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Eighteen

ON THE OUTSIDE



The front door closes behind her, and she can hear the soft fabric sounds of Jim laying down her backpack by the umbrella rack—the existence of which amused Maxine when she first saw it until Taylor told her that, yes, it does rain here sometimes, and when it does, well, where would you look for an umbrella that you otherwise never use? It had made her want to hide things in it, little gifts and surprises for a rainy day, but she never got round to it because Gordo happened, Maxine was born, and she got kinda busy.

Busy with shit like whatever the hell this is, for example.

Taylor’s hand, holding Maxine’s, feels limp, and while she’s more upright than Willa, who has placed almost her entire weight on Maxine’s shoulder, she’s not exactly steady on her feet. Maxine shifts her shoulder to try to steady Willa a little more, and turns to look for Jim.

He’s waiting more or less where she left him; by the umbrella rack.

“Kinda makes you want to switch out the brollies for something funnier, doesn’t it?” he asks her.

Huh. Great minds. Assuming ‘brollies’ means what she thinks it means, anyway. But she doesn’t have time to join Jim in making fun of people for whom rain is an annual event. “Go grab Garrett, will you?” she says.

“What for?” Jim says, and she’s about to reply when he suddenly gets it, nods, and rushes off in the direction of the loud music coming from the den.

“Hey, Willa,” she says softly, when Jim is no longer within earshot. “What’s up?”

“I’m a horrible person,” Willa murmurs. “I’m a bitch.”

“You’re drunk.” Even if it weren’t obvious from the way she hangs in Maxine’s grasp, Willa’s breath smells like it could intoxicate via mere proximity. How long have they been drinking? Maxine would try to guess, but she’s got no idea what time it is and, shit, she left that watch she never wears at home again. She glanced at the clock in Jim’s car when he was driving them over, and it said seven-fifteen, but the clock in Jim’s car is, like much of the rest of Jim’s car, only an approximation of the real thing. Clearly he spent the bulk of his Yahoo! money on the condo. And probably also on his huge stereo system and the jean jacket he loves so much and a bunch of weed.

Still, she can do the math. It’s dark out, and they’re not so much closer to the equator here compared to New York that the sun sets all that much earlier. It was dark when they set off, and had been for at least an hour, maybe two, so that puts the time at… like, nine? Maybe ten?

So they could have been drinking for a really long fucking time, then. Too long for Maxine to catch up, or get any sense out of them, or do anything much other than put them both to bed. She’s tallying up in her head the things she needs to do to make it happen, when the music abruptly shuts off. A few moments later, Garrett and Jim appear.

“Garrett,” she says, “take your sister off my hands, will you?”

“Right,” he says, thankfully looking clear-eyed. Probably waiting for Jim before he got started. He drapes Taylor’s free hand over his shoulder and squats down, takes her weight, and stands again, supporting her.

“Thanks,” Maxine says.

“Welcome.”

“I’ll take Willa. Jim, can you find them something to eat? Something non-volatile, something that can’t be spilled or—”

“Got it,” Jim says, and heads for the pantry.

Between them, Maxine and Garrett get Willa and Taylor up the stairs to Taylor’s room, and deposit them on the bed. The girls spend the whole time complaining—Taylor—and muttering barely audible apologies—Willa—but they both go quiet when Garrett leaves the room, looking up at Maxine with wide eyes.

“Max…” Taylor says.

“Getting drunk without me?” Max says, smiling.

“Oh God…” Willa says, falling sideways onto the bed. She mumbles something that might be, “I’m a bitch,” again.

Maxine walks over, places a hand behind Willa’s back, and pulls her upright, arranging her limp hands on the mattress so she can support herself. “No lying down,” she says. “Not yet.”

“Hey, Max,” Taylor says, holding out a hand. Maxine takes it in both of hers and squeezes gently. “We need— Shoot.” She stops herself, eyebrows colliding over her nose in a parody of Taylor’s usual expressiveness. Her lips compress together and she smacks them a couple of times, and then tries again. “Maxine…”

Yeah. A sober Taylor would not spend quite so much time on the M in Maxine’s name. Even a Taylor as drunk as Maxine’s seen her would only dawdle on it a little while. This is… Yeah.

“You’re super drunk,” Maxine says, placing Taylor’s hand in her lap.

“’m not as drunk as her,” Taylor says, nodding at Willa.

Willa frowns exaggeratedly at her. “No fair. You had almost as much.”

“I’m bigger.”

“But you’re still drunk,” Maxine says.

“Need to talk to you.”

“In the morning. When you can think straight. Not now.”

“What about—?” Willa starts.

“That goes double for you.”

“Maxine… I’m sorry.”

Squatting down in front of Willa, Maxine says, “Tomorrow.”

Willa nods. “Just remember that I said sorry.”

Without really knowing why, Maxine half-stands, leans in, and presses her cheek against Willa’s, embracing her. For a moment, Willa freezes, and then she practically leaps forward in the bed, wrapping both arms around Max and hugging her with what feels like all her strength. And, yeah, she’s pretty strong, actually; strong enough that Maxine winces and pulls away, which causes Willa to laugh guiltily.

“Uh,” she says, “sorry about that, too.”

“I’ll live.”

There’s a quiet knock at the door. Maxine double-checks that Taylor hasn’t gotten naked or anything while she’s had her hands full with Willa, and calls out that it’s okay to come in. Jim pushes softly into the room. He’s holding a plastic bag weighed down with something heavy in one hand and a box of energy bars in the other. Over his shoulders, he’s got Max’s school bags, and he’s already dropping them by the dresser when Max hurries up to him and relieves him of the plastic bag, which turns out to be full of bottled water. Yeah, good call.

“If you need anything,” he says, “I’ll be in Garrett’s room.”

“Thanks,” she says, touching his arm. “Not just for this.”

“Give my love to Avery next time you talk, okay?”

“Will do.”

And then he’s gone, closing the door behind him.

Maxine takes a moment. Because, shit, Avery. For a few minutes, she’d forgotten. She can feel her shoulders hunching, and she allows herself the indulgence of hugging her belly, which feels cold through the thin fabric of the cute little shirt she wore today. Feeling suddenly silly, frivolous, feeling like her newly embraced girlhood is, for the first time in a long time—and in any context other than her own home—a hindrance, she wants to rip off the dumb shirt, step out of the short skirt, put on some of Maxwell’s old, ugly, ill-fitting clothes, and get in a fucking car or call a cab or catch a bus or do something to reduce the distance between here and there, a distance which feels only exacerbated by the fact that the Max that Avery thinks she knows is fast becoming a memory.

Avery is reaching out for comfort and finding a ghost.

Ick.

No.

She’s being stupid again. Maxine is, if anything, more like the person she used to be when she and Avery were alone together than Maxwell ever was. When they were together, she was just Max, and she got to drop all the masculine bullshit she had to spend the rest of her life failing to live up to. Maxine is Avery’s Max, in her purest form.

