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Thank God it’s Saturday. And double thank God she doesn’t have practice today, because not even Coach Dale is hardass enough to schedule them on what is both the day after their first proper performance of the season and the cheer captain’s birthday. Maxine doesn’t think she could ache more if she tried, and she’s gotten a lot of experience with aching lately. Gymnastics was never quite like this.

Maybe it is for Avery right now, actually, with her practicing more, skipping classes, going for broke. But it never was for Max.

Maybe that’s why Avery was always better.

“Holy crap,” she mutters to herself, pushing up in bed and blinking at the sunlight. She didn’t even shut the drapes last night. Too exhausted even to think.

Mom put her to bed. Mom brought her a cocoa and sat with her while she drank it. Mom asked about why she was so tired and listened intently while Maxine explained—cheering for Taylor from the bleachers, Maxine said, for Taylor and her other friends on the squad and the team, on top of a long week at school and a bunch of extracurricular time spent learning yearbook shit—and then Mom stayed with her while she brushed her teeth.

She tucked her in. Pulled the sheets up and dug them in around her. Kissed her on the forehead. It was like being a kid again, and even now, this morning, with her whole body feeling like one pulled and sore muscle and her throat scratchy with dehydration, Maxine feels warmed by it. Because maybe to Mom, she was babying her son Maxwell, regressing alongside him just once, because he was so tired.

But it’s how Avery’s mom treats her all the time. And probably how Taylor’s mom was with her last night, on her last day as Lynn Scott’s little girl.

It’s not that moms treat their daughters like kids. No, it’s that they stop treating their sons like people who might have the same needs, who might crave and rely on those same little comforts, those physical and emotional reassurances. Being a kid again, to Mom, was like being her daughter. She almost doesn’t want to go to bed here ever again, to have it go back to how it normally is, to be her mother’s son.

She’d forgotten what it was like to be treated with such care.

No wonder guys like Gordo exist. Moms and dads everywhere withdrawing love and support from their sons, doing their best to make them hard and thoughtless.

Still. At least she got one night of it. One night of being special.

Forcing herself through her morning routine takes far too much effort, but she sticks with it, because if she doesn’t do her stretches, if she doesn’t throw on a pair of board shorts and go out back to keep herself limber, and if she doesn’t force down a smoothie for breakfast—store-bought; still fine—she knows she’ll regret it. And when she runs back upstairs for a shower, she catches Mom making coffee, and makes a quick detour into the kitchen to hug her again.

Mom’s very bad at hiding how much she likes this new, unexpected affection.

In her room, showered and shaved and with her upper lip freshly plucked of the hairs that were starting to burrow up from under the skin, Maxine throws on a robe, slicks back her hair to air-dry, and checks on her contraband.

Okay, so her room’s got contraband coming out of its ass, but this isn’t like the rest of it. This isn’t something she’s trying to hide from Mom; she’s been keeping it behind her guitar and amp, where any enterprising parent would probably look right away but where, crucially, Taylor would never accidentally stumble across it. And a few nights ago, Maxine wrapped it. She found the paper in a little store near the school. It’s got pompoms on it.

The gift, all boxed up, is kinda heavy, but she’s much fitter now than when she bought it; she’ll be able to lug it over to Taylor’s in her gym bag—along with an entire change of clothes—just fine.

Taylor’s going to love it.

Or Maxine hopes like hell that she will, anyway. When she thinks about it too much, she lands on how it’s only really from one thing Taylor said, one throwaway observation that Maxine was only barely able to hear, and sure, she followed up with Willa—who favored Maxine with one of her delighted grins, all scrunched-up nose and lower lip jutted out—but there’s still the doubt.

Fuck it. It’ll be fine, like everything else has been up to this point! She really needs to stop second guessing herself. Maxine closes the zip of her gym bag, and goes around the room checking nothing else requires hiding. She’s got a few hours before she needs to leave—Taylor and her mom have a salon thing planned, which will take up the whole morning—but if she gets everything ready now, she can put her mind at ease and chill on AIM with Avery until then.

* * *

Mom wants to pose together for a Polaroid and she wants to go up on Taylor’s wall, and obviously she’s not going to deny her that, especially because she paid for everything Taylor had done this morning but double especially because she and Dad are getting the H-E-double-hockey-sticks out for her party. The little camera clicks and thunks and whirrs, and Taylor gives the picture to Mom to shake, and then she puts on some music.

