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AVALANCHE




She’s on Cloud Nine. Or she’s higher. Is that a thing? Can you go higher than Cloud Nine before you start interfering with God’s shit or whatever? Maybe Maxine ought to ask at church. In, like, two weeks, or whenever she finally runs out of excuses.

Because, yeah, that’s almost the first thing on the agenda for this morning, now that she’s on her way home, having reluctantly pried herself free of Taylor’s grip and exchanged enough kisses that Maxine’s pretty sure that her lifetime kiss count—including coercive cheek kisses from elderly relatives—just tripled.

She checks herself over, makes sure she’s safe: hoodie zipped all the way up, breasts compressed and (mostly) hidden, school and gym bag both closed and all contraband hidden right at the bottom of each one, or tucked into the holes she’s ripped in the lining. She’s ready.

Mom’s in the kitchen, but unfortunately for Maxine, she’s obviously not in the middle of anything too complex yet, because the front door isn’t even fully closed when she comes bustling in, discarding her apron on the wooden sundries chair under the coat rack—pointless here, but traditional—and opening her arms for a hug.

“Uh, sorry,” Maxine says, pitching down more or less perfectly first try and choosing to take that as a good omen, “I’m super sweaty, Mom. I need to take a shower, stat.”

“I don’t care if you smell, Max,” her mom says, still hovering, waiting for her.

Making a show of lowering her nose to one of her armpits, Maxine sniffs. “I think you will,” she says. What she can actually smell, below the faint whiff of alcohol left over from spending the night with Taylor and Willa, is her new natural scent, and she kinda doesn’t want to give her mom a reason to encounter it. Her sweat was one of the first things to start changing, long ago now that she’s already used to it.

It's good to not smell like a guy anymore. Especially because Taylor was not very complimentary about the way guys smell.

“Fine,” Mom says reluctantly. “Go have your shower.”

She’s already halfway up the stairs before her mom’s even finished talking, so it probably doesn’t matter that her yelled “Thanks, Mom!” comes out higher than it ought. Hopefully she just sounds out of breath or something. But she’ll have to remember that: when she started speaking as Maxine for more of the time than Maxwell—and especially since she started yelling cheer chants—she kinda forgot how Maxwell shouts. It’s as if the top end of her range, in terms of volume and pitch, has been entirely stolen by Maxine.

Still, a decent performance overall. On her mental scoreboard, Maxwell gets maybe sevens and eights.

In her room, she kicks the towel under the door—it’s habit now—and starts unloading her shit and undressing. Anything even vaguely contraband-ish, which includes all her underwear, goes in a plastic bag under the bathtub, along with her breast forms, and then she’s quickly running through her usual checks to see if she needs to shave anywhere, wax anywhere, or otherwise maintain Maxine’s appearance. It’s not so onerous anymore, has been getting increasingly less so, but this morning, it’s downright breezy. Even looking at her bare chest only makes her heart race a little.

It’s because she and Taylor are official. That’s got to be it. Her womanhood is so affirmed, so complete, so much a part of her—she’s someone’s girlfriend! holy shit!—that it can’t be shaken by a flat chest, or a frame that still looks kinda masculine without clothes to shape it, or an upper lip that still requires waxing and plucking and generally keeping an eye on.

Okay, it can be shaken a bit.

She closes her eyes, steps away from the mirror, and doesn’t open them again until she’s in the tub. She’s replacing the image of her naked self—still, okay, fine, not actually something she enjoys looking at—with the memory of kissing Taylor over and over, and, fuck, it’s working.

If things aren’t perfect right now, it’s only because perfect isn’t yet something that is accessible to her. But things are as perfect as they could possibly be, and that’s a heretofore unexplored state for Max. That’s a fucking miracle.

Taylor’s a fucking miracle.

She showers. She almost forgets herself and starts singing, but she catches it in time and decides to hum instead, and when she realizes what, actually, she is humming, she almost inhales water.

And then she shrugs. Clearly she’s a Destiny’s Child girl now. There’s no point fighting it.

She hums really loud into the shampoo bottle.

Then, once she’s dried, she wraps herself in her prepared Maxwell clothes—they’re baggy and boring but they cover her arms and legs; everywhere she waxes—double-checks that the panel under the bathtub is screwed up tight, and saunters back into her bedroom, trying to act naturally.

Like, actually naturally.

It’s her new thing. It came to her on her way back over. And it’s simple:

Lying to her family makes her miserable. Like, really fucking miserable. And she can’t let go of all the lies, not yet, anyway, but she can drop some of the most overt Maxwell stuff. She can walk different—as long as she doesn’t swing her hips like she practiced—and she can talk different—as long as she keeps it low. She can be animated, interested in shit, excited for school, all that stuff. She tried it out when she first started this, but it was as a performance, and she just couldn’t keep it up.

This is different. This is real. She’s going to be herself, minus a bit of flair and the wiggle in her ass. It’s more sustainable, hopefully.

So when she arranges some of her funky-smelling guy clothes on the bed—still unwashed and thus with some of her old scent still loosely attached—and when she ties her hair up in a low ponytail, she doesn’t feel as much like shit about it as she did before. She’s also got a slightly darker upper lip than usual, because she rubbed mascara on her little finger and tapped at the skin until it was invisibly stained, and hopefully that will help sell Maxwell to Mom.

As an afterthought, before she heads back downstairs, she switches on her PC, taps her foot through the interminable boot-up sequence, and then checks AIM to see if Avery’s around. She’s not: she has instead an away message that informs the viewer that she is absorbed in BIG IMPORTANT CHATS, and that she loves whomever is reading. Maxine changes her own away message, wishing Avery all the luck in the world, and then she hard-switches off her PC—who has time to wait for It’s now safe to turn off your computer?—and takes the stairs down at a run.

It’s funny, but since Taylor’s mom acted, for the most part, like Avery being gay wasn’t such a big deal, and got angry on her behalf about the bullying, Maxine’s felt less trepidation about her own parents. Like, sure, fractionally less, like maybe the nuke that goes off when eventually she tells them will be only sufficient to level the state and not the country, but it’s enough to make a difference, and Maxine? She misses her mom.

She can’t remember the last time they really connected. It was before Maxine. Before California. Before all the shit started and before high school.

Was it really that far back? And was it really, as it suddenly seems to her, because ‘Maxwell’, the guy who definitely has always existed, was becoming a man? Because he was transitioning out of being his mommy’s little boy and into one of the men of the house?

Pausing on the last step, Maxine takes a few breaths. She’s assuming. She shouldn’t assume. Because it also lines up with when Mom got a new job back home, when she felt she didn’t need to be around so much, because Max and Clay were both old enough to take care of themselves.

That’s probably it. That’s the real reason. No need to get angry because of something she just pulled out of her ass.

She wants to miss her mom. She doesn’t want to be angry at her.

So she walks amiably into the kitchen, reinforcing all the way that she wants this, that she needs some Mom time, and that even if Mom did have a dumb, gender-based reason for pulling away, maybe it’s okay. Because she didn’t know that there was anything different about her younger son. And that’s fair enough, because neither did he.

“Hey,” Maxine says softly, so she doesn’t startle her mom.

“Well, hello, stranger,” her mom says, not looking around from the pot she’s stirring.

Maxine drops onto one of the kitchen stools and leans on the countertop. “I was gone ten minutes, Mom.”

“You were gone all day yesterday.” She’s still stirring, so Maxine doesn’t rise to it. She just waits, and after a few more moments, her mom rests the wooden spoon on the side of the pot and turns around, folding her arms over her apron. “But you’re here now,” she says, smiling a little, “and that’s good, because—”

She doesn’t get to finish because as soon as she turns around, Maxine jumps up from her stool, walks right over to her, and pulls her into a hug. She hugs her tight, and it doesn’t take Mom more than a second to get over her surprise and hug her back.

“I’ve missed you, Mom,” Maxine says. She didn’t necessarily mean to come out and say it, but now that she’s here in her mom’s arms, now that she’s here and she’s not on her way anywhere else, now that she’s not being ambushed at the front door and having to protect her chest to keep her prosthetic breasts secret or whatever… Shit, she needed this.

Being a part of this family involves more than just talking properly to Clay again.

Mom’s arms relax a little around Maxine, and she says quietly, “I’ve missed you too, Max.”

“Sorry I’ve been distant lately. It’s just, you know, new school, and— Okay, I think it’s entirely new school.”

