Person: I want a Max who can look at himself in the mirror

A-Very-Nice-Person: But like

A-Very-Nice-Person: Right now

A-Very-Nice-Person: In these pictures

A-Very-Nice-Person: Doesn’t he look

A-Very-Nice-Person: I don’t know

A-Very-Nice-Person: Sort of

A-Very-Nice-Person: Girly?

YourCaptainTaylor: I don’t think so.

YourCaptainTaylor: That’s just what Max is like, right?

A-Very-Nice-Person: I guess

A-Very-Nice-Person: He never used to wear his hair down

YourCaptainTaylor: Still mostly doesn’t. But it gets hot here, you know that, right? Sometimes if you have your hair up all day, it gets gross and sweaty. So when I get home, when I get back to the AC, I let it all hang free so it can dry out.

YourCaptainTaylor: I bet that’s what Max is doing.

A-Very-Nice-Person: Yeah




Be persuaded! Be-ee persuaded!




A-Very-Nice-Person: But




Darn.




A-Very-Nice-Person: I don’t know

A-Very-Nice-Person: I’m going to hate myself forever for saying this

A-Very-Nice-Person: But I think he shouldn’t have shaved off his mustache

YourCaptainTaylor: You’re kidding, right?

A-Very-Nice-Person: I know I know

A-Very-Nice-Person: It was objectively awful

A-Very-Nice-Person: I never mentioned it because he seemed to like it

A-Very-Nice-Person: But without it

A-Very-Nice-Person: He’s so thin

A-Very-Nice-Person: With the long hair and shit

A-Very-Nice-Person: He already looked so different to how he used to

A-Very-Nice-Person: So much less like my Max already

A-Very-Nice-Person: And now this

A-Very-Nice-Person: Now he looks almost like a girl and people are going to hurt him for it

A-Very-Nice-Person: Oh god Taylor I worry so much

A-Very-Nice-Person: Shit I’m dumping aren’t I

A-Very-Nice-Person: I barely know you and I’m dumping all my shit on you

YourCaptainTaylor: Avery, I know you enough to like you. And this is about Max, right? Dump away. Dump all the shizz you need to dump.

A-Very-Nice-Person: Ha

A-Very-Nice-Person: Shizz

A-Very-Nice-Person: You’re so cute

A-Very-Nice-Person: I get why Max likes you

A-Very-Nice-Person: He gets really shy when he talks about you

A-Very-Nice-Person: I never would have thought he’d like a cheerleader who can’t bring herself to swear

A-Very-Nice-Person: But now that it’s happened it makes perfect sense

A-Very-Nice-Person: Like of course he would




Every instinct Taylor possesses is screaming at her to follow up on the whole ‘Max likes you’ situation, but right now she has one job: reassure Avery. And that thing about Max not looking like ‘Avery’s Max’, even before she became Maxine? It’s got Taylor worried. What will Avery think if and when she learns the truth?

Will she be mad?

Will she hate Maxine?

Freaking heartbreaking, just the thought of it.




A-Very-Nice-Person: Christ though

A-Very-Nice-Person: The cheerleader thing

A-Very-Nice-Person: He’s a cheerleader

YourCaptainTaylor: Yep!

A-Very-Nice-Person: That’s not a good thing Taylor!

A-Very-Nice-Person: I mean

A-Very-Nice-Person: Yes it’s great that he found a way to do gymnastics again

A-Very-Nice-Person: You don’t know what it was like being around him when he couldn’t do it

A-Very-Nice-Person: He was a shell

A-Very-Nice-Person: All his insides gone

A-Very-Nice-Person: Hollowed out

A-Very-Nice-Person: Humpty Dumpty got the shit kicked out of him

A-Very-Nice-Person: And branded with a fucking cigarette lighter

A-Very-Nice-Person: And

A-Very-Nice-Person: Fuck

A-Very-Nice-Person: Hate this metaphor

A-Very-Nice-Person: He wasn’t Max anymore

A-Very-Nice-Person: Not really

A-Very-Nice-Person: I tried to keep him going but

A-Very-Nice-Person: It was awful

A-Very-Nice-Person: It was like he was dead already

YourCaptainTaylor: I think I can guess what it was like. I know a lot of the details; Max has talked a lot about what it was like before.

YourCaptainTaylor: Clay has too, some.

A-Very-Nice-Person: You’re friends with Clay too

A-Very-Nice-Person: Whoa

YourCaptainTaylor: I mean, we’ve talked. He’s invested in Max’s wellbeing.

A-Very-Nice-Person: I mean so am I

A-Very-Nice-Person: You know what happened to him at his old school right

YourCaptainTaylor: Of course.

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s going to happen again

A-Very-Nice-Person: I know it

A-Very-Nice-Person: Shit

A-Very-Nice-Person: He’s all cheerleadery now

A-Very-Nice-Person: He’s making himself even more of a target than when he was just the gym fag

A-Very-Nice-Person: Shit fuck shit

YourCaptainTaylor: Avery, I promise you this:

YourCaptainTaylor: Max will not be attacked again. Max has friends, good friends, and we’re looking out. Furthermore, there are other people, guys on the football team, other people we know, who will protect Max.

A-Very-Nice-Person: WHO

A-Very-Nice-Person: Who and how and

A-Very-Nice-Person: And fucking WHY, Taylor??