Avery would recognize her in a heartbeat.

She used to worry that Avery would reject her. After today, after what they talked about, after how long they talked, after they reached for each other through the phone line, Maxine’s discarded that worry.

She’ll tell her. Decision fucking made. Maxine will wait for this current bullshit to pass, for Avery’s life to stabilize, and then she’ll tell her everything. Maybe she’ll spend the last of her savings on a plane ticket or something, drop by her house as a surprise. Get to see the old neighborhood again. Find out if the sidewalks are as slippery to traverse in heels as they always looked, when the rain comes and the leaves fall.

Fuck. Rain. She’ll have to buy a girl’s jacket. Or borrow whatever funny thing Jim has swapped the brollies out for.

Laughing that her concerns have turned so rapidly to the trivial, Maxine returns her attention to the now. She tears open the box of energy bars Jim left, and hands the girls two each and a bottle of water.

“Eat,” she says. “Drink.”

Willa, who has fallen back onto the mattress again, says, “Don’t wanna.”

Max holds out a hand and, when Willa takes it, drags her vertical again. “Your stomach will thank you. So will your head.”

“Do what the nice lady says, Willa,” Taylor says, sounding steadier than she did a couple minutes ago. She’s already ripping open her first energy bar, and she looks at Maxine and takes a large bite.

While Taylor and Willa chew, Maxine rummages in Taylor’s closet. She’s not going for a full change, but the AC’s on and she’s feeling the cold air a little, so she digs out a pair of leggings and a hoodie. She slips on the hoodie and, when it comes to put on the leggings, she laughs again: they’re the same pair she wore on her first night as Maxine, so her hairy legs wouldn’t look out of place in Taylor’s cheer uniform.

Cool. Now she won’t freeze to death while she waits to get sleepy.

Back to the girls. With their bellies full, the next thing is for them to brush their teeth and wash up. Taylor’s good to handle herself, mostly, so Maxine concentrates on providing support for Willa, lending a shoulder to lean on while she brushes and turning away when she needs suddenly to sit on the toilet. Willa says something that is probably ‘You don’t need to turn around,’ but she’s still got the toothbrush in her mouth, so Maxine errs on the side of caution, and waits for the tap on her shoulder that says Willa’s pulled her panties back up.

She’s already discarded the idea of trying to get them into PJs. Taylor might make it, but Maxine would probably have to be the one to undress Willa and, yeah, let’s not. Instead, she makes sure Willa’s washed her hands, and then escorts her back to the bedroom, where Willa falls face-first into the bed and crawls up the covers until her head flops onto a pillow. Before Max can go over and do it herself, though, Willa grudgingly pushes herself onto her side and props a forearm under her head.

Taylor’s already curled up, but she doesn’t look as sleepy as Willa, so Maxine squats down by her side of the bed.

“Sorry,” Taylor says. “I feel—” and she looks nauseous for a moment, but it clears. She swallows. “I feel silly. We got ambushed by how strong Garrett’s drinks are.”

“It happens,” Max says with a shrug. “I’m going to go check in with Jim and say hi to Garrett, okay? I didn’t really get a chance.”

“But—”

“I’ll be back.”

Taylor pouts. “You’re not going to sleep with us?”

“Maybe later. Some other stuff’s happened, stuff I’ll tell you about in the morning—nothing to do with me—and I’m, you know, going to be thinking about it for a while.” Understatement. She knows those classrooms, the layout of her old school; she knows Avery and the girls who are torturing her. She can picture it all way too perfectly.

“Is everything—?”

“Yes. Everything’s okay with me.”

Taylor nods emphatically, and then seems to regret it, holding herself very still for a moment. Before Maxine can stand, though, she reaches out a hand.

“Kiss me?” she says in the smallest voice Maxine’s ever heard from her.

“You sure?”

“Oh my gosh,” Taylor says, louder and exasperated and more intrinsically Taylor than she was when she was all meek. “Just freaking kiss me already.”

She’s pitched forward a little, so Maxine doesn’t have to go far to meet her. Their lips touch, softly, gently, and Taylor makes a sweet little noise. Her hand finds the back of Maxine’s neck, and they kiss, though it’s more like they’re leaning into each other, finding purchase in each other. It’s not passionate or exciting, but what shocks Maxine is how safe it feels.

This girl will never hurt her.

For a second, her heart breaks, because for the first time in her life, she’s finding this, and at almost the exact same time, Avery’s lost it, but she forces that out of her mind. This experience, this kiss, is everything she wants to think about right now.

After a while, she pulls away, smiling, her hand on Taylor’s cheek, and Taylor’s eyes, still red, are shining.

“I didn’t want to go to sleep without that,” Taylor whispers.

Through a lump in her throat, Maxine replies, “I think that might have been the most important moment of my entire life.”

Taylor smiles broadly, leans up and kisses Maxine again—a little roughly, since Taylor’s still really very drunk—and then falls back into bed, bouncing on the mattress. Next to her, Willa, asleep already, grumbles softly but doesn’t wake, so Taylor pulls up the covers. Her eyes haven’t left Maxine the whole time, so when they close, Maxine thinks she is probably the last thing Taylor sees tonight.

That’s cool.

She lingers. Stands slowly and quietly, still watching Taylor. Doesn’t move from her spot until Taylor starts snoring—the wet, loose snores of the still drunk—and then she picks her way out of the room, closing the door behind her.

In the upstairs hall, the uplights are on, which is good because the overheads would have blinded her, she thinks. And she couldn’t deal with that right now, because she is overwhelmed.

She leans against the wall.

Wraps shaking hands around her waist.

Rests her head.

Closes her eyes.

Relives the kiss a thousand times.

She hasn’t known what to expect from the future for a while now. Everything’s been too new, and while that’s been exciting, it’s also been disorienting, and Maxine hadn’t realized up until now how badly she’s been needing an anchor. That kiss can be her anchor.

That kiss can be her fucking world.

And it hasn’t even been their only one.

Maxine wants to kiss her again. And again and again and again.

At some point, she doesn’t know when exactly, she sinks to the floor, and that’s where Garrett finds her, resting in the middle of the upstairs hall, her arms wrapped around her shins, her eyes still closed, caught in a web of memory and anticipation.

“Max?” Garrett whispers.

She opens her eyes. He’s standing nearby, hands on hips, but he’s being nice and isn’t crowding her. She smiles at him, braces her hands against the wall, and pushes herself upright, smoothing her skirt and adjusting the leggings she’d forgotten she’d borrowed.

“Hey, Garrett,” she says quietly.

“You get kicked out?”

Shaking her head, Max replies, “They’re asleep. And I’m not tired.”

“Heard you had a rough night. You, uh, wanna hang?”