“You don’t have to apologize,” her mom says, pulling away so that she can look at Maxine, “but I accept it, anyway. You’ve had a lot going on.”

Understatement.

“School was good,” Maxine says as they drift back toward their starting positions: Mom at the stove, Maxine at the counter. “I’m hanging with Justin a lot.” Okay, that’s a lie. He happens to be around a lot, sure, but she has yet to seek him out. Except for that time she went over to his place to jam with his sister, but that’s a technicality.

“Good,” Mom says. She’s got her back to Maxine again, but she’s being normal now, not performing Little Shit, Mom Edition to get a rise out of Max. “You should have more guy friends.”

“Working on it. Hey, listen, so about next weekend—”

“Oh no, young man, you are not skipping church again.”

“Mom—”

“One time, Maxwell. That’s all I ask.” She stops stirring for a moment to raise a finger in the air. “One time.”

“It’s Taylor’s birthday, Mom. Next Week. Saturday night. She’s having a little party. Everyone’s going to be there: Justin, Eddie, Willa, Julie…”

“How is it a little party if everyone’s going to be there?”

“You know what I mean: we’re not going to be putting speaker stacks out on the lawn and partying until dawn.”

“Max, it’s church. You have an obligation to this family. And to God.”

“But it’s Taylor’s birthday, Mom.”

“Look,” Mom says, putting the spoon all the way down again and turning round, “you can go to the party. Just come to church in the morning, okay?”

Sighing—and with the slightly awful knowledge presenting itself that she could just not obey her Mom, because she is eighteen—Maxine says, “What time do I need to be back here in the morning?” She’s already running logistics in her head when her mom trips her up again.

“You’re not thinking of staying over, are you?”

It really is like when you’re running track and you trip, only this time it feels like she’s fallen right into molasses or something else totally unexpected and illogical. “Well, yeah?” she says. “It’s Taylor’s birthday. And she’s my best friend. Along with Avery.”

“Hmm,” Mom says. “You’re not dating, still?”

Maxine pauses, and it’s a deliberate pause, one designed to import maximum ambiguity into her answer. “No,” she says, hoping that Mom will read it as a reluctant no, a no with a plan behind it, and relent for the sake of one of her sons finally getting a girlfriend. Which would be funny if Maxine would allow herself to think about it.

“Hmm. Okay. We’re leaving here at nine-thirty, the service starts at ten. And it’s only an hour and a half, Max; you can stay awake that long, right?”

“Yeah. Yeah, Mom, I can.”

“Good. And make sure that hair of yours is tied up neat like.”

“Thanks, Mom,” Maxine says, hopping up and going over to hug her again, this time from behind.

“Hey!” her mom squeals. “Careful!”

Laughing—and carefully maintaining her lower register—Maxine disengages and backs away, leaving the kitchen for the living room, thinking that that could have gone better, but it could have gone worse. Yes, she’s got to show up for church next Sunday, which means she’s not going to be able to stick around for breakfast, and that sucks, but as long as Taylor knows she’s got to go early, it’s fine. Plus, if she shows up to her only appearance at church this year with a ready-made excuse to sleep through it, all the better.

She’s still going through logistics for the party in her head—what to bring to change into in the morning, what time she needs to get up so she can get home in time, whether her book bag will have enough room for Taylor’s present and a full change of clothes—when she pokes her head through the door into the living room and finds her dad sprawled in his chair, remote in hand, watching TV.

“Afternoon, son,” he says, looking up and smiling.

“Hey,” she says, matching his smile and walking in, collapsing into the cushions on the couch closest to the television and allowing herself, just for a moment, to relax into them. To stretch into them. Cheerleading practice leaves her sore…

“Did you need something?” Dad asks, hitting mute, but he’s not trying to get rid of her; he’s confused. When’s the last time Maxine just visited with him? Again, like with Mom, she’s not sure she can remember. Whenever there was no obligation, she was just outta there. Up to her room or to Avery’s or, lately, to Taylor’s.

“Thought I’d hang,” she says, and her reward is that Dad’s smile broadens. “What are we watching?”

“Well, I was going to watch the roundup, but since you’re here—”

“We can watch the roundup. Whatever’s fine, Dad.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.” She makes a show of stretching. “I think I just want to chill. Long week.”

Her dad laughs. “Yeah, right. Just you wait until you’ve got a job.”

She rolls her eyes at him, shakes her head, and curls up her legs under herself, getting comfortable and not really caring if those are actions Maxwell would have taken, hoping that they are things Max would do; hoping that Max, the point of balance, the intersection of Maxwell and Maxine, is not strongly gendered enough to make her parents look too hard at her.

She’s happy, and if they have eyes in their heads, they can see that. Of course it will change her.

Dad unmutes the TV and together they watch all the sports. Truthfully, Maxine isn’t really paying attention, but she glances at the magazine show now and then, laughing at the excitable guys and only really perking up when they cut to clips from games, because sometimes they show the cheerleaders and, shit, these pro-level squads are really good. It’s a shame they don’t linger on the routines more, choosing instead mostly to show the basic ass-shaking crowd-pleasing stuff, because Maxine’s sure she could learn something from them if only she could get the chance. Dad notices her noticing the cheerleaders, comments on it, and seems to take her shy acknowledgment as proof that his younger son is finally getting into girls. So, bonus.

After a while, Clay shows up, presumably having only recently crawled out of bed. Maxine’s presence in the living room earns her an eyebrow-raise, but he sits next to her without comment until Dad leaves briefly to go talk to Mom.

“Did Mom finally implant that mind-control device in your head?” he asks her.

“I felt like spending time with my family, Clay,” she replies very seriously.

“No, really?”

“Really.” Shrugging—and once again feeling a twinge of pain in her shoulders; Jesus, she should have stretched this morning—Maxine continues, “I felt bad never seeing them. And there’s never been anything stopping me hanging out; I’ve just been miserable. Now that I’m not…” She trails a hand through the air, inviting Clay to fill in the blank space.

He frowns at her. “Your Maxwell isn’t all that great right now, you know.”

“Maybe I’m redefining what it means to be Maxwell,” Maxine says, pouting.

“Max…”

“Maybe Maxwell’s a girl now.”

“Oh my God.”

“Okay. Fine. What should I change?”

“Stop hugging your shin, for one thing,” Clay says.

“It’s comfortable!”

Leaning closer, Clay puts on a Mom-after-dark voice—like if a whisper was also a yell—and says, “Max-ine Gior-dano!” with such perfect exasperated motherly cadence that Maxine’s got to cover her mouth so her nervous laugh doesn’t burst out.

They both look from one door to the other immediately after, to check that Clay wasn’t overheard, which only makes it harder to keep it in.

“Shit,” Maxine says, rearranging herself. “Fine, fine.”

“And don’t cross your legs!”

“I wasn’t gonna.”

“You were gonna.”

“I wasn’t gonna.”

Clay’s about to say something else when their dad comes back in—backward and carrying a tray of cold drinks, and that does it for Maxine and Clay’s composure. Maxine hugs her belly to try to keep control; Clay doubles over.

“Your mother thought you might be thirsty,” Dad says, placing the tray on the table. Then, straightening up, he looks from Clay to Maxine and back again. “What’s going on?”

Clay’s attempt to reply is interrupted by more laughter. Maxine hiccups.

“Sorry, Dad,” she says, working hard to keep her voice low. “We’re just—”

“Inside joke,” Clay says, regaining his self-control.

Dad’s halfway into sitting down in his chair again, and he pauses to look back and forth between them one more time. “Well,” he says, allowing himself to fall back, and then leaning forward to get himself one of the glasses from the tray, “good for the both of you. It’s nice to see you getting along.”

Maxine ends up sticking around well into the evening, feeling out how much of herself she can let come to the surface. Quite a lot, it turns out. Mom seems to like the new, improved, marginally more genuine Max.

“I might have been wrong about you having girl friends,” her mom says, at which Maxine very carefully swallows her meatball.

“Oh?” she says.

“I think it’s been good for you. I might need to make Taylor’s mother something nice someday.”

“Someday, sure,” Maxine says, and when Mom turns to Clay to ask him about work tonight, Maxine catches Dad’s eye and very subtly shakes her head. He’ll get it, she hopes; parents should not meddle in the affairs of teens, especially when it comes to their relationships.

He nods, equally subtly, and Maxine waits for her heartrate to return to normal before she spikes another meatball.

Yeah. It’s going pretty well.