A-Very-Nice-Person: I love Max to death but even before he started getting bullied he was quiet

A-Very-Nice-Person: How does he have so many people going to bat for him all of a sudden?

YourCaptainTaylor: Max is sweet. People have noticed.

YourCaptainTaylor: And, not to be immodest, but it’s also because of me. I’m popular. I have influence. And I love Max.




There’s got to be a way to mollify her! Preferably without disclosing the whole, ‘Whoops, Max is a girl now!’ thing. But Taylor’s struggling: despite the odd hours she’s been awake today, she’s getting tired, and it’s a surprising mental load to keep rereading her replies before she sends them to delete any accidental pronouns.




A-Very-Nice-Person: I want to believe you

A-Very-Nice-Person: I want to believe he’ll be okay

YourCaptainTaylor: Max will be okay. I’m certain of it, Avery.

A-Very-Nice-Person: Promise me Taylor

A-Very-Nice-Person: Please promise me

A-Very-Nice-Person: I’ll believe you

YourCaptainTaylor: I promise!

YourCaptainTaylor: We’ll take care of Max for you. There’s me, Willa and Eddie all looking out. The other girls from the squad, they love Max, so there’s them, too. And then there’s my brother and Max’s brother and a dude called Banger, if you can believe that. And, like I said, some of the guys on the football team like Max, too. Justin, who’s like the richest guy in the school, asks after her every few days, just checking in. Max has friends, Avery. I promise. Nothing’s going to happen.

A-Very-Nice-Person: Alright

A-Very-Nice-Person: Thanks Taylor

A-Very-Nice-Person: Shit

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s so late

A-Very-Nice-Person: I should probably sleep

A-Very-Nice-Person: Sorry to bug you with this

YourCaptainTaylor: I’m not bugged! Promise. And I should probably sleep, too.

YourCaptainTaylor: Goodnight!

A-Very-Nice-Person: Night

* * *

Sunday. Sunday, and Mom and Dad are out test-Catholicking some potential new church, a process Dad confidently said would be over by dinnertime, so Max doesn’t expect them back until late evening at the earliest. Sunday, and Taylor doesn’t want to work out today because she wants to rest up for tomorrow, for the first practice of the semester, and she’s strongly suggested Max follow suit. Sunday, and Max has nothing he plans to do and nothing shocking, weird, unpleasant or traumatizing in his immediate past from which to recover.

It’s fucking Sunday!

And it’s barely ten o’clock and Max is bored already. He’s just got done running through a basic routine of stretches—Taylor might be taking the day off, but Max still has flexibility to recover—and now he’s casting around for something to do, something to take his mind off of things, off of first practice tomorrow; off of Avery.

She seemed… kinda weird after Max sent her his picture. Nothing he could really put his finger on, but still. Weird. And he’s looked at the picture a bunch of times since and found nothing out of the ordinary. God, he wishes he could just see her. Hold her hand like they used to. Promise her that, contrary to what she might think, he’s not going crazy down here in sunny Southern California.

He could just tell her what’s going on. Except that’s perhaps the most terrifying thought he’s ever had, because what if she hates him for it? She almost definitely won’t, but in that doubt lives a whole shitload of fear.

It’s good, then, that Clay comes along to bust him out of his funk.

“Hey, kid,” he says, leaning on the frame of Max’s door. His hair’s unkempt and he hasn’t shaved, but he’s always been able to pull off that kind of look. He also looks hungover, or just really, really tired, and that’s less attractive on him.

“Hey, Clay,” Max says, getting out of bed by means of rolling briefly backward and then pushing forward, bouncing up onto his feet.

Clay shades his eyes, as if Max is an unwelcome and particularly bright stellar object come to park itself right in front of him. “Please stop being so energetic. It’s way too early for that.”

“It’s after ten.”

“I repeat: way too early.”

“You feeling okay?”

Clay shrugs. He’s wearing a shirt with short sleeves and the action causes the ample muscles in his thick upper arms to briefly tense, and what’s weird is that this is maybe one of the first times ever that Max’s brother has casually and unconsciously shown off his vast physical superiority—in strength and bulk, anyway—and Max hasn’t found even the slightest glimmer of jealousy.

If he were built like Clay, he couldn’t be Maxine. Not as easily, anyway. He’d need way more of those pills, for one thing.

Huh. Kind of a big change in his base assumptions, there.

“Saturday night,” Clay says. “Worked late.”

“Anybody give you trouble?” Max asks, running a hand through his hair and then, remembering Clay’s comments about that from the other day, disguising the action as preparing his hair for a ponytail. He slips a hair tie off his wrist and snaps off a high ponytail.

“Well, nobody was dressed as a girl who shouldn’t be, so no; nothing I couldn’t handle. Actually… I wanted to talk to you about that?”

Instantly wary—Clay had accepted him yesterday afternoon, when they talked, but he’s had all night and a whole shift at the club to think more on it—Max asks, “About what?”

“The Maxine thing.”

“I still want it, Clay,” Max says. “Nothing’s changed.”

“No, I get that. But we need to talk logistics, Max. In detail. And I need to see you as Maxine again.”

“What? Why?”

“Just do it. I know you’re more comfortable that way, anyway.”