Delightfully, Mom grooves to it, shaking her hips and reminding Taylor that, yeah, she used to be a cheerleader too, and though, sure, she was never regionals-good, Taylor isn’t yet either. Not, like, officially. And Taylor’s seen the pictures and a couple of home movies that Dad had transferred to DVD: it makes her proud to think of her mom in her much more conservative cheer uniform throwing the pompoms around and then going on to do something actually, like, kinda useful and important. So many of the guys and girls at school make these comments when they think she and the others in the squad can’t hear, like they think all of them are only good for marrying young and squirting out kids and baking cookies for the rest of their lives.

Well, Mom didn’t do that; neither will Taylor. Though marrying, now that she has somebody she has an actual future with, isn’t as scary of a thought as it used to be. Even if they have to travel to whichever state is first to legalize it.

She really hopes it’s not somewhere cold and miserable.

Speaking of Maxine, she’s due over soon! And Taylor’s finally going to get to find out what it is that she’s been hiding behind her guitar amplifier inside several layers of plastic bags, the thing that she recently wrapped in some of the most adorable wrapping paper Taylor’s ever seen. It’s taken all her discipline to keep from looking when Maxine’s been in the bathroom or getting them a drink or something, but she likes surprises, especially when it’s Maxine who is delivering them.

* * *

A-Very-Nice-Person: Soooooooo

Maximillion: Oh no

A-Very-Nice-Person: SOOOOOOOO

Maximillion: Avery

A-Very-Nice-Person: Ahahahahahahahaha

A-Very-Nice-Person: Got you scared

A-Very-Nice-Person: U staring at the screen thinking WHAT DOES SHE KNOW

Maximillion: I mean, you already know the ‘bad’ stuff about me

A-Very-Nice-Person: …

A-Very-Nice-Person: Actually yeah

A-Very-Nice-Person: I like to think of you squirming tho

A-Very-Nice-Person: U’re a cute squirmer

Maximillion: I’m what

A-Very-Nice-Person: Cute

A-Very-Nice-Person: Always were Maxxy

A-Very-Nice-Person: Sorry I just

A-Very-Nice-Person: Miss you

Maximillion: Miss you too

A-Very-Nice-Person: Shit fuck balls

A-Very-Nice-Person: I brought the mood down

A-Very-Nice-Person: I was trying to make you squirm

Maximillion: If it helps…




She’s still got the webcam hooked up, so it takes only a moment to open its associated program and snap a picture of herself sitting sideways on her uncomfortable dining chair. Taylor’s always telling her to get a real chair, but like Maxine says, what does she even do on her computer? Talk to Avery and occasionally do homework; she doesn’t sit here enough to get truly achy, or at least, no more achy than she is by default these days, from constant physical activity.

She’s got to admit, though, that even now, when she can feel it throughout her whole body, she aches less than she used to, even a week ago. She’s fitter than she ever has been. Cheer practice has the same requirements for all-round fitness that she’s used to from gymnastics, but also makes her do things over and over with different people. More regularly, too.

And then there’s Taylor. She’s relentless.

She checks over the picture, looking for Max, making sure Maxine isn’t too present. And it’s fine. She’s already wearing what she’s going to wear over to Taylor’s: a loose Foo Fighters shirt and one of her newer pairs of cargos. It’s all very Max.




Maximillion: There I am

A-Very-Nice-Person: Do you ever sit normally on your chair?

Maximillion: You know that I don’t

Maximillion: Anyway you can totally see me squirming right?

A-Very-Nice-Person: Yeah

A-Very-Nice-Person: Shit, you’re cuter than I remember, Max

Maximillion: Being happy will do that for you

A-Very-Nice-Person: God

A-Very-Nice-Person: You’re HAPPY

A-Very-Nice-Person: I almost can’t believe it

A-Very-Nice-Person: And Taylor? You’re doing good?

Maximillion: Yeah

Maximillion: Really really good

Maximillion: We’re not telling the squad for now, or our moms or anything

Maximillion: But it’s good

Maximillion: It’s AMAZING, Avery

Maximillion: Everything is

Maximillion: You always made me feel like I had a place in the world

Maximillion: Like however fucked up everything got, I’d always have you

Maximillion: But here

Maximillion: This whole town is my place

Maximillion: And I don’t want it to seem like I’ve replaced you or anything

Maximillion: Because I miss you like I’d miss a limb

Maximillion: But back in Queens, when we weren’t together, everything was shit

Maximillion: Here, it’s just

Maximillion: Not like that

A-Very-Nice-Person: And there’s Taylor of course

Maximillion: Of course

A-Very-Nice-Person: How come you’re not telling the squad?