* * *

It sucks the big one to not get to see Maxine on Saturday night or Sunday, but Saturday she was talking to Avery again—her Coach went for it, apparently, the whole dumb plan to skip classes; madness, Taylor still thinks, but at least it’s madness with purpose—and Sunday she was jamming with Justin’s little sister, so had to hang with her parents so they wouldn’t get too mad at her for skipping church. And she’s already said she’s got to attend this coming Sunday, even though it’s literally the morning after Taylor’s birthday! But they talked about it on AIM on Sunday night, and agreed that it’s not the worst thing in the world if Maxine has to get up super early that morning, because they can’t really have proper girlfriend time when most of the cheer squad’s right there with them.

The week after, when Maxine’s gotten her churchy obligations out of the way, and Taylor’s got more time to herself—and when she’s eighteen and can do, officially, whatever she wants—that’s when they’re going to be real girlfriends. This week? Well, they’ll squeeze some of each other in, for definite, but there’s going to be so much practice…

Shoot. Terrible timing, to get together right at the start of school.

She glances to her right, where Maxine’s in the passenger seat, putting the finishing touches to her makeup in the vanity mirror, pursing her lips and leaning forward, inspecting herself by tilting her head this way and that, and yeah, okay, maybe they can carve out an evening together after cheer practice tonight. All Maxine’s got to do is rush home while getting changed into her guy clothes, eat dinner with her possessive mom, sneak boobs and a bra and some lipstick out of her house, put them all on without being seen, navigate the inevitable friendly interest from Taylor’s mom, and then…

Then they get to have, like, two hours together before Maxine’s got to go home again.

Double shoot. This sucks!

At least she gets to watch her make kissy faces in the vanity mirror.

“You look hot, Maxine,” she says.

Maxine’s still checking herself over, her eyebrows slightly pinched. “You don’t think it’s too much?”

“With that skirt? Absolutely not.”

“Cool.”

“Can I kiss you?” Taylor asks, impetuous.

Maxine looks around. They’re parked at the McDonald’s close to school, their usual place for Maxine to put herself together, because it builds up the myth of her tyrant Mom—the Mom who won’t let her wear short skirts or lipstick or join the squad—for random classmates driving past to see her painting herself in a fast-food parking lot. The downside? The random classmates.

“Better not,” Maxine says with a sigh.

“Yeah.”

Taylor guns the engine and takes them back out. Five minutes to the school parking lot, then like twenty minutes until homeroom, and then they won’t see each other until practice after school.

This super-duper sucks!

* * *

The other girls on the squad have all heard about Jim by now, about Maxine’s planned-and-executed kiss in the parking lot. On Wednesday before practice, Kennedy and Dominique ambush her on the mats; they have questions.

Does he go here? No. Did he ever? She’s not certain; maybe. Is he hot? Sure. Is he foreign? They heard he’s foreign. Yeah, he’s Welsh.

“Wow,” Dominique breathes, “that’s… Okay, so it’s not exotic.” She blows out her cheeks as she searches for the right word, and Maxine finds herself briefly distracted by her lips, because she’s wearing this gorgeous pearl pink that contrasts beautifully with her dark skin and makes Maxine wonder if, now that she’s started to tan a bit and isn’t quite so New York pale, she could pull off a similar color. “It’s interesting, I guess?”

“He’s got an accent,” Maxine supplies.

“Gonna be real with you, Maxine,” Kennedy says, arching her back and stretching her shoulders, “I don’t know what a Welsh accent sounds like. You should bring him to practice. Or to the game this Friday.”

Ah yeah. Friday night. The first football game of the season, and thus the first time the squad’s going to be out there doing it for real. But Maxine’s not nervous: she’s already told Mom and Dad she’ll be out there supporting Taylor, and while Dad is as into high school football as he is any other sport, she’s successfully persuaded him not to cramp her style. Don’t show me up in front of the hot cheerleader, Dad.

Dad gets it. He was a bit of a playboy in his youth, or so he says. Mom just rolls her eyes when he says it, but Maxine’s seen pictures of the motorbike, so.

“How old is he?” Dominique asks before Maxine can deal with Kennedy’s suggestion.

“Older,” Taylor says. She’s been sitting on her giggle reflex the whole time, Maxine can tell.

Shit. Maxine doesn’t actually know how old he is. She never asked! Younger than Garrett by at least a year, that’s all she knows. So she takes a guess. “Twenty-two.”

“Whoa,” Kennedy gasps, impressed for the first time. “Does he have his own place?”

“Yeah, and it’s pretty nice. He’s got a condo, big TV, the works.” Does Jim have a big TV? He has computers and a shitload of weed; she doesn’t remember if there was a TV. Both times she was there, she was kinda distracted.

“You’ve been to his condo?” Kennedy’s beyond impressed now. “Wow, you move quick, Giordano. Kudos.”

And then Coach Dale’s clapping her hands for attention, and the girls, Maxine included, turn to face the front, though as she does so, Maxine catches Dominique smiling at her.

Kennedy’s clique is kinda nice, really.

* * *

Taylor changes fast after practice. She doesn’t shower—which, yeah, she stinks, she knows—and just throws on the sweats she keeps in her locker, tying her hair back and slipping into a pair of old sneaks that fit her feet like nothing else. They feel so good, actually, that she bounces on her toes for a moment, remembering a time when she used to wear any old shizz, whatever was comfortable.

How far back even was that? Middle school? Or before then? She’s been working at this whole ‘being pretty and popular’ thing a while.

“Nice sweatpants, Tay,” Kennedy says, rounding the block of lockers and leaning against hers. She’s wearing next to nothing, the better to show off her perfect, lineless tan; Taylor hopes she at least puts on a skirt or something before she leaves for the day. “Very dad-chic.”

“Oh, you like?” Taylor replies, grinning and striking a model’s pose. “Some loser kid got ketchup on my skirt at lunch.”

Total bullcrap, obviously.

“Gross,” Dominique says, walking up with Shannon and starting to pull her clothes out of her locker.

Great! Surrounded by Kennedy’s clique, assuming Sherry’s lurking somewhere close by, as she usually is. And that’s not necessarily a bad place to be, especially lately; Taylor and Kennedy have been working closely on routine ideas, occasionally pulling in some of the others—Maxine and Dominique, mainly, because Maxine has experience in an adjacent gymnastic sport and Dominique has discovered in herself an intense desire to go to regionals—and it’s been an opportunity to get closer to Kennedy and her friends. They are, shockingly, kinda normal. Even kinda fun!

But today, Taylor’s got somewhere else to be. And if there’s one thing that’s remained consistent about Kennedy’s clique, it’s their nose for gossip; Taylor can’t just exeunt the way she desperately wants to or they’ll want to know why, and what’s she going to say?

Wait. She’s dumb. She knows exactly what she’s gonna say.

“Gotta go, ladies,” she says, slamming her locker shut and hauling her bag up onto her shoulder. “I’m driving Maxine home again.” There. Simple. Just because she knows why she’s in such a hurry, doesn’t mean anyone else will guess.

“That bitch really needs a car,” Kennedy says, already turning away and—a miracle!—pulling on a skirt that almost reaches her knees.

“She can’t,” Shannon says to her. “You heard about her mom, right? She’s way overprotective. Wouldn’t even let her join the squad!”

“Who signed for her then?”

“Maybe she batted those pretty long eyelashes for Daddy,” Dominique says, that’s gross enough that Taylor picks up the pace, though as the locker room door shuts behind her, she’s amused to hear Kennedy telling her off for being, yes, gross.

She did it! She got out of the locker room inside five minutes, and all it took was not showering, dressing in ugly old sweats, and giving the clique more reason to speculate on Maxine’s background. Great work!

Halfway to the locker room, she has to prance suddenly sideways in the corridor lest she run right into Gordo, who is walking in the other direction and stinking to high heaven—at least when Taylor skips her after-practice shower, she’s got a good reason; Gordo’s just disgusting. But, ick, the guy almost freaking flattened her, like he didn’t even see her! He’s with a couple of other guys from the team, and they both owlishly turn their heads to watch her as they walk past, but Gordo? Doesn’t so much as glance in her direction.

Aw. Is he still mad at her? Did she hurt his little baby feelings? Good. If he’s that upset, he might not be so grabby with the next girl.