“Not while I’m here, I’m not,” Max says. It’s only half a lie.

“Mom and Dad won’t be home for hours. And I can intercept them if they show early. I just… I need to see you like that again, Max.”

“Okay, pervert.”

“I need to know you’ll be okay, Max!” Clay snaps, and Max instantly regrets the stupid joke. “You’re committing to a hell of a lot, and you’ve got a week before school starts and I need to know you’ve got what it takes!”

“What makes you the expert?”

“Nothing. Except I’m going to try really, really hard to see you as Max—Maxwell, I guess—under all that makeup and junk.”

“You’ve seen what I look like, Clay,” Max says, frowning.

“I wasn’t looking at you properly then. Max, if you’re going to go to school as Maxine, and if I’m going to be complicit in that, then—”

“‘Complicit’? What am I, a war crime?”

Clay sighs heavily. “I want you to survive, Max. And I want to help you survive. But that also means that I refuse to be—yes—complicit in putting you in a situation that will get you killed. I’ll fucking homeschool you myself if I have to. You can still be Maxine, just here.”

“I can’t be Maxine here.” The thought is ugly enough that Max’s distaste for it must show on his face, because Clay’s expression softens. “That’s part of the problem.”

“So show me,” Clay says, unfolding his arms and sitting on the edge of the bed. “Show me Maxine. Let me meet her properly, without all the… oppositional stuff from yesterday.”

“I barely have anything to wear!”

“Mom does.”

Max does his best not to splutter at that. “I am not wearing Mom’s clothes, Clay.”

“Really? I thought you might.”

“No! But I’m starting to wonder if you do.”

“You’ve got to have something, Max.”

Christ. He’s serious about this. Better go find Maxine, then.

“Yeah,” Max says. “Sure. I have something.”

* * *

Maxine: SOS

Maxine: Clay’s being weird.

Maxine: He wants to see Maxine again. He wants to see how good I look.

Taylor: Oh my gosh! That perv!

Maxine: That’s what I said.

Maxine: But no, he says he wants to make sure I’m safe to go to school as Maxine.

Taylor: What makes him a better judge of that than me?

Maxine: He says he’s going to try really hard to see Maxwell ‘under all my makeup’.

Taylor: Holy crap, he’s an idiot, isn’t he? No wonder he dropped out of college.

Taylor: Where are you right now? I don’t see you.

Maxine: Putting myself together in my bathroom. I’m not exactly spoiled for choice on girl clothes here, though. I have something, but I don’t know about it.

Taylor: Put it on. Something’s better than nothing. And I’ll be over soon with something better.

Taylor: Your parents are out, right?

Maxine: Yeah.

Maxine: They’re on a tasting tour of communion wines and incense fumes.

Taylor: Cool.

Taylor: Be over soon.

Taylor: <3




Taylor stares at that last line for a long time. It sits there, unsent, waiting for her. It seems to stand out from everything else on the screen.

It shouldn’t; she annoys all her friends with text-speak shorthand—especially those who don’t have phones with keyboards, for whom special characters are kind of a pain in the ass to type—and Max should be no different. Of course she loves her! Just as she loves Willa!

But it’s more consequential with Max.

And it’s also not enough.

Kiss me again, Max, she wants to send. Be my girlfriend. Stay with me forever. Be Maxine forever. But she can’t.

She giggles at herself, remembering a long time ago—several days ago!—she used to wish that Max had never had the mix-up with Gordo, had never had to become Maxine, so they could date like normal people. She doesn’t want that anymore, and she questions if she ever really did, if it wasn’t just another in a series of excuses she’s been making since she started dating: I like the way people look at me when I’m with him; I like to be desired; I like to be normal.

In Max’s case, it was that even before Maxine, he was enough like a girl that as soon as she saw him, she pretty much couldn’t look away ever again. The world handed her a beautiful boy, a sensitive boy, a boy who was, as Max told her Avery repeatedly observed, not like the others.

That events conspired to make him into a girl should have made him less appealing to her, and she feels stupid that it took her so long to understand why it didn’t.

<3, says the Sidekick’s screen.

Screw it, Taylor decides. She hits send, and then jumps up to begin assembling everything Max is going to need to show her dumbass big brother that, yes, she’s got this.

* * *

It’s one thing for Max to tell himself that he’s over what happened at the party.

Quite another to hold the same damn dress in his hands, the one Clinton tried to slide up over his hips, the one he made wet with tears. The one he hasn’t even washed yet, because he hasn’t had the chance, so it still smells of the party, of alcohol, of boys.

But what else does he have? Until Taylor gets here, his only women’s clothes are underwear and sportswear, and going out there in bike shorts and a sports bra isn’t exactly putting his most girlish foot forward. If he wants to convince Clay that he can do this, that he can be Maxine convincingly, continuously and safely, he needs to show him that he can do it without Taylor’s help, because he knows what Clay will say: what if Taylor’s sick? What if Max has an emergency and she’s in another class? What if you two have a fight?

Maxine must be an independent, complete woman, or she won’t be allowed to exist. He knows what Clay is like: when he puts his mind to something, he’ll get stubborn as hell about it, and he definitely would not be above telling Mom about Maxine if he thought it would be best for him. Like he said, Max already tried something drastic.