Maximillion: We’ve got the tryouts for regionals coming up

Maximillion: And nobody’s ever dated inside the squad before

Maximillion: So we didn’t know if it would make it weird for people

Maximillion: Be a distraction

A-Very-Nice-Person: Wait

A-Very-Nice-Person: NOBODY ever dated anybody on the squad????????

A-Very-Nice-Person: Oh shit actually

A-Very-Nice-Person: Yeah I get it

A-Very-Nice-Person: Lesbians don’t make for popular cheerleaders

A-Very-Nice-Person: And I guess all the guys on the squad are gay

Maximillion: At least one is

Maximillion: If the others are, they haven’t told me

A-Very-Nice-Person: Right right right right right

A-Very-Nice-Person: Shit Maxxy

A-Very-Nice-Person: The straights really fuck everything up don’t they?

A-Very-Nice-Person: No offense

Maximillion: LOL

Maximillion: None taken

A-Very-Nice-Person: Oh shit wait

A-Very-Nice-Person: MAX

Maximillion: Um

A-Very-Nice-Person: Maxxyyyyyyyy

Maximillion: Uh oh

A-Very-Nice-Person: ROFL got you squirming again

Maximillion: See now THAT I take offense at

A-Very-Nice-Person: Poor baby

A-Very-Nice-Person: Anyway

A-Very-Nice-Person: It’s the 13th right?

A-Very-Nice-Person: Your first GAME was yesterday wasn’t it?

A-Very-Nice-Person: How was your school spirit

A-Very-Nice-Person: Did you yell GO SPORTS TEAM

A-Very-Nice-Person: Did you wave your pompoms

A-Very-Nice-Person: Did you wiggle your ass

Maximillion: Yes to all three

A-Very-Nice-Person: You’re serious

Maximillion: Yes

Maximillion: I did in fact yell GO SPORTS TEAM

Maximillion: Taylor had to remind me that the team are

Maximillion: In fact

Maximillion: Called the Titans

A-Very-Nice-Person: Huh

A-Very-Nice-Person: Are they big like the Titans of Old

Maximillion: What titans of old?

A-Very-Nice-Person: You know

A-Very-Nice-Person: The titans

A-Very-Nice-Person: Of old

Maximillion: Did we have different history classes?

A-Very-Nice-Person: Max I have been classically edumacated

A-Very-Nice-Person: Anyway

A-Very-Nice-Person: Now that I think about it

A-Very-Nice-Person: I knew they were called the titans already

A-Very-Nice-Person: Oh shit actually

A-Very-Nice-Person: They put up pictures right?

A-Very-Nice-Person: Of the game?

A-Very-Nice-Person: On the school website?

A-Very-Nice-Person: RIGHT????????

A-Very-Nice-Person: Hell yeah NOW you’re squirming

A-Very-Nice-Person: Send me a pic of you spinning round on your chair

A-Very-Nice-Person: Spinning right round baby

A-Very-Nice-Person: Aw

A-Very-Nice-Person: Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: This sucks

A-Very-Nice-Person: Maaaaaaaax

A-Very-Nice-Person: THIS SUPER SUXXXXXXXX

Maximillion: What sucks?

A-Very-Nice-Person: I don’t SEE you

A-Very-Nice-Person: All the pictures are of the football team

A-Very-Nice-Person: The cheer squad’s out of focus

A-Very-Nice-Person: Like there are some with the squad in

A-Very-Nice-Person: But they’re action shots

A-Very-Nice-Person: And you’re not any of the girls in the pyramid so I guess you’re either flying through the air or you’re doing cartwheels on the grass

A-Very-Nice-Person: You’re probably not flying actually

A-Very-Nice-Person: So you’re just a grassy blur

A-Very-Nice-Person: A GRASSY BLUR MAX

A-Very-Nice-Person: MAXXY

A-Very-Nice-Person: I WANNA SEE YOUR CUTE ASS IN A CHEER UNIFORM




Letting out a long, nervous breath, Maxine reorients herself in her chair, forces stiff limbs into new positions. Because, yes, she asked Coach Dale to make sure they didn’t put up any pictures that identify her—citing, once again, her mom’s opposition to her cheering and her dad’s clandestine (faked) signature—but there’s always the chance that someone fucked up, or that Coach missed something, or…