Grateful that he isn’t, for now, going to make a big deal of running into her when she’s alone—maybe there isn’t enough of an audience for him; maybe she really did hurt his feelings—she continues on her way, barging through the door to the staff locker room and quickly checking around for, like, actual staff. Finding none, she goes straight to Maxine’s cubicle, and perfect timing! It sounds like Maxine’s just stepping out of the shower. Taylor waits until Maxine has, judging by what she can hear, padded wetly over to the locker and wrapped a towel around herself, and then she says, as loud as she dares, “Maxine? It’s me.”

Maxine goes completely silent for a moment. “Taylor?” she asks tentatively, as if it could be anybody else.

“Yah-huh!” Taylor says. “Can I come in?”

“Um…”

For the benefit of the locker room, and for whomever might be around that Taylor has inexplicably failed to see, she says, “I want to talk about switching you with Meredith in the pyramid.”

“Oh. Sure. Gimme a second.”

There’s a quiet little click as Maxine turns the lock, and Taylor wastes no time: she rushes in, closes the door behind her, locks it again, and pulls Maxine right into her arms. She’s still kinda wet and her shoulders are going to leave damp marks on Taylor’s shirt, but she doesn’t care, because she’s here for one reason and one reason only.

“Taylor?” Maxine says.

Taylor replies by kissing her. Running a hand up her back and nestling it in her bare neck. Pressing against her with her whole body, with the raw need that’s been growing inside her since Saturday morning, since they last got to kiss.

Maxine, less than a second later, responds, relaxing into Taylor’s embrace and returning the kiss, and that’s just how they are for a while. One entity, all warm and kinda damp.

This is a risk, but it’s a small risk, and a calculated one. No students come in here unless they’re looking for their coach, and Coach Dale’s probably still outside talking to Sandy and Meredith, giving them pointers on their plié. Plus, Taylor’s got an excuse: she’s the Captain, and she’s here to talk cheer.

When Maxine pulls away, she’s smiling just as madly as Taylor is, and she plants another kiss on Taylor’s forehead before screwing up her face into an amused grimace. “Tay,” she says softly, fondly, “you really smell.”

* * *

They kiss in the staff locker room only one more time, but they find other places to be together, little moments for themselves and nobody else, and it helps ease the pressure. And Maxine’s so glad Taylor’s feeling it, too, because if it were only her feeling this drawn to her girlfriend? She’d probably think she was being gross or creepy or something else deeply unhealthy, drawn from deep in the well of ugly shit that was drilled into her over the years. But no, Taylor’s as excitable as she is.

They kiss in the girls’ bathroom in the science building; they kiss in the weird little empty area behind the stacks in the library; they kiss in the back of Taylor’s car, parked under a bridge, while taking the really long way home. They kiss in Taylor’s room, also, but only on Wednesday night, because Maxine’s mom’s been sold on the notion that her younger son is spending his afternoons after school with Taylor and his other friends—which is technically true—and thus she doesn’t see why he can’t be home for dinner every night.

Maxine’s gotten fully into her rhythm at school now. Her classes are fine, and she’s even found some nice, normal people to talk to in a few of them, guys who don’t stare at her chest or her legs; girls who, inexplicably, don’t spend their time after school standing on Meredith’s shoulders and discovering religion every time she wobbles. And it’s not even so bad that she can’t go over to Taylor’s most nights, because by the end of practice, she’s always exhausted, humming with fatigue and aching like crazy; all she wants is to go home, eat a plausible percentage of whatever Mom’s making—or reheating—that night, and crash out in her room.

Sometimes Clay joins her. Sometimes she chats with Avery on AIM. And she always talks to Taylor, no matter what.

And now it’s Friday. Now it’s the game, the first of the season, and Maxine’s ready for it. They’ve been drilling all week, working new ideas into the routines she picked up over the summer, and everyone, even Meredith, is getting them down. So yeah, they’re going to do the usual rah-rah-go-Titans shit, but half-time is theirs, and they’re going to show off.

She thought she would be more nervous. But she’s performed for an audience before. Not a high-school-football-sized audience, no, but if anything, it’s easier; judges are watching you for form, for execution, for screwups, but high school boys mostly want to see girls jumping around and jiggling stuff.

Yeah, that’s the part she’s kinda squicked out about. For everything else, though? She’s excited as all hell. And how could she not be? The atmosphere today is electric.

Weird to be walking around school in her uniform, though.

“Maxi-iiiiine!” Willa calls, warning her just in time for her to brace before Willa collides with her. She’s in uniform as well, and she’s followed by a handful of others from the squad, everyone who got changed in the locker room just now or over lunch; Taylor wore her uniform from home and Maxine got changed into hers in the car, under the cover of what’s becoming her and Taylor’s favorite bridge. “Isn’t this awesome?” Willa squeals, muffled by her face, which because Maxine turned when she called, is sorta half-buried in Maxine’s boobs. “No fifth period! No fifth period!”

“That’s not what everyone’s so excited about, Willa,” Taylor says, latching onto Maxine from the other side, taking the arm that isn’t currently being squashed by Willa in both of hers.

“Oh, yeah,” Maxine says, “I heard. Something about a… football game?”

No fifth period. Back in New York, Maxine was always resentful of this kind of thing, of the way the first game of the season basically took over the school. The way the team—or teams; back home it was the big three that got all the attention: football, basketball, baseball—seemed to expand beyond its limits as everyone with even an ounce of school spirit found themselves conscripted into a roving army of excitable teens who had to be corralled into classrooms and yelled at by teachers until they calmed down enough to be teachable. She used to seek out quiet corners where she could hang alone or with Avery and her friends. Now? Now she’s a part of it.

Actually, more than just a part of it: now she’s on her way to the gym, where she and the other cheerleaders are going to deliberately and personally inject the student body with as much pep as they can muster. There are also, apparently, going to be what Willa has darkly described as ‘skits’. Maxine has been instructed to prepare a fake laugh; as a cheerleader, she must show support.

Christ. A pep rally. Kind of, anyway; as Taylor has repeatedly informed her, this is more of a warm-up, and the real pep rally, the one around which an entire day revolves—not just fifth and sixth period—isn’t until Homecoming week. That is the one that will cause her star to really shine, that will propel Maxine to the very top of the high school social hierarchy. This one? It’s not even mandatory. Maxine already saw the flow of students headed in the other direction from the gym, the ones taking it as a pair of free periods to go do homework in the library or the computer lab or whatever, and she had to grin when Taylor complained, mostly in jest, about their lack of school spirit. Time was, that was her.

Their group buds another couple of cheerleaders as Sandy and Meredith show, stowing the rest of their school crap in their lockers, and then they move out onto the main path, where a crowd of mostly guys is clustered around a handful of football players.

One of them has a megaphone, and when the double doors open, Maxine gets blasted by the sound of this random guy she’s never even seen before leading a chant from a couple dozen guys. Before she has time to react to that, though, Justin breaks off from the crowd and rushes over, and she thinks for a panicked second that he’s coming for her, but then he routes around her, sweeps Meredith up in his arms, spins her around, kisses her, and deposits her back on the ground.

“It’s game day!” he yells.

Most of the cheerleaders and the handful of other girls they’ve gathered up as they go reply in kind, which takes Maxine by surprise. She half-heartedly opens her mouth to yell with them, realizes she’s missed the moment, and closes it again, feeling the blush bloom on her cheeks. Oh yeah, so this is what being super awkward feels like; she’d almost forgotten.

Justin’s grinning at her. “C’mon, Max,” he says, at slightly less of a yell than before, “you gonna be the quiet one forever? Or are you gonna shout?”

Shit. Singled out. “Um…”

“Maxine?”

“Go for it, Max,” Willa says.

“Yeah, Maxine,” Taylor says, and then she turns to the other cheerleaders and starts a low chant. “Maxine! Maxine!” As the others start to join in, she starts bouncing on the spot, still holding Maxine’s arm. “Maxine! Maxine!” Justin takes her other arm and starts bouncing, too, which inexorably starts to carry her with them. “Maxine! Maxine!”

Oh, fine. If she’s gonna be the center of attention anyway…

She looses her arms from Taylor and Justin and waves her hands, calling for silence. The chant dies down, fades to nothing.

Maxine waits.

Just for a beat.

And then she grabs Justin by both shoulders, stands on her toes, and shouts, as loud as she can, “It’s game day!” right in his face.

“Yeah!” Justin yells, and the cheerleaders, the other girls present, and the two guys from the team who followed him over all start screaming and cheering and Maxine joins in, allows herself to be buoyed up by this, because what the hell, right? It’s like the entire school is reaching out a hand and begging her to be a part of something, and why wouldn’t she? Because Maxwell was a fucking misery back in New York?