Standing there in his bathroom, with the door locked and Clay doubtless getting bored somewhere on the other side, Max wears a simple pair of panties and a bra with his forms in—unglued, in case of a Mom-related emergency. And while he can look at himself in the mirror this way and see Maxine effortlessly, even with the light makeup he’s applied, he kinda thinks Clay’s eyes will go right to the fake boobs.

So he’s got to make it work.

He’s got to make it work on his own. Taylor can come over and she can help him look his best, but he’s got to show Clay he can do this without her.

Which means he needs to put on the dress. The dress that still stinks a little of Clinton.

Shit.

He’s been staring at his face— Correction: he’s been staring at her face in the mirror, searching her for the confidence to do this. He’s not sure he has it in him; does she?

And then his phone buzzes again, startling him out of his thoughts.




Taylor: <3




Hah. That’s cute.

Shame it can’t be anything more, but it’s enough. It’s Taylor. She’s there for him. She loves him, the way she loves Willa and Eddie, and that’s strength, isn’t it? That’s a bond he can fall back on, even when his own confidence falters.

So.

Yeah.

Fuck it.

Max throws on the tank he brought in with him and smooths it out. He carefully repositions his breasts, which were slightly crooked, and checks to make sure they look good under the tank; they do.

Then he picks up the dress and steps into it. He can’t do the zip on his own, not all the way, but he gets it part of the way up, and it’s enough to mold the dress to his figure, to shape him.

Maxine, in the mirror, looks back at him, remembering the way Clinton blocked her in, held her in place, pressed himself on her. But she also remembers that the girls pulled him off of her. She remembers them threatening him with Mace. She remembers them crowding around her after, protecting her, comforting her. She even remembers Justin promising to keep Clinton away from her.

More than just bad memories in this dress. In this dress, she was loved.

And fuck Clinton, anyway; Maxine isn’t going to let the slimy bastard ruin something that looks so damn good on her.

So she smiles at herself, checks her makeup one last time, and unlocks the bathroom door. Kicking it open, she stands there and grins at Clay and his suddenly dumbfounded face. Finding the voice first try, she says, “Clay, sweetheart, can you zip me up?”

* * *

Clay yells, “It’s open!” and that’s Taylor’s cue to struggle backward through the Giordanos’ front door with her sports bag full of clothes and her shopping bag full of shoes and smoothies. Max is going to be putting her best foot forward today, and that means she needs a patented Taylor-brand smoothie.

She made a third for Clay, so she’s pleased that it’s him who rushes out to meet her. She unloads the sports bag into his arms, extracts two of the three smoothies in their metal cups from the shopping bag, and gives him that, too, freeing her up to follow him through the house to the kitchen, where Max is waiting for her.

And she stops in her freaking tracks.

Max is wearing the dress. The one Taylor fell in love with when she saw it in the outlet store. The one she never thought she’d see Max wear again after Clinton got his gross hands all over it. But she’s wearing it, and sitting there on a stool at the kitchen table, legs crossed at the thigh and one bare foot dangling over the other, swinging idly from side to side. She’s lightly made up, and she’s swept her long dark hair over her head, and Taylor can’t believe that Clay needs any more proof than this, because Max is beautiful.

She’s also wearing her forearms bare again, and Taylor loves to see that. Maybe they did harp on her forearms too much early on, but with the little weight she’s put on—and probably the pills, too—she looks like any other athlete now. It’s not the model aesthetic, but some people use their arms for more than just posing.

Their strong, athletic arms…

“Hi,” Max says with a shy smile.

“Um,” Taylor says. “Smoothie?”

“Oh my God.” Max reaches out, meets her halfway, and accepts the smoothie. She takes it, but doesn’t lean back in, and she meets Taylor’s eyes. Looks like she wants something.

Oh. Right. She’s proving she can do the whole girl thing so her brother doesn’t put her under house arrest or something. Better over-egg it, then, right?

Taylor leans in and presses her cheek to Max’s.

She’s so warm.

“Mwah,” Max says, her accent slightly exaggerating the vowel.

“Mwah,” Taylor replies, copying her accept a little and giggling.

“What’s in this?” Clay asks, holding up his smoothie.

“Only good things, I promise,” Taylor says.

* * *

She felt like she was kinda forcing Maxine when it was just Clay. Felt like she had to push further into Maxine’s head than ever, just to be believable. Felt like she left Maxwell behind as soon as she opened that bathroom door and stepped through. And it worked, too: in a daze, Clay zipped her up, then followed her down the stairs to the kitchen, where they sat together in the sun and talked about nothing. Clay kept trying to turn the conversation to more serious matters, but Maxine kept him carefully off-topic. The whole point is to see her, right?

So fucking look!

And, yeah, he looked. Maxine perched on a stool and strategically dangled a foot, legs crossed at the thigh, sitting like Maxwell never would. She drank coffee; she gingerly ate a Pop-Tart. And she talked to her older brother.

Clay, for his part, seemed to waver. Like he was talking to Max, the kid brother he’s known since the day he was born, for maybe half the time. But since that meant that the rest of the time he acted like he was talking to Maxine, she decided to call that a big fucking victory. It was getting to be a strain, though, so it was a relief when Taylor showed up, gorgeous as always, and carrying smoothies—as always.