She can see into Garrett’s room from here. Inside, Jim’s sitting next to a surprisingly simple-looking bong—she doesn’t know why, but she expected something more stoner-y from Garrett, like a big skull or something—and he grins at her. On a massive TV, one of those rear-projection ones Maxine’s seen in department stores, The Phantom Menace is paused. That lizard guy is caught mid-waggle.

“I’m good, Gar,” she says, borrowing Jim’s nickname for him. “Don’t really want to get high right now. Besides,” she adds, pointing back at Taylor’s room with her thumb, “I should keep an eye on them.”

Garrett nods. “You’re a good, uh, girl, Max.”

“Trying my best, Garrett.”

“You’re okay, right?” Garrett’s looking serious all of a sudden. “I forget if I asked you this already, but you are alright with all this?”

“If I wasn’t, I wouldn’t be here,” Maxine says, and then she’s got to grin at his concerned little frown. “Yeah, I’m good. I can’t explain it—or maybe I’m just embarrassed to—but yeah. I’m good.” She giggles. “I’m a cheerleader, Gar.”

He looks at her for a moment, and then shrugs. “A calling’s a calling,” he says, and returns to his doorway. “Oh,” he adds, on the threshold, “we’re probably going to be awake for a while. If you need us…”

“I’ll yell.” She waves through the open door. “G’night, Jim,” she calls, as loud as she dares.

Jim waves back, and then Maxine, feeling once again overwhelmed, but this time by exhaustion, because yeah, it really has been a long day—been a long week—and she needs at the very least to get off her feet, slips back inside Taylor’s room. Her bags are still by the dresser, so she rummages around inside until she’s retrieved her phone, her Discman and her headphones. She doesn’t check what CD’s inside, since she’s not exactly going to be playing it loud; she just settles her headphones over her ears and sits down by the bed on Taylor’s side. There are enough scattered pillows and shit from when Taylor and Willa messily fell into bed that she can put together something comfortable to sit on without having to do anything noisy like go get the beanbag chair, and the edge of the mattress is pretty soft, so she lays her head down on it and hits play.

Huh. Rage Against the Machine. Great band, but not exactly restful, even with the volume down. There’s a handful of CDs on Taylor’s nightstand, next to her little portable stereo, so Max pops out the Rage CD and picks up the top CD from Taylor’s pile. It turns out to be Destiny’s Child. There’s a book on Taylor’s nightstand as well. One of the dragon books she was talking about, the ones she was obsessed with when she was just a few years younger. Overcome with curiosity, Maxine grabs it, and opens it to the first page. 

First, though, she texts Avery a quick and simple message: Love you A. She checks on Taylor—still sleeping—and brushes a lock of hair out of her face, tucking it behind her ear so she doesn’t chew on it in the night. And then she starts reading, making herself comfortable and finding herself quickly immersed, keeping one ear free of her headphones so she can listen for Taylor and Willa’s breathing.

It’s restful, sitting here, just about warm enough in her borrowed hoodie and leggings and with a cushion on her belly, with quiet music in her ears, the soft snores of her friends in the background, and one of Taylor’s favorite books in her hands. She makes it a whole fifteen pages before her eyes start to close, and she’s got time to think that, hey, maybe she is tired, after all, before her head tips back onto the mattress and she falls asleep right next to Taylor.

* * *

Ick.

Head’s pounding.

Like, actually pounding, like the school marching band is going back and forth on her forehead, doing that rhythmic walk they do. All bright uniforms and instruments that catch the glare of the sun. The imagery is so vivid that she finds herself hunching, waiting for the crash of cymbals.

Oh.

It’s just her heartbeat.

Wow; how much did she drink? Because she can feel her heart beating in her freaking sinuses, and that normally only happens when she’s got the flu.

Maybe she should risk opening her eyes.

Yeah.

Okay.

On three.

One.

Two.

Three!

…Ow.

When Taylor narrows her eyes to a squint to protect her from the light from her little bedside lamp, the first thing she sees is a weird sorta black blob, right in front of her. If she were feeling more sprightly, she might have jumped, but her body is in agreement with her brain that she perform no unnecessary actions right now. So she props herself on her elbow and raises her head, to see if that recontextualizes what she’s seeing.

It’s Maxine.

It’s Maxine!

Or Maxine’s head, at least.

Taylor very, very slowly inches down the bed, stepping off at the end and swaying a little. With a hand on the mattress to steady herself, she tiptoes around the end of the bed and finds Maxine asleep on a pile of pillows and cushions on the floor. She’s still dressed—but then, Taylor realizes, looking down, so is she—and she’s sleeping with her head resting on the side of the bed, headphones on crooked, and Taylor’s beloved copy of Dragonsong open in her hands.

She is the cutest damn thing.

Taylor wants to reach for her, but her head is too busy throbbing, and, shoot, she drank two whole bottles of water before she fell asleep. Which means both that she really needs to pee, and that there’s nothing left to drink in her bedroom.

She kinda wants something with electrolytes, anyway.

So she steps carefully away, closes her door quietly behind her, and she’s about to head down to the kitchen when she hears quiet music coming from Garrett’s room. And Banger’s here, right? In her fuzzy but slowly clearing memory, she has an image of Banger showing up at the front door with Maxine, and then later of him bringing food and water up to her room after Garrett practically carried her up the stairs.

She ought to thank him. Especially because if the two of them are still awake now, she might not get another chance, like, this whole weekend. And, shoot, she ought to thank Garrett, too.

Pushing open the door, she finds Garrett and Banger sprawled in adjacent beanbag chairs, nodding along to the kind of music guys always seem to listen to at three in the morning: layered vocals, guitars, a heavy beat. As she stands there, taking in the scene—one of Garrett’s bongs is on the floor between them, lying on its side in the middle of the square of carpet sample Garrett always puts down to absorb spilled bong water, which, yeah, was a good idea tonight—the song comes to an end and another one starts, this one with a cleaner sound.

“Hey,” she says quietly, and winces at how loud her voice sounds in her head.

Banger’s the first one to turn around, gracelessly shuffling his feet along the floor to force his beanbag chair to come with him as he turns. When he sees it’s her, he breaks out in a broad smile that does nothing to lessen the redness of his eyes.

Huh. Glass houses, stones, etc.

“Salutations, Taylor,” he says in his funny foreign accent. It’s broader than usual, probably because he’s stoned. She wonders briefly what it’s like to live in Wales, where everybody speaks like that. Must be fun.

“Did you bring something to eat?” Garrett asks, choosing to twist rather than turn to face her.

“Sorry,” she says. “I can get something, though. I’m going for a Gatorade.” Yeah. She’ll thank him by bringing him food. Easier than saying it out loud, and he’ll appreciate it more, anyway.

“I want a cake.”

“I, uh, don’t think we have cake.”

“Oh,” Garrett says, spacily, “damn.”