That guy didn’t know shit.

Justin’s still yelling, and now he backs away from Max into the other guys from the team, shouts “It’s game day!” again, butts chests with Danny Ortiz, and returns to the larger ground in the central quad, taking most of the noise—and some of the girls—with him and leaving Taylor, Willa, Meredith, Sandy and Julie behind.

Maxine’s ears are ringing.

“Boys,” Taylor comments, amused. She takes Maxine’s hand—Julie takes the other—and pulls her along, following the crowd, heading for the gym and the first pep rally of Maxine’s life where she just might actually give the tiniest little bit of a shit about school spirit.

Go Titans and stuff. Yeah.

* * *

“Huh,” Maxine says, looking up at the sign that stretches over the civilian entrance to the Vista Primavera High Franklin Tate Memorial Football Stadium and declares to the world—or to passing cars, at any rate—that THE TITANS STAND TALLEST, “who’s Franklin Tate?”

“Dunno,” Willa says.

“I looked it up once,” Meredith says. She’s already on the other side, looking out across the bleachers as if she might see her inexplicable new beau, Justin, lounging nakedly in the lengthening late afternoon light. “It’s an Australian wine company.”

“Why are we memorializing an Australian wine company?” Maxine asks, hopping onto one foot to stretch her other calf, hand on ankle.

“I don’t think we are,” Taylor says, giggling and flicking innocently at Maxine’s exposed elbow.

It’s always strange to see the football stadium like this, with the floods unlit, the stands empty, and the field bare of grunting, charging guys. She gets to see it this way every time they cheer home games, because the cheerleaders are by necessity always among the first to arrive; the football team has their own super-fancy locker room that spits out in both directions, to the practice field and to the school stadium, but the squad has to trek all the way from the main building every time. They’ve got a private area they can hang in while the crowds arrive, but when they renovated this place back in the nineties, they inexplicably forgot to provide for the most important pieces in the complicated jigsaw puzzle that is high school football: the cheerleaders!

“Damn,” Maxine mutters as they make their way around the field. “This is huge.”

Meredith giggles and Taylor says, “This is just for home games, Maxine. Wait til you see the real stadium!”

“This is a fake stadium?”

“Homecoming,” Willa says, bounding up alongside. “The Homecoming game’s always at the regional stadium. If you think this is huge…”

“We can only sit a few hundred per side,” Jewel adds. “My old school’s stadium was bigger.”

“Aren’t you from the big city, Max?” Meredith asks. “Noted for its general bigness?”

“Yeah,” Maxine says, shrugging, “but I didn’t, like, go to games. And we didn’t have a stadium. We had a field. People used to spit on it from Math class on the fifth floor.”

“‘People’ did, huh?” Willa says.

Looking straight ahead, Maxine says, in an obliviously cheery voice borrowed from Taylor, “Yah-huh!”

Goodness, but Taylor’s proud of her. She did great at the mini pep rally! And Taylor was kinda worried about her before, about whether it would all be too much for her—too much attention; too much pressure—and about whether her internal slacker, the backseat driver in her head that causes her to make detached comments sometimes, would rebel and prevent her from enjoying herself, but Maxine was fully caught in the moment. She didn’t make a face when she had to yell Gordo’s name during roll call, even when he leered at her, and she didn’t need to be prompted to start freestyle yelling when their routine was done.

She laughed at the skits. Which was heroic.

And now she’s here, hot as hell just like the rest of them, ready to be ogled by more people than just the smattering of seniors warranted by the rally for their untested new football captain, his untested QB, and their historically disappointing team. Tonight, hundreds of people are going to see her, and if this game goes well? If the team proves themselves? By the time Homecoming week swings around, it’ll be thousands.

That’s a lot of eyes on her, and yes, Maxine did have a brief freakout about being recognized out there on the field by one of the Catholic families her Mom may or may not have proudly shown family photos to, but that’s why Taylor did Maxine’s makeup this morning and went extra bold on the lips, extra heavy on the eyes, and added some shine and body to her hair. Nobody who doesn’t know Maxwell intimately would have a chance of spotting him in Maxine today, even if they were for some reason looking for him in one of the squad, and Taylor would put a small bet on Maxine’s own father having difficulty with it.

Her mom, though. She’d see it. Moms always do.

Good thing she’s not here, then, isn’t it?

* * *

“Jesus. I can hear them already. Is it always like this?”

“Yeah, pretty much. Bigger, sometimes. Other years we got a massive crowd for the first game of the season, but this year, not so much.”

“Oh? Everyone seemed pretty excited about it at school.”

“Maxine, it’s not just students who come to these things, you know.”

“Ah. Yeah. Got it.”

“You really did stay away from sports back in New York, didn’t you?”

“Hey, I had my gymnastics! It was just… mostly only Avery and me. So, what you said… No parents, then?”

“My Mom’ll be here. Most people’s moms and dads. But aside from that? Only the football die-hards, the guys who take their shirts off and paint themselves in the school colors. And that’s mostly the guys who were on the team ten years ago and never got over it. It’ll be a light crowd, count on it.”

“How come?”

“New captain, new QB. Crappy performance last year even with the old guard. And we’re not exactly playing against celebrities tonight.”

“Where is Sanoria, anyway?”

“Inland. Like, way inland. One of those hick towns that’s all crops and guys who wear huge boots and there’s a single diner slash bar slash library slash convention center where everyone hangs out.”

“Have you been?”

“Ick! No! I looked it up online.”

They’re gathered in the little waiting area, and they are, as instructed, waiting. Coach Dale’s outside with the walkie talkie, and until she gives the call, they’ve got nothing to do but stretch, sweat, and gossip.

God only knows why there isn’t a clock in here or anything. Maxine should have worn a watch, though Taylor would have made her take it off immediately: it wouldn’t go with the uniform.

“Nobody goes to Sanoria,” Kennedy says. “They only leave; if they go back, it’s because they screwed up real bad.” She’s hanging out with Shannon, Dominique and Sherry, like always, and if Maxine were inclined to complain about her, she might suggest that she and her friends are hogging the box fan. “The air out there is so dry you age like a decade in a day. So, actually, Maxine, don’t be surprised if their cheerleaders look like raisins. Or, you know, thirty-year-olds.”

“Hey!” Taylor says, balling up a sheet of paper and throwing it at Kennedy. It bounces off her shoulder, and Kennedy looks at Taylor with a single artfully raised eyebrow.

“Do we have a dissenting opinion?”

“I met their new captain last year. Isabella. She’ll be a senior now, like us. She was nice.” Taylor kinda looks at the floor for a moment, and Maxine wonders if she’s thinking about exactly why she maybe thought this girl was so nice. Lesbianism’s been lurking beneath Taylor’s dewy cheerleader skin for a while, huh.

“She’s seventeen, then?” Kennedy asks. “Eighteen?” Taylor shrugs. “Yeah, she’s gonna look like a raisin. Let that be a lesson to you, New York girl,” she continues. “Always wear sunscreen, and bring a mister when you go inland.”

“Gotcha,” Maxine says, attempting to look simultaneously like she’s taking Kennedy extremely seriously and like she thinks the whole conversation is a little ridiculous. She’s pretty sure she manages it, because Dominique giggles at her from behind her hand. “Hey,” she adds, looking directly at Dominique and going with her instincts, which are right now telling her to move the conversation on before Taylor’s cheeks get any redder, “I love your braid.”

“Thanks!” Dominique says brightly. “My mom did it for me.”

“Yawn,” Kennedy says. “You know that took her, like, a whole night? I was so bored.”

Laughing at her, Dominique says, “Some of us, Kennedy, have to suffer for our beauty. We don’t just roll out of bed looking like Nicole Kidman.”

“Just don’t slap me with that thing out there, okay?”

“When have I ever? And I don’t know why you’re complaining; you love my mom.”

Kennedy makes a flapping-mouth gesture with her hand. “Yeah, yeah.”

“More than yours, you said.”

“Dominique.”

There’s a rap on the door, and a couple of seconds later, Coach sticks her head inside. “Two minutes, ladies.”

A chorus of “Okay!” follows her as she shuts the door again, and that’s Taylor’s cue to take control of the room. Maxine can’t stop herself from smiling as she watches her flip from still being kind of embarrassed and maybe a little lost in memories to being Cheer Captain Taylor, and she finds herself biting her lip when Taylor swings into her big motivational speech, a speech Maxine can’t concentrate on because she seems to be stuck in one of those moments that never ends, that keeps accumulating more moments as it goes, like a rolling snowball, like an avalanche.