It’s easy to be Maxine when Taylor’s around.

With a bag each, they go upstairs together, leaving Clay in the kitchen by mutual agreement. In Maxine’s room, Taylor tips the contents of the sports bag onto the bed, and Maxine starts pulling out shoes from hers.

“How is he?” Taylor asks.

“Clay? He’s… dealing. He made a lot of promises yesterday, about respecting my wishes and all that, that I think he might be slightly regretting. But he seems to have realized he can’t talk me out of—” Maxine pulls at the fabric of her dress, “—this, so he’s going with it. The only way he knows how: with maximum interference.”

“And how are you doing?”

Maxine shrugs. Turns away, curiously embarrassed. Like she should have this on lock already. She starts pairing off shoes and boots, for something to do. “I’m angsting at high speed. Same as usual, you know? Like, I think I got him convinced that I can do this, that I don’t need him to fucking homeschool me, but—”

“That’s on the table?”

“I wish it wasn’t, but yeah. If he’s not satisfied that Maxine can take care of herself…”

“Okay,” Taylor says, with a smile in her voice. “Yeah. In that case, I think we go for the nuclear option right away.”

“The nuclear option?” Maxine asks, turning around to find Taylor holding up the top from her Vista Primavera High cheerleader uniform, posing with it like it’s a microwave Maxine could win if she just correctly guesses what’s in these three fucking boxes or something and Jesus, Mary and Joseph, she’s completely lost the ability to think straight because the other thing that happened while she had her back turned is that Taylor took off her shirt.

She wonders if her pupils are dilating or something, because she’s certain her eyes don’t wander to Taylor’s chest or anything horribly male like that, but Taylor’s grin broadens anyway.

“The nuclear option,” Taylor confirms.

* * *

It was like Max took it as a challenge. Taylor’s taken off her top? Cool. Maxine can step out of her dress, too, and stand there in her bra and her little safety shorts and, daring Taylor to look, to drink her in and, gosh, if only she hadn’t worn the shorts.

Taylor could swear, though, that every time she looks at Max’s crotch, it gets flatter. And, yeah, now she’s definitely looking, so she needs something to say, and quick, before Maxine catches her just outright staring at the place where Maxwell’s junk used to be.

But if there’s one thing she’s learned as a cheerleader, it’s to think fast.

“Hey,” she says, “are you keeping up with your leg hair?”

Another challenge, one Maxine rises to. She walks over to the bed, still in her underwear—and now so close Taylor can smell her—and rests her bare foot on the mattress. Running a cupped palm along her thigh, she says, “Yeah.”

“Yeah?”

Taylor holds out a hand, asking for permission, and Maxine grins and nods, so Taylor brushes gently against Maxine’s leg, checking for stubble and stray hairs. She’d be able to see them, she knows that—it’s not like Maxine’s near-black body hair is exactly subtle—but there’s no harm in being thorough.

And she really did take the task seriously for, like, three whole seconds! But then it properly filters through that she has her fingers on Maxine’s leg.

Gosh.

She’s so smooth.

Not just hairless, but like, really smooth, like those pills have already had an effect. Were they expecting that? Willa said they’d change Maxine’s skin, but so quick?

Taylor struggles with a hundred simultaneous thoughts, some of them concern for Max, who is changing so rapidly it’s like Taylor can’t keep up, but most of them about how she’s touching Maxine’s leg.

“It’s not so bad,” Maxine’s saying, “if I check every couple days. Run a razor over anything that shows up. I’ve only re-waxed once, and it was probably overkill then, anyway.”

“Yeah,” Taylor says, her mind only half on the conversation, “waxing lasts a long time. And it gets easier. The hair gets thinner, and— Hey!” She finally catches up to the implications of that. Max, changing so fast. “Maybe you should switch to shaving. It’s more hassle, but—”

“Waxing’s fine.”

Taylor straightens up. Reluctantly stops touching Max’s leg, but realistically she couldn’t keep her hand there any longer without graduating from just checking to actively molesting. “Even if your body hair is thinner, like, forever?”

Maxine laughs. “You remember what my body hair was like, don’t you?”

“Yeah,” Taylor says, giggling, “I waxed it.”

“Nobody would miss body hair like that.”

Nodding, Taylor lets Maxine go, and pulls the other uniform out of the sports bag. She’s got to look away for a second, to hide her expression, because now she’s started thinking about how permanent all this stuff is, how much Max is changing, she can’t stop.

How much Taylor doesn’t want it to stop.

Shoot. Avery’s going to hate her, let alone Maxine.

They divide the cheer uniforms between them, and once again, Max looks amazing. Looks right. Looks so much like the perfect cheerleader—despite her still kinda not-there figure—that it seems weird to even try to think of her any other way. The nuclear option: present Maxine and Taylor to Clay, dressed in their uniforms—or Taylor’s uniforms; Max’s don’t come until mid-next-week—and dare him to spot the difference. And it’s going to work. So Taylor beams at her, and tells her she looks amazing, and tries not to feel guilty about it all.

“Oh,” Max says, straightening her skirt, “before we go back down; I’m due.”

“You’re due? But it’s only been— Huh. Whoops.” Taylor giggles. “Never mind.”

Maxine’s halfway into the bathroom already, but she turns around, a sweet little pucker between her brows, and says, “Never mind what?”