She does kinda have to thank Banger properly, though. She turns to him and says, “I just wanted to say thanks. For driving Maxine here tonight and bringing us food and stuff. We, uh, well, Willa and I… Shoot.” Heat lights her cheeks as she remembers downing the first bottle like it was Coke. “We drank a lot of Garrett’s booze.”

“You don’t have to pay me back,” Garrett says. “Seeing you this embarrassed is reward enough.”

“Cool. Thanks.” Look! She can thank her brother verbally! She needs the assistance of sarcasm!

“It was no trouble,” Banger says. “She needed my help and, hey, I got a kiss out of it, so…” He smiles again, shrugging.

“You got a kiss?” Garrett says. “When? Who?”

“I told you. Maxine. I picked her up from school and she asked me to— Never mind. I’m not explaining it a third time.”

“You kissed Max? You know she’s got a…” Failing to find the word, Garrett sticks one finger up through the fingers of his other hand, and wiggles it around like a worm on a hook. “Right?”

“So’ve you,” Banger says.

Garrett receives this information with an exaggerated frown, which clears from his face a moment later. “Fair point,” he says, nodding, and turns back to the computer screen, which is playing music via an excessively gaudily skinned WinAmp. Taylor squints at the screen: the last song, the one with the layered guitars, was Love Spreads by The Stone Roses, and, yay, another band she’s never heard of; courtesy of Banger, probably. The song playing now is by another equally mystifying band called The Manic Street Preachers.

“Weird name for a band,” she mutters.

“They’re Welsh,” Banger says, glancing at the screen and then back to her. “Timeless music,” he adds emphatically, shaking his head. “Timeless. This song, right, is exactly as relevant now as it was when it was written.”

“Banger,” Garrett says, “it was written, like, five years ago.”

“Still,” Banger insists. “It’s very George W, you know?”

“Yeah. Yeah, though.”

She checks the screen again. The song’s called If You Tolerate This Then Your Children Will Be Next. That is… not a catchy title. Garrett brings up the lyrics on the screen and starts mumbling to Banger about shooting rabbits and that’s Taylor’s cue to exit. She can just tell they’re about to start being really profound at each other, and she doesn’t need that so early in the morning.

“Hey,” Banger says to her as she turns to leave, “you take care of Maxine, you hear? Yesterday was rough on her.”

“Kissing you sucked that much?” she asks him, again wincing at the apparently uncontrollable volume of her voice, but she just had to get the stupid little barb out.

“I’m a good kisser,” he says, grinning. “But it was after. She talked to Avery, and she’s… Well, I’ll let her tell you. Just look after her, okay?”

She looks at him for a moment, then nods and backs out into the hallway. As if she wouldn’t take care of Maxine just, like, as standard! But if something’s happened with Avery… Did they have a fight? That would suck; Avery’s seemed really nice, the handful of times Taylor’s chatted online with her.

They didn’t fight. She’d bet money on it. Avery’s probably just missing her best friend.

Wait, she knew about the Avery thing, didn’t she? Some kind of emergency?

Shoot. Her brain isn’t working right.

Her bladder pulses at her, reminding her that she has shizz to do, so she puts Avery out of her mind for now—but retains the instruction to be maybe extra-nice to Maxine—and works sequentially on tackling the stairs, staggering to the downstairs bathroom to pee, digging out and downing a Gatorade, and finding a box of Pop-Tarts. On her way back up to her room, she opens Garrett’s door and throws the box in without looking, like she’s a zookeeper feeding meat to a pair of exceptionally dangerous animals.

Garrett’s got a toaster in there somewhere. He’ll be fine, as long as he doesn’t burn the roof of his mouth.

Back in her room, Maxine’s still sleeping in an awkward heap on the floor, so Taylor crouches down next to her and carefully removes her headphones. She coils the cable around the Discman and places it and the book on the nightstand, and that’s enough to wake Maxine just a little. She murmurs at Taylor; Taylor silences her with a kiss.

Then she climbs past her into the bed and holds out a hand. Groggily, Maxine takes it and climbs in with her, and Taylor has just enough consciousness left to fold the covers over them both, turn out the lamp, and wrap her arm around Maxine’s belly before they both fall back to sleep.

Together. Exactly where they should be.

* * *

Maxine doesn’t remember climbing into Taylor’s bed, but here she is, and with Taylor’s arm around her and everything. And that’s good and natural and easy and safe, like the kiss last night, like everything about being with Taylor; as a bonus, it’s also less damp and clumsy than the kiss was.

Leaning up to check the time on Taylor’s old—like really old—Minnie Mouse clock causes Taylor to mumble and squeeze her tighter, so Maxine gives up and drops back down again. Behind her, Taylor squirms a little, then lies still, her embrace slackening and she falls back into deep sleep.

It’s probably like five in the morning or something. That’s fine; Maxine can afford to sleep a while longer. Mom’s not going to be raising hell until past midday, at least.

Cool. She can stay here then.

Stretching into Taylor’s embrace, Maxine closes her eyes.

When she opens them again, Taylor’s Minnie Mouse clock says it’s almost eleven, and Maxine’s alone in the bed. Not something she’s bothered about, since Taylor and Willa probably both felt gross as hell when they woke up. They’ll be downstairs, ingesting industrial quantities of water and, most likely, Tylenol.

Maxine, meanwhile, could use a fucking shower.

Except. Shit. She can’t, can she? Like most days lately, she glued her breasts on at home yesterday morning, sneaking them out of the house under two sports bras so she wouldn’t have to try to glue them on in the car. And the glue’s good for a full day, usually, but with the sweat from practice yesterday and the heat of a full night’s sleep, her chest is starting to feel disconcertingly poorly attached. If she showers, her boobs will fall right off.

She sits up in bed and cups her hands to her chest, feeling her false breasts, checking that they’re still in place, and they are. Maybe not quite as solidly as she’d like, but they’re secure enough at the moment. Fuck, though; bad enough that they don’t look anything like the real thing without clothing to hide their texture and the obvious join lines. That they can just fucking fall off…

Taylor’s closet’s open, and if she looks over, she’ll be able to see herself sitting up on the bed. She absolutely the motherfuck does not want to do that, because she won’t be able to handle it. She knows that she looks like a perfectly ordinary late-teens girl—albeit with fewer curves than most—but that’s because she lucked into it; she didn’t do that. And the things she is responsible for, like her breasts, her facial hair, her tuck, all that shit… Constant work to keep them from exposing her.

Fake girl. Fake fucking girl.

Shit.

Breathe, Maxine.

Breathe like you give a fuck.

Breathe like you deserve this gift you’ve been given.

Her fingers curl and grasp and at the edge of her chest, the glue sticking her breasts in place starts to give way.

Betraying the girl she sees in the mirror.