She’s about to go out there. There are hundreds of people out there. More, maybe. Two towns, one stadium.

She can hear the crowd. Chanting something. And the beat of the chant seems to match to the beat of her heart, to the pounding of her feet, all of their feet, as they rush out of the crappy little waiting area and through the tunnel and out through the gap in the bleachers, and the moment simply does not stop.

The lights against the darkening sky, brighter than anything she thinks she’s ever seen.

The roar of the crowd. Their stamping, their chanting.

The band already marching past, half-audible over the crowd, taking up their position and playing them on.

If she could, she would grab her headphones and close them over her ears, would cover up this noise-beyond-noise with something of her own, something familiar, something reliable, something that has soundtracked her life up to now, something she understands, not this new, startling, bright, terrifying, intensely rhythmic experience.

But she has nothing. Nothing to block it all out. Nothing to stop it.

She hesitates only for a second. And then Taylor’s on her right, and Kennedy, of all people, fucking Kennedy is on her left, and they’re both telling her it’s fine, it’s good, she’s got this, she practiced for this, and you know what? She fucking did.

The band is playing them on. The crowd is screaming for them. And the team is waiting, the next to arrive. She’s a piece in a machine, polished up and put into place, and all she needs is a push and she will go, go, go all night, like a fucking avalanche. Like a force of nature.

Yeah.

Yeah!

She doesn’t need to think.

She just needs to do.

And she’s a gymnast, isn’t she? She’s a gymnast and she’s a fucking cheerleader.

She can do anything.

* * *

Taylor loves it out here. It’s everything she’s been hoping to show Maxine. It’s the fireworks, it’s the mascots, it’s the crowd, it’s the people who love you who are literally holding you up (and sometimes throwing you). It’s being a part of something big, something absolutely freaking huge, something that’s not just a squad or a team or a school but something united and oriented toward one goal.

The guys are going to score, and you’ll cheer until they do, and you’ll cheer when they do, and when that point goes up on that board, it belongs to you a little, like it belongs to the team, the coaches, the crowd, the whole freaking world.

Taylor loves it out here, and so does Maxine. It’s obvious. It’s amazing. It’s… freaking flying is what it is!

* * *

The team rush the squad when the game ends. Or, not exactly, and it’s far from all of them, but it feels like that to Maxine, who suddenly has to see, like, six massive guys, sweaty and dirty and hollering like they just saved the universe—and not like they just achieved a decent but not astonishing victory against what is, despite Taylor’s protests, a hick town.

The guys rush the squad and Maxine and Taylor both step back so the girls who are dating the football guys can step forward and receive gross, sweaty affection. And Maxine and Taylor step back again when they both notice, like, right at the same time, that Gordo’s come over, and that he’s got his eye on Maxine.

She saw him looking during the game. A lot. She doesn’t know what he’s thinking inside that head of his, and she incredibly does not want to speculate, but whatever it is, it seems to require him to look at her a fucking lot.

“Maxine!”

It’s Justin. She can barely hear him over the crowd—still hyped up over the win—but she finds him after a moment. He’s got Meredith hanging off his arm, and he looks happy. Blissfully happy.

His team just won, and he got the girl. She’s glad for him. Taking Taylor with her, she sidles over to him and Meredith, which handily takes her out of Gordo’s eyeline, unless he can somehow see through Danny Ortiz, who is busy talking shit with Eddie and Willa.

“Hey,” Justin says when she’s close enough to hear him properly, “I told Rosie you won’t be coming this Sunday. That’s right, isn’t it? What with Taylor’s party the night before and all. You are going, right?”

“I’m going,” Maxine says, nodding, “but that’s not why I can’t come over on Sunday. Mom and Dad have asked me to come to church. Actually, no, that’s not right; they’re ordering me to go to church with them.”

“After a party?” Kennedy says. Maxine winces; she hadn’t thought anybody else could hear her. But then, shit, it’s another opportunity to enhance the myth of her strict-as-hell mother.

“You know how she doesn’t want me to be a cheerleader?” Maxine says. “And how she doesn’t want me dating or dressing nice or doing, like, anything?”

“Her mom thinks she’s in the yearbook club,” Taylor adds.

“She’s been hassling me about church, and this week, she stopped taking ‘no’ for an answer. Also, I think she thinks it’ll stop me drinking at the party.”

That last part would probably be true, if Mom knew Taylor would be having alcohol at her party. She knows it’s a small scale thing, yes, but she doesn’t know that Taylor’s deal with her parents is that Garrett’s got to be there to supervise, and that nobody makes enough noise to get the cops called on them.

“Ouch,” Kennedy comments. “That’s rough.”

They stay in their huddle for a few more minutes, talking shit, discussing the game, pointing out people’s parents in the crowd. Neither of Maxine’s are there, obviously, and it hits her, right there, that they would be, wouldn’t they? If things were different, they’d be rushing down from the bleachers right now. She’s always thought of her mom and dad as being uninterested in school events, but that was because she and Clay never have been. Maxine realizes, with sudden clarity, that if she’d been on the team, Mom would have been at the front of the crowd, screaming her head off with the best of them and constantly poking some unfortunate soul next to her.

That’s my boy, she would have said.

She would have been so fucking proud.

Shit.

And she’s been spreading the myth of her strict, stern mom just to make her own life easier.

Shit, shit, shit.

“Hey, Maxine?” someone says, and Maxine looks up to find, to her surprise, that it’s Kennedy. Kennedy and Dominique, both of them looking concerned. Looking around, she finds Taylor’s talking to Willa just a foot away, so she’s not been abandoned, but she feels exposed. Feels suddenly the shortness of her skirt, the inadequate coverage of her spankies, and the way the uniform shows off her belly.

Oh, hey, so those feelings are back, then.

“Yeah?” she says, trying not to sound as vulnerable as she feels right now.

“Come to the locker room with us,” Kennedy says. “We’re all going. Come with us.”

And that’s the other thing, isn’t it? She’s not just exposed, she’s different. God fucking damn it! She’s had this shit so under control for so long now!

“I can’t,” Maxine says. “I seriously can’t.”

Kennedy leans closer. “Then at least walk with us, okay? Nique and Sherr and Shannon and me. You can go do whatever you gotta do, but just walk with us right now.”

Maxine would protest, and she could probably come up with some decent-sounding arguments that aren’t, hey, sorry, most-popular-bitch-in-school Kennedy, I can’t come with you because my chest is fake and my penis is taped up tight under my spankies. But she won’t, because the other Maxine, the one she plays when she’s at school, the one who is mostly like her but more confident and possessed of the right anatomy… Well, she’d go, wouldn’t she? Which means Maxine’s got to.

“Sure,” she says, shrugging, trying to appear nonchalant. No sooner has she said it than Kennedy’s looped her arms around Maxine’s elbow, like Taylor loves to do, and she’s dragging her along back toward the main campus, out under the arch with the perplexing dedication.

“Gordo’s been looking at you,” Kennedy says, when they’re far enough from the crowds to talk normally.

“Yeah, like a dog looks at a ham,” Dominique adds.

“Shit,” Maxine says.

“Gordo, right?” Shannon says, running up alongside with Sherry and falling into a fast walk. Kennedy and Dominique both nod. “Gross.”

“I have a boyfriend,” Maxine lies, forcing a puzzled expression onto her face. “He knows that.”

“He doesn’t go here,” Kennedy says. “Ergo, Gordo doesn’t care.”

“Shit,” Maxine says again.

“Hence us dragging you away,” Dominique says.

“I, um, still can’t get changed with you. I’ll hang, but I can’t— I gotta—”

“Maxine! Chill!” Kennedy snaps. “We’re not going to make you do anything you don’t want to do.” She barges through the doors into the main building, still locked in Maxine’s arm. “But I think you should consider it. Like, I’m going to use peer pressure and everything.”

She didn’t bring any regular girl clothes this morning. She got changed in Taylor’s car, and the plan for tonight was always that she wouldn’t bother showering or anything, just get changed again in the car back. Walk straight out of Taylor’s Beetle as Maxwell and right through her front door. Time spent out of doors as Maxwell: five, six seconds. It was a good plan.

Which might not survive contact with reality.

She tries, anyway. “I didn’t bring anything.” Just a sports bag with cargos, a long-sleeved shirt and an extra sports bra stuffed into Taylor’s trunk.