“Never mind never mind,” Taylor says, unwilling to say that, yet again, she’s defaulted to thinking of Maxine as a regular girl, a girl like her, even in the midst of her guilt about her not being. She’s tying herself in knots over this. “Go do the thing you’re due for.”

Maxine shrugs and grabs a screwdriver from the cabinet above the sink. She unscrews one of the wooden panels under the tub—and, yeah, Max told her about this!—and pulls out a Tupperware box full of pills.

Oh. Right.

“Three a day, huh?” Taylor says as Max pops one straight into her mouth and swallows.

“Come rain or shine.” Max makes a show of looking out the little bathroom window. “Mostly shine.”

She does a little pose, checks herself out in the mirror, and struts out of the bathroom, leaving Taylor to follow her, to try her hardest not to look at her butt, and to try even harder to keep her shizz together.

Checking herself out like a girl! Walking like a girl! That little hair flip? And not to forget the way she’s popping birth control pills like M&Ms. How can Maxwell have a future if she carries on like this? There won’t be anything left of him to go back to in another month, let alone another year! And while the thought makes her heart sing, she feels colossally irresponsible just… watching it happen.

But there’s nothing she can do. Max needs to be Maxine. It’s, like, the most thoroughly established fact of their whole current deal! It’s just that all the eventual outcomes suck, in all the ways she’s been obsessing over.

Except there’s one other possibility. The one she’s been trying not to think about, the one she dare not hope for. That Max is Maxine forever, and not because she doesn’t have a choice, or because she feels an obligation to Taylor, or for any other of the bullcrap reasons Taylor’s been stressing about; that Max is Maxine forever, because she chooses it. Because she wants it for its own sake. Because being Maxine is just plain better.

If only such an outcome didn’t seem so outlandishly unrealistic. Oh, Taylor knows about transgender people—she’s seen them on TV just like everyone else—and they sure do this for life, but Max just kinda fell into this, right? She didn’t choose it. And while Taylor fully gets the idea that being a girl is vastly preferable to the alternative—offer her a chance to be Guy Taylor for a day and she might take it out of curiosity, but she can’t imagine trading for good—there’s more to it than that, right? The whole gender thing.

And then there’s Avery.

Shoot.

Taylor needs to do some research.

She follows Max down the stairs. If nothing else, they’re going to blow Clay’s mind.

* * *

When they were kids, Max and Clay, when Max was maybe eight, nine, they used to hang in Clay’s room most weekends. The walls back home weren’t the thickest, but Clay’s room put them on the other side of the house from Mom and Dad, and thus they got a little grace when it came to staying up later than Max ought to have. Clay had a VHS deck, and one summer he won a Super Nintendo at the mall, so he’d save his allowance for movie and game rentals. Max wasn’t all that into Nintendo, but he liked to sit and watch Clay play, especially when the games were more about the story than the action.

They’d lay out cushions and pillows on the floor by Clay’s bed and sit with their backs against the frame, and when Max got tired, as he often did, he would lean on his brother’s arm. Sometimes he would fall asleep, and Clay would play his video games or watch his movies, and eventually someone would put Max to bed.

It’s been a long time.

Clay changed first. Seemed like he became brighter for a while, and then things went wrong at school, he started hanging out with what Mom always insisted was the wrong crowd. Got into bands, got into music. Survived high school. Shaped up.

And now he seems more like his younger self, more like the boy from before, the brother Max used to fall asleep alongside, than he has any time since.

Max, though.

Maxine wonders if she’ll ever be anything like the person she was ever again.

And she wonders if that really matters.

She’s sitting there, curled up on a cushion on the floor, head resting on Clay’s shoulders. Still the smaller of the two, still mostly uninterested in the DVD Clay’s put on. Tired out again—the days are taking a lot out of her lately—and just enjoying a little echo of their shared past. Clay wants to talk logistics, the way they did until Taylor had to go home, until Mom and Dad returned, but Max is done with that shit for now. They’ve got plenty of time for it.

“Dad’ll usually be gone by the time you leave,” Clay’s saying, “but your classes start early enough that Mom will usually still be around. Taylor’s driving you, right?”

“Most days, probably,” Max says reluctantly. She’s sleepy; she just wants to rest.

“Who else, then?”

Max shrugs. Feels her bare shoulder rub against Clay’s shirt. “Willa. Eddie. It’s not much of a walk, though, if it comes to it.”

“Cheerleaders don’t walk to school, Max,” Clay says. “Not in Southern California.”

“You’ve been watching—” Max has to pause as a yawn trembles through her, “—too many movies. I bet cheerleaders walk. It’s good for stamina, probably.”

“Not my point. What I think is, you’ve got all these baggy clothes, right?” Clay pulls at the material of Max’s pants. Before Taylor left, she reluctantly switched out of the cheer uniform and back to her guy crap, over-tightened belt and all. It scratches. “So use that, right? You wear cargos and a shirt over whatever you’re actually gonna wear, and you just take off your outer clothes in Taylor’s car.”

Max sits up a bit to look at Clay. “Huh,” she says. “That’s not bad.”

“I’ve been thinking about it all afternoon. Can’t come up with anything better. What were you planning to do?”