She drops back onto the pillow, faces the ceiling, and starts counting stars. Like the song. Yeah, like the song. Been on her mind a lot lately. The way it starts quiet and then crashes. Blows out your speakers. That’s life right now. She hums it to herself, breathes in time with the music, and slowly lowers her hands from her chest.

Don’t push it, Maxine.

Look at the ceiling and count those fucking stars.

When she was Maxwell, even before she was burned, she used to wish that she was a normal guy. That she had normal interests. The attention of the other guys was inescapable and insurmountable, enough that wishing it away seemed like wishing for the sun to wink out, but her mind, her very self…

Well. Not only has she discovered just how malleable those things are, but she’s changed her wish. Now, her wish is to be an ordinary girl. To be just like Taylor and Willa. To wake every morning and not have to take a pill to stop herself from masculinizing; to wake every morning and not have her breasts coming unglued in her bra. To wake every morning and not have to perform a dozen little rituals to keep her original self at bay.

She laughs at herself. Letting all this dumb bullshit get to her. Hasn’t she proved she can do this? Over and over and over? At school and at the mall and at Taylor’s and at Willa’s and at Eddie’s and, hell, even at the fucking tailor’s! What actually separates her from the other girls, when you get down to it? She’s flat-chested and she hides it—which is hardly unique, and now that she comes to think of it, she kinda wants to tell that girl Erica in homeroom about the prosthetics they make for mastectomy patients. And she takes birth control—definitely not unique. All that’s left is, well, what’s inside her panties, and nobody’s going to get to see that.

Yeah. Positive thoughts, Maxine. Either that, or call yourself an idiot until you get over your shit. Same diff.

Get up, Maxine.

She’s still wearing everything she wore yesterday, leggings and hoodie included, which makes job one to swap it all out for clean clothes. She might not be able to have a shower, but it doesn’t mean she can’t be at least somewhat fresh. So she swings her legs out of bed and hops to her feet. Immediately she walks over to her reflection, takes in the shaggy hair and the mismatched clothing and the fucking girl in the mirror, and smiles at her.

She looks damn good.

“And don’t you forget it,” she tells herself, and starts stripping off her layers, separating out Taylor’s hoodie and leggings from everything else. She keeps on her bra and panties, and starts searching through the closet.

In theory, Maxine’s clothes have their own section. In practice, everything’s gotten kinda muddled up with everything else, and Maxine wouldn’t put a large bet on the cute pink top she’s pulled out being definitely hers, though she’s reasonably sure it is. The pants are Taylor’s for sure, but they go, and when she puts them on, they make her butt look amazing.

Handy to be almost exactly the same size as your girlfriend.

…Huh.

She looks at herself in the mirror again, one eyebrow raised, and she just can’t control her smile. Wow, she kinda does have a girlfriend, doesn’t she? They like each other, and Taylor asked for a kiss last night, and she hugged Maxine all night…

Is she jumping the gun?

Maybe.

She’ll just avoid saying it out loud until Taylor does, then.

In the bathroom, she brushes her teeth, washes her face, steals some of Taylor’s underarm stick, and runs some water through her hair. She considers doing some makeup, but she doesn’t actually need it to look like herself. Besides, she’s got the whole town trained to see Maxine when they see this face now; only her mom and dad see Maxwell anymore.

What would happen if she went home right now? If she showed up fresh-faced but dressed like this, and with the breasts still (barely) glued on? Would Mom see Maxwell first? Or would she see Maxine, and have to consciously correct herself?

She shrugs the thought away. It’s academic. Mom won’t be finding out for a good long time, if Maxine has any say in it.

Shit, she really is just packed with introspection this morning, huh. Funny, she’s the only one in the house who got through the last twenty-four hours with nothing more illicit than caffeine in her system, and yet here she is, at the mercy of whatever dumb shit wanders into her head.

She’s hungry. That’s it. She’s hungry and she had a completely insane day yesterday and she’s spent every moment since she woke up alone with her thoughts.

Well. There’s a solution to both problems.

Before she heads downstairs, though, she checks her phone, just in case, and sure enough, Avery’s replied. A bunch of times, actually, with the most recent text being from about forty minutes ago.




Max: Love you A

Avery: Love you more M

Avery: Shit I’m sorry about yesterday. Maybe the Batsignal was too much. I don’t know.

Avery: In the cold light of day it all feels pathetic.

Avery: I mean sure my arm hurts where she stabbed me and when I think about going back to school on Monday I kinda sorta crap myself with fear, but.

Avery: YOU survived this.

Avery: You survived worse.

Avery: So I feel like a big whiny crybaby.




Yeah, okay. No way Maxine’s putting up with this shit. The plump little stool from Taylor’s vanity is nearby, so Maxine sits cross-legged on it, and starts hammering away at the number keys on her phone. God, she’s jealous of Taylor’s Sidekick.




Max: Stop saying that about yourself or I’m coming over there to yell at you.

Avery: Maxxy! Hi hi hi hi hi hi hi hi hi

Max: Okay Jesus calm your tits

Avery: I refuse

Avery: Max my tits are going haywire

Max: Are you okay? Did you like take something or something?

Avery: Yes I’m ok

Avery: No I haven’t taken anything

Avery: I have merely accepted the gift of hope into my life

Max: What

Avery: I’ve been thinking

Avery: I’ve decided to meet the challenge of school head on

Avery: Fuck those bitches right?

Max: Right

Max: How?

Avery: You need me to draw you a diagram?

Max: Avery what are you going to do?

Avery: I’m going to fight fire with fire

Max: You’re going to stab Cassie Otterson with a compass?

Avery: No!

Avery: Although maybe I could...

Avery: No. I’m bringing in Coach

Avery: She’s got the authority to get my locker moved to right by the teachers lounge and shit

Avery: “Snitches Alley”

Avery: And if I pull out of classes I know she’ll support me

Avery: This is senior year I’m half done with school anyway

Avery: Sherri Bitchford and her little bitch friends want to fuck with me? I’m not going to be THERE

Avery: There’s a few classes I’m sticking with, everything else can go screw

Avery: Figure I can make up whatever else I need

Max: You’re skipping school?

Max: And how is this fighting fire with fire?

Avery: It’s a tactical withdrawal to allow me to spend more time on gymnastics

Avery: Coach will go for it I’m sure

Avery: Hell there’s always those weird special classes or even summer school if I need the grades for NCAA

Avery: I don’t give a shit what they say about me if I’m not there to hear it

Avery: Or get stabbed by it

Max: Shit

Max: That’s actually kinda genius

Avery: It’ll suck to not have a real senior year

Avery: But then I was never going to anyway

Avery: Not without you

Max: Avery, I’m sorry

Avery: Oh hey no shit fuck I didn’t mean it like that

Avery: Don’t wanna guilt trip you

Avery: We’re both victims in this

Avery: I fully support your Southern California adventure

Avery: Even the cheerleading shit

Avery: I’m so happy every time I think of you getting away from all this crap

Max: Shit, Avery

Max: Love you

Max: Miss you

Avery: Love you miss you too

Avery: Okay now I’m kinda sad again

Avery: I need a Max hug

Max: Oh I have news that might make you un-sad

Max: Because it’s very cool

Max: Taylor and me

Max: We kissed

Max: Like a bunch of times

Max: Avery?