“That’s where you’re in luck,” Dominique says, backing through the door to the locker room and holding it open for everyone else. “If there’s one thing we’ve got, it’s clothes.”

“Okay, sure,” Maxine says. “But I didn’t bring a bra and, before you ask, I’m not borrowing one.”

“Ew! No! Gross!” Kennedy says, unlinking from her and bounding off toward her locker. “Did you do that back in New York? Like, swap underwear all the time?”

Maxine blurts out, “No!” and it’s barely even a lie. She only borrowed Avery’s underwear like twice, and there were good reasons for it both times.

“Good. And leave your spankies on, too.”

Kennedy’s undressing now, pulling off her uniform top and shimmying out of her skirt. Maxine forces herself not to look away, but also not to look too closely. To look just, like, casually.

“Sorry about this, Maxine,” Shannon says. She’s got her locker open and she’s sorting through a small pile of spare clothes, and, hell, that solves a tiny mystery: last week, someone dropped their sloppy joe and got a tiny drop of sauce on Shannon, and the next period she was wearing a completely different skirt. Benefits of the squad having dedicated lockers back here, as well as in the hall. Not as good as having your own fancy locker room and gaudy display case, the way the football and basketball teams do, but not bad. “But if you’re coming out with us, it’s not gonna be in that sweaty uniform.”

“Here,” Dominique says, and Maxine looks over just in time to catch a can of body spray.

Well, shit. Now or never.

Following Kennedy and Dominique’s leads—both of them are stripped down to their underwear now, and Dominique already switched to her regular bra—Maxine pulls off her uniform and sets it down on a bench. Shannon immediately snatches it up and stuffs it in her locker, promising to have it washed for her to take it back on Monday.

“I’ve got a spare, anyway,” Maxine says, standing there in her bra and spankies and scarcely able to believe that none of the other girls are going to say, like, anything. Not even, ‘Hey, Maxine, how come you don’t have hips?’

Except, again, as she’s repeatedly told herself, even here, amongst Kennedy’s clique, she’s not so far out of the ordinary. So she’s got narrow hips and her shoulders are maybe kinda big; so what? Dominique is shaped almost identically, if Maxine doesn’t count her substantially larger breasts, and even Kennedy herself isn’t far off. There are girls Maxine knows who do have that classic, exaggerated in-out hourglass shape, where it’s like their torso has been stretched thin between their shoulders and their hips, but most girls are just, like, somewhere in between. Even the really fucking hot and popular ones.

One day, she will fully internalize this shit, and it’ll stop tripping her up. One day.

“I’ll wash it,” Shannon repeats. She’s got her back turned again, having returned to her rummaging. “You gotta return the favor, by the way. This shit you’re borrowing? Clean it before you give it back. You’re all sweaty.”

Oh yeah. So she is. She gives herself a blast with Dominique’s body spray and throws it back. It’s nice; it smells like fruit. Which, cool, safe; Mom’s gotten used to Maxine smelling kinda fruity ever since she started using that new shampoo.

“You really should just switch,” Kennedy says. She’s dressed again, in bootcut jeans and a sparkly top. It’s not what Maxine expected; Kennedy usually dresses around school like she’s auditioning for a place on the nearest catwalk. “Stop using the staff locker room, I mean. You really wanna see Coach Penderson’s hairy ball sack that much?”

The question absolutely short-circuits Maxine, and for a moment all she can think about is what Coach Penderson would look like getting out of the shower. It’s sufficiently gross and surprising that she laughs, genuinely fucking laughs, and finally breaks through all the crap that rose up to get her after the game ended.

“Oh my God,” she says, covering her mouth with her hand, “you had to give me the imagery. Now it’s all I can see.”

“You were freaking. Now you’re not.”

Huh. Good eye. “Yeah,” Maxine says, sitting on the bench next to the clothes Shannon’s piled up for her. “I kinda was. Sorry.”

“Fuck sorry, Maxine,” Kennedy says. “Just, like, don’t freak.”

Unable to stop herself from snorting with amusement at that, Maxine says, “Not really an option.” Kennedy raises an eyebrow, so she continues. “I’m doing good, mostly. But a lot of that is that I’m keeping myself out of situations that will fuck me up, you know? And this? When it’s just the five of us. It’s still enough that I keep expecting something to happen.”

“And that,” Kennedy says, punctuating the sentence by sitting next to Maxine and placing a hand on her naked thigh, “is why you gotta switch. Fuck yourself up in little doses.”

“Why?”

“Because, like I said, Gordo’s got his eye on you. And I never trusted that boy when he was with Taylor, and I trust him even less now. Sometimes, Maxine, you gotta fuck yourself up a little, so when the big one comes for you, you can survive it.”

That’s… far too relatable. “Are you speaking from experience?”

There’s a long pause, after which Kennedy says, “I just know guys, Maxine.” Then she slaps the pile of clothes on the bench. “Get dressed. We’re going for turkey burgers.”

* * *

Taylor’s lost Maxine. She’s freaking lost her! And she checked the crappy little room behind the bleachers already and she checked the staff locker room and she even checked all around the stadium, in case she was hiding somewhere funny. Nope. Which is why, finally, after much brainstorming and after landing on the least likely possibility, she’s trying the girls’ locker room, and that’s why she just walked in on Maxine wearing someone else’s skirt and top, talking to Kennedy and her clique like it’s something she does every day, like it’s normal for her to just hang out like she has nothing to hide.

Which, ick. It should be. And if she’s gotten away with it somehow, good! A shame she can’t be there for Maxine’s every revelation, but she gets most of them, and she’ll have to be content with that.

“Whoa,” she says, skidding to a halt, “hey, Maxine! Been looking for you.”

“Oh,” Maxine says, waving sheepishly, “yeah, I—”

“Gordo was creeping,” Shannon says.

“Like, majorly creeping,” Dominique adds. “So we got her out. You wanna come for burgers? You can bring Willa?”

Shaking her head, Taylor says, “No. Can’t. Sorry. You remember how it’s my birthday tomorrow?”

“Yeah,” Kennedy says, “I got your ‘e-vite’. Taylor, when are you going to learn that not everyone checks their email every day like you apparently do?”

“Not my fault you’re stuck in the twentieth century, Kennedy.”

“Dork.”

“Anyway, Mom wants this whole final night with her ‘little girl’. Like, we’re gonna watch Disney movies and paint each other’s nails and shizz.”

“Taylor,” Dominique asks, “when you turn eighteen, will you finally start swearing?”

Grinning at her and striking a pose, hand on hip, Taylor says, “Fuck no,” which makes Dominique laugh and causes Maxine’s eyes to bug out. “I know the words, I just like to conduct myself with a little decorum. I am the captain, after all.”

“Are you kidding?” Kennedy says. “Robyn had a potty mouth.”

“She did?” Maxine asks, turning again to face Taylor and smirking.

“Not one of her better qualities,” Taylor says primly. “Maxine, if I’m taking you home, we gotta go, like, five minutes ago. Mom’s already gonna be mad at me for not showering after.”

“Go,” Kennedy says. “We’ll take her.”

“Or,” Maxine says hurriedly, obviously realizing that she doesn’t want Kennedy showing up at chez Giordano with Maxine in a skirt, “I can text my brother. He won’t be working until late.”

“Oh, shit, Kennedy,” Dominique says, “I wanna see what her brother looks like.”

“Cool,” Kennedy says, sounding like she doesn’t care either way, “big bro can come get her.” Making shooing motions, she adds, “Go have your mom time, Taylor. We’ll make sure she gets home safe, one way or another.”

* * *

All she has with her is her little bag, the one with the crossbody strap that Taylor insisted she buy to keep inside her school backpack. Maxine complained at the time that she was spending her finite funds on shit she might never use, but here she is, with her gym bag miles away in the back of Taylor’s car and all her school shit dumped in her locker, with just her cellphone, her keys, and a few loose makeup items all stowed in something about the size and shape of her older brother’s forearm.

It’s out on the table now, resting against the wall with her cell poking out, so she can see when Clay responds to her texts. Maxine kind of enjoys looking at it: it’s such a girl thing, and it’s hers.

Shannon and Sherry were the unfortunates nominated to go pick up everyone’s turkey burgers—and a basket of fries for the table—so for now it’s just Maxine, Kennedy and Dominique. And, shit, it’s comfortable. It’s nice. Whether it’s because they want something from her, or Taylor misread them all these years and they’re just generally friendly people, or Taylor read them perfectly accurately and they’re being nice to Maxine because she’s a cheerleader, one of the chosen few, Maxine doesn’t really care. People are being nice to her; if those same people are bitches to other people, fuck ’em, they’ve probably got less shit to deal with than her.