“There’s an office building a couple blocks away,” Max says, settling back against Clay’s arm. “It’s got a gym. Open twenty-four hours. I figured I’d go there as Maxwell, come out as Maxine.”

“Call that Plan B.”

“Sure.”

She yawns again, and Clay chuckles, reaches over and rubs her on the arm. They don’t talk much after that, just watch the movie the way they always used to, illuminated only by the TV.

This is good. Feels like she’s got her brother back. Even if she has to wonder what Max, that eight-year-old boy she once was, would think of her.

Hopefully he’d be impressed by how high she can fly.

* * *

They convinced him, and it was so easy. Maxine’s such a natural, when Clay saw her and Taylor together as cheerleaders, and Taylor knew it was already over. But they made sure: ran through some routines in the backyard. It was kinda difficult, though, because something in Max kept making her laugh, and eventually they just sort of collided with each other in the middle of the yard, giggling and holding each other up.

Max is happy.

Clay is convinced and he’s going to help, not just stand by, and that’s great, but Max is happy, and that’s everything.

She showed Taylor the progress pictures, the ones Clay printed out for her, and Taylor had to swallow a couple times before she could talk again. Because the girls in the photos, they were real girls, they had breasts and curves, and Taylor had to ask, she had to ask if Maxine was okay with that being her.

And what did she say?

“It’d be nice to not need these anymore.”

And she poked herself in the fake boob.

She’s too casual about this. She’s too accepting of it! And this is the same Max who had a breakdown in the mall? It feels unreal!

But it’s happening. And that means Taylor needs to be prepared. Like, really, properly prepared. And she doesn’t mean Clay’s ‘logistics’ crap, no; she means she needs to prepare for Max’s future as Maxine.

Because if Max really does want that, then that’s wonderful, but it can’t be an easy ride. She’ll need Taylor’s help.

Fortunately, she saw the URL on the printed pages, and she’s there now, scrolling on her iBook, doing her best not to linger on the pictures of the girls at one, two, three years later—nice to see them in color—and focusing on the pages that deal with the long-term effects of hormone replacement therapy, on how long it takes to get a name officially changed, on all of it.

On surgery.

All of it.

She’s going to be ready. Because if Max is going all the way? So’s Taylor.

* * *

It’s a trial run. Dad’s gone to work already but Mom doesn’t leave for another forty minutes, so Max—pretending like he’s just going to cheer Taylor on at her first practice—is waiting at the front door for Taylor’s car, with his carefully brushed hair tied back and a loose shirt and cargos over his sports bra and bike shorts. He already glued the mastectomy forms in place, because he really didn’t want to fuck with that in Taylor’s car or at school, so he’s wearing the biggest shirt he owns: a Soundgarden concert tee with tour dates on the back that he’s pretty sure used to belong to one of Clay’s older, even larger friends.

He looks ridiculous, and it’s part of why he hasn’t been able to find Maxine yet. Despite having his breasts in place, despite the tuck, despite everything, Maxwell stared stubbornly back at him from the mirror this morning. He only hopes he can find her before practice.

Clay offered to drive him, but the guy’s got work tonight, and Max didn’t want to get him up at asshole o’clock just to drive him to practice. And since Taylor’s going anyway, and will be driving him to school like ninety percent of the time, it just makes sense.

He shifts inside his cargos. At least they’re not one of his old pairs, the ones that don’t even fit and sit roughly on his skin. He hates the feel of his guy clothes, which is something he never noticed before but can’t stop thinking about now. Maybe it’s because he doesn’t have any hair on his legs anymore, or maybe it’s because of the changes to his skin.

Veins on his forearms sinking deeper. Cheeks feeling softer. And his nipples are itching like fucking crazy, enough that it’s actually preferable to have the forms in, because then they aren’t rubbing themselves raw against the inside of a Rage Against the Machine shirt.

“Awful early to be getting up just to cheer your friend on,” his mom comments. She’s been waiting with him, ostensibly to keep him company, but Max can’t help but feel there’s an ulterior motive there, like she’ll be able to divine what’s going on with him from the way he stands or the exact cadence of car-horn beeps Taylor chooses to announce herself with.

“I want to support her, Mom,” he says. “And it’s a chance to see the school. Get the lay of the land.”

“Hmm.”

It’s uncomfortable being on the other end of his mom’s stare, and he’s still desperately trying to convince himself that she can’t see right through his shirt to the sports bra underneath, and the flattened boobs beneath that, when Taylor’s horn sounds outside.

Five times. Pop Goes the Weasel.

He laughs, and Mom rolls her eyes. He’s opening the front door, though, when he finds her arms around him, pulling him into a hug, and she had to do this now?

“Mom,” he says, locking off her access to his upper body with his elbows, “Taylor’s waiting.”

“Aw, you’re so thin, sweetheart,” she says, ignoring him.

“Working on that, Mom.”

“And what are you putting in your hair these days? It smells… fruity.”

“I think it’s fruit, Mom. There’s a picture of fruit on the bottle.”

“Hmm.”

He tries unsuccessfully to shrug her off. “Mom!”

“Oh, fine, fine, fine,” she says, releasing him and stepping back. “You got your phone? Keys? Emergency money?”

Max nods yes to all three, though he’s not actually sure if he has any money on him. He just needs to escape.