Max: Hey Avery?

Max: Should I not have told you that?

Avery: MAX DO YOU KNOW HOW HARD IT IS TO TYPE ON A FUCK ASS SHIT ASS STUPID CELLPHONE WHEN YOU ARE THIS EXCITED

Avery: This is AMAZING

Avery: I need to know EVERYTHING

Avery: Shit I can’t now because I need to go see Coach at her place

Avery: But tonight ok

Avery: Be on AIM

Avery: Fuck, wow

Avery: So is she your girlfriend now? Are you her boyfriend now?

Max: Yes and no

Avery: What

Avery: Explain

Max: I mean, we haven’t actually SAID it yet

Avery: Then why are you wasting time talking to me right now Max

Avery: Go kiss her more

Avery: And more and more and more

Avery: Until she says it

Max: Okay I will

Max: Good luck with Coach

Avery: I don’t need luck she loves me

Avery: Like I love you

Avery: Now git!




Okay. Cool. Avery’s okay. She’s— Well, actually, she’s pretty fucking far from okay if she’s practically dropping out of school to escape Sherri Pitchford and her evil harpy friends, but she’s got a plan, at least. A plan and a good attitude. And she’s right in that she has gymnastics. Maxine’s good, and so’s Taylor, but Avery’s almost definitely world-class, and if she can ditch useless shit like government class or whatever in favor of more time working on herself, she could go all the way.

And Maxine got to drop a little good news. Not that she’s Maxine—though she will tell her—but it felt fantastic to tell her about Taylor. To get to share a little of what she’s been rolling around in their head.

That many kisses must mean they’re dating.

She should go check on her and see. And find out what Willa was apologizing for last night, too.

Maxine takes the stairs two at a time, and makes enough noise that Taylor emerges from the kitchen arch in time to see her land at the bottom, and yeah, the smile that takes over Taylor’s face is a girlfriend smile, right?

And the hug is a girlfriend hug.

And the kiss is a—

“Good morning, sleepyhead,” Taylor says, pulling back just enough to talk and then planting another kiss on Maxine’s lips.

“Hi,” Maxine says, matching her smile.

“Pancakes,” Garrett says, walking out of the kitchen with a tray in his hands.

Maxine’s belly starts rumbling immediately. “Pancakes?”

“Pancakes,” Taylor confirms, grinning and kissing them again.

“You guys aren’t going to do that at school, are you?” Garrett says, still walking.

“Eat pancakes?” Maxine asks.

“Kiss.”

“No,” Taylor calls after him. “Duh!” And then her eyes widen. “Shoot! I forgot the coffee.”

“You had one job!” Garrett yells back.

“Sorry,” Taylor says, and kisses Maxine once more, on the cheek this time, before bounding away into the kitchen.

Maxine follows Garrett into the living room, and finds him unstacking plates from his tray onto the coffee table. She also finds Willa, sitting on one of the couches with her head between her knees, moaning softly. And then Taylor’s coming back, negotiating her way past her brother, depositing the three mugs she had spooled onto her finger, and looking for where to put down the hot carafe of coffee.

“Use a placemat,” Garrett reminds her as he exits the kitchen again. He’s got another tray, just as laden with pancakes as his first, and he’s heading for the stairs with it.

“I know!” Taylor replies at top volume. Willa’s hands clamp harder over her ears. Maxine, spying a pile of tacky looking placemats on an end table, fetches one and lays it out. Taylor sets down the coffee and then thanks her with another kiss.

“I could get to like all this kissing,” Maxine says quietly.

“Me too.”

“Oh, God,” Willa mumbles as the two of them sit down. She raises her head and looks from Max to Taylor. “Is it time to apologize now?”

“Breakfast first,” Maxine says, dragging a pancake onto a plate. She covers it in syrup and digs in. Next to her, Taylor—definitely her girlfriend, right? after all that kissing?—bumps shoulders with her, and starts filling her own plate.

* * *

Taylor doesn’t know how they should handle this. Willa’s been getting more and more anxious as they eat, as if the more full of pancakes and Tylenol and coffee she becomes, the less room there is inside her to rein in her emotions. And Taylor gets it, because she’s nervous, too, which is why she’s got Maxine’s hand clasped in hers and resting on her leg.

She agonized over that, like with everything lately; she didn’t want to present, like, a united front to Willa, to make it even harder to say what she’s got to say, but she also decided that if Maxine’s going to hear that she and Willa kissed, Taylor wants to be in full-body contact when it happens.

And Maxine’s going to hear that.

Because Willa kissed her.

Like.

Huh.

Taylor’s been going through years upon years of friendship, wondering if she could have missed any hints that Willa liked her like that, and coming up empty. Like, surely there would be signs? But with Willa, Taylor’s just the same as with her other girlfriends.

…With her other friends who are girls.

And are they close? Yeah! Do they touch a lot? Sure! Have they seen each other naked a bunch? Absolutely! Do they keep secrets from each other? No!

Taylor didn’t used to think so, anyway.

Shoot. It’s real, isn’t it? She feels cruel to have never seen it. And it was the first thing she thought of when she woke up this morning—for real woke up, not like when she staggered around the house at like three in the morning, searching for electrolytes—when she should have been thinking of Maxine, so that’s kinda cruel, too, right?

Nah.

Damn.

Willa’s got a crush on her.

Willa’s had a crush on her for years. ‘Just once,’ Willa said when she kissed Taylor, and that’s fairly freaking indicative of it being a long-time thing.

And Taylor wanted so bad to demand to know why Willa never said anything, why she never fessed up, which is why she’s grateful to Maxine for delaying the conversation a while, to give her time to get her head properly clear. Because, wow, that would have been super insensitive.

Taylor pined for Max for, what, four or five weeks? And they were the most confusing and intense weeks of Taylor’s entire life, even allowing for all the stuff with Gordo and with Maxine’s gender situation. If Willa’s been pining for her for years…?

She gets it, she thinks. She understands all too clearly. From both sides; she’s cheer captain and she’s popular at school and she’s pretty and people like her and she knows how people see her. She’s very pine-able. Doesn’t stop her from feeling all gross and selfish about it, though.

“So,” Willa says. She’s all balled up again, now that she’s done with her pancakes, coffee and OJ, and she’s looking in Maxine and Taylor’s general direction, but not actually at them. She’s probably counting the threads in the couch cushions or something. “Shit, Max. I don’t know what to say. I don’t know how to start saying this.”

“In my experience,” Maxine says, “just blurting it out is better than keeping it bottled up. Whatever it is.”