They’ve been making idle conversation, but when Shannon and Sherry get back with the food, Kennedy launches right into it:

“So,” she says as she takes the top off her burger and rearranges her lettuce, “you and Taylor.”

“Huh?” Maxine says, caught short with a fry halfway to her mouth. She doesn’t mean—?

“She recruited you, didn’t she?”

Ah. Cool. Yeah. “She did,” she says with a laugh. “I didn’t stand a chance.”

“How did she find you?” Dominique asks. “We know, like, the basics, but you’re on the squad now, and I feel like I only know, like, ‘facts’ about you. I don’t know you.”

“I could tell you what panties Meredith’s wearing from twenty feet away,” Kennedy says, and Maxine’s glad she already swallowed her mouthful because, yikes. “She has four pairs with polka dots on, and they all ride different on her. And I know that because I’ve seen her practically every school day for years. I’ve seen her upside down, inside out, colliding with Sandy, all of it. I know her. You? All I know is that you’re Italian, you’re from New York, you had bad shit happen to you, and you’re Taylor Scott’s new bestie.” She leans forward, balancing her chin on her tented fingers. “So tell me stuff, Maxine. Tell us.”

So Maxine gets into it. And it’s amazing how little she needs to edit. She was a wallflower at her old high school; she was bullied and kind of unpopular; her best friend was/is a lesbian and has been catching shit for that. She braces herself for a reaction to that, any kind of reaction, but the girls just nod and Dominique looks sympathetic. Then: the road trip, culminating in Maxine working off an entire country’s-worth of accumulated muscle tension by showing off to her brother in the backyard, and getting noticed—and embarrassed—by Taylor. Hell, she even throws in how Taylor rushed over to apologize, but didn’t announce herself and caught Maxine half-naked, just stepping out of the shower, which makes Kennedy grin and Dominique outright laugh.

“Yeah,” Dominique says, “that’s Taylor. Run up with a gift at, like, the least perfect moment in the world.”

There’s more, and Maxine goes into it because it’s relevant: Taylor carving Maxine’s height into the door frame but labeling it with ‘Max’ instead of Maxine, and Gordo going psycho at her because he thought she’d had another guy up in her room. It gets Kennedy to reach across the table and briefly take Maxine’s hand.

“What did I tell you?” she says. “Bad. News.”

When Maxine’s done, the girls reciprocate, and she gets to learn all about their first year on the squad, when they were all fumbling around, learning the ropes—of cheerleading as well as of being hyper-popular—and generally building themselves into the women they proudly present themselves as today.

“Except not so much right now,” Kennedy says, picking at the actually kinda cute cap sleeve on her top. “But it’s after a game, so it’s allowed. If we’re not going right out to party, we get to be slobs for the night.”

“We’re gonna continue this at my place,” Sherry says, just coming off a mostly private conversation she’s been having with Shannon. “You should come.”

That’s the kind of thing that, lately, has been jarringly upsetting to Maxine: she gets comfortable with new people, or with a new setting, and then something happens or someone says something to remind her of all the things she’s got to hide. Hell, it hit her earlier today. But right now, Maxine’s in too much of a good mood to let it hurt her that way; she might, also, be too tired. And, crucially, she doesn’t feel vulnerable here. The burger joint is busy and all, but the girls are here, and she’s stuffed right into the corner where almost nobody can see her and, well, fuck it; she’s happy and she’s tired but she’s also, when she thinks about it, bored of having so many stupid little crises.

“Can’t,” she says with genuine sorrow. “Thanks for the offer, really, but Mom’s…” She waves a hand limply in the air, suddenly too tired even to formulate the rest of her sentence.

“…crazy protective and won’t let you go to Taylor’s party tomorrow if you stay out tonight?” Shannon finishes.

“Bingo. Actually…” Maxine’s leaning on her hands, and she expends more effort than she’d like to sit up straight and retrieve her cell. She’s been texting on and off with Clay this whole time—mostly off; she’s been busy—and she ignores his last couple of replies, tapping out a quick message.

“‘Bring clothes’?” Kennedy says. “Sorry. I can read upside down. You should learn, if you can’t. But Maxine, he’s bringing you clothes?”

Again, she’s too damn exhausted to allow herself even a moment of panic. Instead, she rolls cleanly and easily on to the obvious reply. “Mom’s not just protective, she’s conservative as hell. We’re Catholic, and, I don’t know, it’s like Mom wants me to pretend boys don’t even exist.”

“Been there,” Dominique says.

Kennedy laughs. “You have not! I see what you wear at home!”

“It’s fine now. But remember how Dad used to be? Before Mom whipped him into shape?”

“Oh. Yeah. Sure.”

“I know how you feel, Maxine,” Dominique says, leaning briefly against her, comforting her. “You’re a woman, but your Dad—your Mom, I guess—still wants you to be a little kid.”

Maxine nods. “Yeah. I think… Shit. I hate saying this, but I think it was easier for her back in New York. After I was assaulted, I didn’t go out much.”

“She could keep an eye on you. But now, here, you’ve got a life, and she’s not in it. Or,” Dominique adds, shrugging, “not anything so much as she’d like.”

“What’s he bringing you?” Kennedy asks.

“Something outta my closet, probably,” Maxine says. “I keep some stuff at Taylor’s and some stuff hidden, but everything in my closet is…” She grins. “To borrow a word, it’s all ick.”

“You gotta show us!” Shannon pipes up.

“Oh, no. God no.”

“S’funny,” Kennedy says, digging one of the last of the fries out of the basket and dipping it in ketchup, “you’re not what I expected, Maxine. Not at all.”

“In a good way?”

“Yeah.” Kennedy nods and then bites off the end of her French fry. “Yeah, in a good way.”

She doesn’t show them the clothes Clay picked, choosing instead to jump directly into the back of his car. It doesn’t save him, though, so she’s forced to introduce him through the window, and it’s funny to see at least a couple of the girls reduced to giggles at his lame jokes.

He admits to her that he’s got to use the bathroom, that he should have gone before he left, but he got her text and was just, like, outta there, and while he’s gone, Kennedy says to her, “God, Maxine, your brother is so hot.”

Laughing, Maxine says, “He’s—” and then she’s got to stop herself, because she was about to casually out him. Quickly she switches gears. “He’s a guitarist.”

“Oh!” Kennedy says. “Yum.”

* * *

They’re switching: one of the Disney movies from Mom’s era and one from Taylor’s; repeat until too tired to continue. And Taylor’s kinda continuing on her own for a lot of it, because Mom had a harder day at work than she planned for, and keeps falling asleep. But that’s okay.

Taylor didn’t realize how much she needed this until she was right in the midst of it. Until it was, relatively speaking, almost over.

She wants to be eighteen. She wants to be an adult, her own woman. But she’s also her mom’s little girl, and if she could get just a few more nights of this, that would be a nice thing for the universe to give to her. Assuming she even gets anything else after the monstrous good fortune that was having Maxine fall into her arms.

But yeah. This is good. This is wonderful.

Mom’s snoring and Beauty and the Beast is playing quietly on the TV and Taylor’s curled up against her mother, and she could probably lie here forever, she thinks.

* * *

Mom’s there to take Maxine off of Clay’s hands when he pushes open the front door, kinda-sorta-mostly carrying her, and because Maxine wiped her face down with the plausibly deniable face wipes Clay’s started keeping in his car, because she already took out her tits and changed into the cargos and shirt he brought her, she’s beyond happy to be held by her mother. To be held, to be helped, like she hasn’t become this independent, incredible woman, this athlete, this fucking cheerleader.

Like she could be, for a handful of minutes, for the time it takes her mom to fuss over her and help her up the stairs and fetch her a cup of soothing cocoa, her mother’s daughter, like she could be a precious thing.

Like she could be delicate like a flower, not like a thing that has been poorly repaired.

Like she could be a girl. Like her mom could be her mom.

Mom doesn’t ask why she’s so tired, but Clay tells her anyway: supporting her friends at the first big game. He names lots of guys, just like Maxine coached him. And that’s good, because she doesn’t think she could put two words together right now.

All she wants to do is sleep.

And dream of being a daughter to her mom; of being loved; of flying; of the endless, building, climactic moment; of the avalanche, and of being carried along in its embrace.
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