* * *

“Oh my gosh, Max! Dawdle much!”

Taylor’s got the Beetle’s roof up, despite the sun, because she wants Max to have a little privacy while she drives. Unfortunately it means she’s been freaking baking while she sits here, waiting for her.

Huh. Maybe it’s good. Maybe the sweat that’s already running down her face will make Coach think she’s been working extra hard.

“Sorry, sorry,” Max says as she jumps into the passenger seat. “Mom wanted to be my mom and not, like, a faceless source of disappointment.”

“So let’s go, then?”

Max buckles up. “Yeah,” she says.

As Taylor drives, she keeps glancing over. Max has been using the Maxwell voice, but she doesn’t want to point it out. Not yet. There’s probably a process; Max’s nerves making it so she doesn’t want to switch until she’s at school. Or something.

Max gets changed, though all it means is that she drags off her ugly shirt, pulls a white tank out of her bag, and throws it on. She chucks her bag into the back when she’s done, and relaxes in her seat.

“You’re going to school like that?” Taylor asks.

Max shrugs. “They’re girl’s cargos, Tay,” he says, still in the Maxwell voice. “I kinda didn’t want to wear a skirt at home. It was bad enough hiding the boobs from Mom.”

“Okay, but you’re not wearing cargos every day once school starts. Maybe every day we park and you get changed, or something? Shoot. Maybe we should have let Clay strategize some more.”

“Have you got the uniform?”

Taylor jerks a thumb toward the back seat. “Yep. It’s all ready for you.”

“Cool. Cool.”

“Um,” Taylor says, as she pulls the car into the school lot, “are you going to switch voices?”

“Am I…? Oh crap!” Max coughs and swallows and rubs her chest, and then says, “Uh, testing?”

Taylor hadn’t realized how much she missed that voice. How unwelcome Max’s old voice sounds to her. Because in two words, her Maxine is back, and that makes her happier than she wants to think about right now.

“Perfect,” she says.

* * *

All it took was a change of scenery, a change of clothes, and a little makeup, and Max has found Maxine again.

It helps that she has a stall to herself in the staff locker room, that she can shut herself in with a mirror and a little faucet and a place to hang all her shit, and just loosen up without anybody watching her. That she can check her tape-tuck is still in place under the cheer skirt, the bike shorts and the panties without getting spied on.

“Ready?” she says to herself quietly. “Okay!”

It sucks to need to get changed in here, of course. Taylor was already wearing her uniform when she picked Max up, but she’s in the girls’ locker room anyway, checking her makeup, chatting with the other girls, and Max realized approximately three seconds after she shut the door to her stall that she would much rather be in there with Taylor than in here alone. It’s isolating, kind of. Having to have her own little space where the things she’s not supposed to have can be checked and tidied and hidden away.

But she can imagine what the other girls would say, so it’s best.

Fuck, though.

Fuck.

“Maxine?”

Shit. Coach Dale.

“I’m ready!” she calls, and quickly stuffs all the rest of her shit in the locker.

Coach is waiting for her right outside the stall, and Max has to tell herself not to salute; the woman can lend a pair of shorts and a tee with Go Titans! on it the gravitas of an admiral’s uniform.

“You good, Giordano?” Coach Dale says.

“Yeah,” Max says, nodding. “I’m good.”

“You know you can get changed at home, right? You don’t need to wait to get to school to put on the uniform.”

“I know, but, uh, it’s Mom. She doesn’t know I’m doing this.”

“She wouldn’t approve? Of you being a cheerleader?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Huh. Most moms are desperate to get their girls on the squad. You should see the fruit baskets I get.”

“We’re, um… from New York?”

“Try again.”

Max sags. “After the attack, Mom just… she doesn’t want me to stand out.”

Nodding, Coach says, “Yeah. Yeah. Okay. I get that. But Maxine, you’re going to need someone who’s responsible for you to sign off on you being on the squad. What about your dad? Is he in the picture? Could he keep it a secret?”

Shit. “What about an older brother?”

“Sorry.”

“Okay,” Max says, nodding. “Okay. I’ll, uh, come out to one of them, I guess.”

“Good girl. I’m sure they’ll be proud. Eventually.”

Max can’t help laughing. “Yeah. Maybe.”

“Pick up a form from my office after practice. Oh, and Max?”

“Yeah?”

“I know it’s hard being the new girl, and harder still being different…” She pauses, and Max has time for her heart to jump out of her chest before Coach Dale continues. “but if any of the girls give you shit because of your scars, or because you’re using the staff locker room, my advice is to give them shit right back. Give as good as you get. Better. Show ’em that New York attitude. Save coming to me for if they don’t back down; you don’t want a rep as the girl who goes whining to Coach when she doesn’t get her way.”

“Sure,” Max says. “Thanks, Coach.”

“No prob. And don’t worry; the girls won’t give you trouble. Taylor’s already read them the riot act on that front.”

“Cool.”

Nodding, Coach Dale grins and rubs Max companionably on the shoulder. “Come on, kid. Your adoring public awaits.”

Max finds in it herself to return Coach’s smile, and then they’re out of the locker room, and Taylor’s waiting for them, arm outstretched, so Maxine puts her worries out of her mind, takes Taylor’s arm in hers, and together they head for the gym, and Maxine’s adoring public.
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