“You have a lot of experience just blurting stuff?”

“No. I’m good at the other thing. That’s how I know it sucks.”

“Yeah,” Willa says. “Yeah. God, and I don’t know why it’s so hard! Normally, I’m an expert blurter. Stuff just kinda comes out. But this…” Her eyes briefly flicker up to meet Taylor’s, and then resume their investigation of the couch. “Just say it,” she whispers to herself. “Just say it.”

Maxine apparently decides to make it easy for her. Still holding Taylor’s hand, she squeezes it, then says to Willa, “Did you kiss Taylor last night?”

Willa slows to a stop, like a broken machine. She doesn’t say anything, just looks at Maxine, her lower lip quivering, every other part of her frozen.

“Yes,” she says. Very quietly.

She doesn’t say anything else.

And neither does Maxine. Instead, she stands, gently removes her hand from Taylor’s embrace with a reassuring smile and walks over to the other couch, where Willa is curled up with nothing but her misery. Maxine sits next to her and places her arm against the couch cushion, just behind Willa. And she waits.

Taylor’s seen this before, back when they were first getting to know each other. Taylor was upset about something. She forgets what, but she remembers clearly how Maxine comforted her. She made herself open, just like she’s doing now, and let Taylor accept her embrace.

How could you not love someone so gentle?

Willa accepts the invitation. Practically falls into Maxine’s arms, curling her legs up tighter still. She’s crying, Taylor can tell, but so quietly it’s almost silent. And Maxine just holds her. Whispers something to her. Rests her chin on Willa’s head. Rubs her shoulder.

Suddenly Taylor wonders if this is what it used to be like with Avery. If Avery would come to Maxine, back when she was Maxwell, with her troubles and her wounds, and Maxine would invite her into her arms and hold her until things were better. It’s easy to imagine.

But of course it is. Now that Maxine is out, now that she’s her, it’s obvious that she’s always existed. Taylor can see that sweet, kind, thoughtful girl threaded through Max’s entire life. The girl who knew who she was, who knew how she wanted to behave, but who struggled to understand her wants and her needs and her instincts, struggled to find a context for them. Raised to be male, but being Maxine all along, in some way Taylor can’t really explain but that she can see so clearly she thinks she could touch it, could wrap herself in it.

And Maxine was the person who was and is friends with Avery. Like, zero doubt about that! She’s seen how they talk to each other on AOL, and that’s not how a straight guy talks to his lesbian bestie.

Do straight guys even have lesbian besties?

Gosh, it must have been so wonderful to exist in those moments, to be real with Avery, and so bewildering, so alienating the rest of the time. That’s the one thing Taylor can’t see, can’t even begin to imagine: what it was like to grow up being treated as a boy, being expected to grow up into a man, but all along, being… her.

It’s that thought that gets her up, and she rushes over to Maxine and Willa, joins them on Willa’s other side, and, wow, she loves them both so much.

* * *

Taylor and Maxine have pushed back the couch that normally faces the TV, and pulled off all its cushions, arranging them in the space they created. They’ve opened the doors to the backyard and they’re letting the breeze in, enough that the AC’s spending more time shut off than not. And Willa’s cried herself out, been sent upstairs for face cream—Taylor insisted: salty tears dry you out—and returned sheepish and shinily pink-faced. Now they’re sitting together on the cushions, the three of them all kind of intertwined, and it’s…

Shit. It’s just nice. Willa might have kissed Taylor—Maxine only had to see them together to know that—but hell, Maxine kissed her first.

“I’ve been dying of guilt all morning,” Willa’s saying. “Every time I looked at you. It was like I was being squeezed from the inside. Not recommended.”

Maxine’s close enough to hug her, so she does, but it’s kind of difficult and awkward, so she doesn’t do it for long, falling back into her comfortable position between the two other girls. Taylor’s still holding her hand, their forearms intertwined, so Maxine nudges her, shoulder to shoulder. It’s kinda becoming their thing.

“You don’t need to feel guilty,” she says. “I know what it’s like to fall for Taylor Scott. I did it within six minutes of meeting her, I think.”

Willa smiles sadly. “Same.”

“And if Taylor doesn’t mind that you kissed her—”

“I don’t,” Taylor puts in. “I mean, it was a terrible kiss, Wills. Sorry. It was all drunk and saliva-y and sticky. But I don’t mind. As long as Maxine doesn’t mind.”

Maxine shakes her head. “I don’t mind at all.”

“I should be in hell,” Willa says, leaning lightly against Maxine’s shoulder. “I’ve had a crush on you, Taylor, since forever, it feels like. And Max, you’re, like… I don’t know. You’ve been a girl for like five minutes, and already you’re so good at it, and so pretty, and I like you a lot, and—”

“Um,” Taylor says. “Willa?” She nudges Maxine with her elbow. Maxine just shrugs.

“—you’ve made all these friends, and I think Julie’s already more excited to see you than she is me…” Willa’s talking half to herself now. “I got scared. And jealous. Like you were me but better, and you weren’t even a real girl.”

“Hey—”

“I don’t think that now,” Willa says, twisting around to look Maxine in the eye. “Anyone can see this is who you were always supposed to be. It’s like you were sorted into the wrong box at the— at the— I don’t know. The stork factory? That’s dumb. But even after I got it—after Taylor made me get it—I was still jealous. And scared. And stupid. So I should be in hell. And you should be yelling at me. But instead, you’re being nice.”

Maxine takes her hand, laces their fingers together. “Like I said,” she says, “I know what it’s like to fall for Taylor Scott. I’m not going to get mad at you for that. And as for the rest? I also know what it’s like to feel… on the edge of something. On the outside looking in.”

“With Avery,” Taylor says quietly.

“Yeah.” Maxine leans her head back, rests it on the bare bottom of the couch. The hard pressure is good on the back of the neck; it keeps her present, keeps her here, where she should be. “It was always me and Avery and her other friends, you know? And Avery and me, we had gymnastics together, and we were close—like, really close. Still are. She always used to tell me that she talked about stuff with me that she’d never talk about with, um, other guys.” Willa squeezes her hand. “I never figured out how to feel when she said stuff like that,” Maxine adds lightly. She feels close to laughing, close to giddy; she finally understands herself, which means she understands the thing that has been under her for her entire life, which has been a part of every friendship she’s ever had. The black spot in her vision, the screaming in her ears. “It hurt and it didn’t. I felt special, but also… apart. Like, people talk about being accepted? I didn’t want to be accepted. I never did. I wanted to belong. And with Avery, when it was just us, it was like I belonged and she accepted me, and it was amazing. But with her friends, I could always tell there was a distance between us. And, uh, one of her friends liked me, and that was just weird. It used to be a lot easier to like girls when they couldn’t like me back. Never really knew why. Not until now.”

Willa’s taken her hand back so she can drink from one of the water bottles that are scattered on the floor, and that means Maxine can hug herself, one-armed—her other is still entirely trapped by Taylor, who seems like she might never give it back.

“Why was it weird?” Willa asks quietly.

“Because I wasn’t me.”

“Oh. Yeah. That makes a crazy amount of sense.”

“Yeah?”

“Lesbian stuff,” Willa says. “I knew I liked girls since always. And I also knew since always how careful I had to be. You can be friends with girls but you can’t cross the line. Like, ever. And after my disastrous Gordo experiment—”

“Shit,” Maxine mutters, “I forgot you dated him.”

“Yeah. He wasn’t even that much of an asshole back then and it still went bad. Anyway, after that, Tay would point out guys that seemed interested in me, and it was gross. God, it was so gross! And only, like, half because they were guys. The other half… It was because I was like a fake person. Like I was Taylor’s fake friend, pretending to like guys, lying like a lying liar my whole lying life. Taking up the space where Willa, Taylor’s real friend, should have been.”

“I’m so sorry, Willa,” Taylor says. “I didn’t know that.”

“It’s okay. When you found out, I was scared, but I remember thinking that even if she hates me, it would be okay, because I wouldn’t have to pretend around her anymore. And now,” Willa adds brightly before Taylor can say anything else, “it turns out that everyone I know is queer! So I guess I kinda worked out.”

“I’m queer?” Maxine asks. It’s… a strange thought.

“Duh. You’re a girl who likes girls.”

“But I’m not— I’m—” Shit. She’s doing it again. Stupid inferiority complex; she thought she was done with that!

“Max—” Taylor says.

“You don’t need to scold me,” Maxine says, still leaning back. “I’m doing it myself. Inside.”

“Good.”

“What are you, Max?” Willa asks.

Maxine says, “I’m a girl who likes girls.”

“And?”

“I guess I’m queer?”

“Good girl.”

* * *

She told them about Avery. About the bullying. About the breakup. About getting a freaking compass stabbed into her arm! Like, what the actual hell?

She told them about Avery and it seemed like she was going to cry, so Taylor held her, and that felt right and good and like something she wants to do from now until the end of time. And an intrusive little worm of a thought reminded her that she never had to hold Gordo, that any time she so much as touched him he took it as permission to try to get her to do things she told him she wasn’t ready for, and that she should have worked out that it was okay to like girls way earlier, just because of that.

Taylor’s a little glad she didn’t, though, because then she might have settled for someone other than Max.

She told them about Avery, and then she told them about this morning, about what Avery said about dropping her classes or taking other ones or whatever, and to Taylor it seemed kinda confusing and maybe something she should talk to Avery about herself, just in case she needs a scholastically adept friend to bounce things off of, but the important thing is, so Maxine said, that the Avery who actually kinda scared her last night has been replaced with the bouncy girl she loves so much. The girl with a plan.

And yeah, Taylor’s got to meet her sometime. She loves a girl with a plan.

Maxine was still talking when Taylor’s mom came home, and they were so absorbed in it that they didn’t even hear her until she was halfway into the living room, and that meant both that Max got a hug off of Taylor’s mom—Maxine really leaned into it, which was sweet—and also that Taylor got to find out how her mom reacts to the existence of lesbians.

The revelation that Avery was being bullied because she was seen with her girlfriend got a raised eyebrow and a little pause, during which Taylor thought that her heartbeat might be audible from space, and then Mom launched right into saying that it’s not right what happened to her, that there ought to be something somebody can do to help her, and for that, Taylor awards her a gold star. With a bit torn off, maybe, for the pause and the eyebrow.

And then they escaped upstairs, to keep talking away from motherly ears. And they did, about everything, about plans for next week, about cheerleading; everything.

It was wonderful.

But now Maxine’s got to go. And that sucks immensely.

* * *

“This sucks,” Taylor’s saying as Maxine pulls up the pair of pants they both agreed on, the loose cargos with the baggy butt that look almost plausibly like something Maxwell might wear. “You’re sure you can’t stay? Mom’s making turkey burgers.”

Pausing with the sports bra half over her head, Maxine can’t resist it: “She’s ‘making’ them?”

“She’s tipping them outta the freezer onto a rack, whatever! Stay, Maxine.”

“I wish I could,” Maxine says, pulling the sports bra into place and settling her fakes inside. She’ll run down the stairs in cargos and sports bra, further cementing her female bona fides with Taylor’s parents, and then she’ll throw on the hoodie as soon as she leaves, so her mom doesn’t ask why her younger son is unexpectedly sprouting. It’s been working well for them lately. With everything in place—with her fakes no longer on show—Maxine turns around to find Taylor pouting adorably.

“Wish granted?” Taylor suggests.

“Sorry,” Maxine says, and Taylor increases her pout. “Your birthday’s next Saturday, right?”

“Yeah?”

“So if I sleep here for that and I go see Rosie again tomorrow, that’s three Sundays in a row I’ve skipped church. I need to go home and suck up to Mom, like, now.”

“Boo,” Taylor comments.

Maxine makes her most sympathetic face. “I know,” she says. And, shit, if she could stay, she would. If she would never leave, she would. If she could spend the rest of her life with Taylor, right here in this room, talking, kissing, being with her, she would. Hell, they even have a bathroom right there; they’d just have to make food arrangements somehow.

Taylor scowls at her for a moment, and then, taken with one of her frequent attacks of boundless energy, she skips across the room and collides with Maxine, forcing them to grab onto each other just to stay upright. And while Taylor’s fully dressed, Maxine’s wearing only a sports bra on her top half.

Warm hands encircle her and draw her in.

“I’m going to miss you,” Taylor says, and kisses her. For like the thirtieth or fortieth time. Maxine’s lost count.

“Me too,” Maxine says, and rests her forehead against Taylor’s. She could leave it there forever. Except there are some things she should probably clear up, some things that have been neglected with all the talk about Willa and Avery. Important things. “Hey, I’ve gotta ask.” She leans away so she can look Taylor in the eyes. “We’ve been kissing and stuff. Like, a lot. So just to be clear… Are we dating? Are you… my girlfriend?”

“Yes,” Taylor says emphatically. “I am your girlfriend.” And then, unsure suddenly, she adds, “If you want me to be?”

“I really want you to be,” Maxine says, allowing her relief and her joy to show on her face. And then—deep breath; one, two, three—it’s time to ask the other question. The harder one. “Am I… your girlfriend?”

Taylor kisses her again. Forehead, nose, lips. Lingers there. And on Maxine’s back, the hand that is holding her presses harder, moves them together, reduces the space between them to nothing. Taylor pulls back just enough that she can speak, and her every word is a blessing Maxine immediately takes into herself. “Yes,” Taylor whispers. “You are my girlfriend.”

And Maxine says, “Fuck. I think I’m gonna cry.”
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