But they didn’t, and she didn’t, and everything’s fine. There’s a big action shot of the cheerleaders, taken during half-time, and at the precise moment the picture was taken, Maxine was doing cartwheels in front of the pyramid, getting into position to catch the flyers. It’s the centerpiece of the routine they’ve been working on for regional tryouts, and it’s good; it stands up to at least some of the other squads she’s been checking out. And when you’re moving that fast, when the camera’s got to deal with the bright lights of the stadium floods, the deep black of the sky and the fast-moving cheerleaders, and when the final photo is going to be uploaded at low resolution to a school website that’s only slightly more sophisticated than the average GeoCities hobby homepage, well, something’s gotta give, and in the case of that picture, that something was the legibility of the girls doing the tumbling.

Just as long as Avery doesn’t count the guys in the picture. Because they’re all anchoring the pyramid, and Maxine isn’t one of them, and she’s pretty sure she told Avery once that there are only four guys on the squad.

Wait, did she say ‘four guys’ or ‘four other guys’? Maybe if she counts four, and doesn’t find Maxine among them, she still won’t—

Shut up, Maxine!

She’s fine. She’s safe. She’s fine. For at least another week. And for next week’s away game, she can do it all over again. Coach Dale won’t mind; she wants Maxine on the squad more than she wants a high-quality picture of her on a website that, still, not that many people visit.

It would be another thing entirely, though, if Avery somehow got hold of the school paper. Maxine’s been reliably informed that the squad will be front and center in next week’s edition. Front and center of page two, that is; page one belongs to the team. Thank God they don’t send copies to random New York gymnasts.

The big problem’s going to be the Homecoming game. She looked up previous years’ Homecoming games on the school website, and for the last three years, they’ve gone all out: interviews with the stars on the football team, interviews with cheerleaders, with key members of the marching band, with the poor asshole who’s got to sweat inside the mascot costume. And pictures. Lots of pictures. Even last year, when they had a bad season—and lost the Homecoming game—they still did a big feature.

By that point, though, she plans to have told Avery already, and anybody else looking her up on the big Homecoming splash page will already know her deal, so it ought to be fine.

And she plans to keep wearing lots of makeup, too. Load it the fuck up on her eyes and lips. Maybe she’ll take that look to school every day from now on, actually, to keep putting distance between the public face—hah!—of Maxine and her old, anonymous self.

The price of femininity is eternal vigilance. Thanks, government class.




A-Very-Nice-Person: Also I kinda wanna see your form

A-Very-Nice-Person: I bet cheerleading has made you sloppy

Maximillion: You wish

Maximillion: I’m better than ever

A-Very-Nice-Person: You gotta show me someday

Maximillion: I will

Maximillion: I promise I will

Maximillion: Hey how are things at school

Maximillion: By which I guess I mean

Maximillion: Not at school

A-Very-Nice-Person: Oh it’s fine

A-Very-Nice-Person: Practicing my gay little ass off

A-Very-Nice-Person: Trying super hard to not be sad about Rebecca

Maximillion: Have you talked since

Maximillion: Since you broke up?

A-Very-Nice-Person: Yeah

A-Very-Nice-Person: Texted anyway

A-Very-Nice-Person: She’s okay

A-Very-Nice-Person: Head down, survive school, graduate, you know?

A-Very-Nice-Person: I still think my approach is smarter

Maximillion: Will you have the credits to graduate?

A-Very-Nice-Person: If I don’t, there are catchup classes

A-Very-Nice-Person: I already checked the schedule and I can fit them around practice and events and shit

Maximillion: Got anything lined up?

Maximillion: I actually haven’t been keeping up with

Maximillion: Events and shit

A-Very-Nice-Person: Yeah it’s okay I know why

A-Very-Nice-Person: And no nothing yet

A-Very-Nice-Person: Showcase in November tho

A-Very-Nice-Person: Little thing

A-Very-Nice-Person: Looking forward to it

A-Very-Nice-Person: Hey Max

A-Very-Nice-Person: I should go

A-Very-Nice-Person: Love you




Maxine’s still typing her goodbye—and wondering if she ought to add a question, something like, hey Avery, what the fuck, are you okay? because that was an abrupt as hell mood shift—when Avery disconnects.

Shit. There’s something going on there.

Well, of course there is! She split up with her girlfriend and she got harassed so hard at school that she basically quit, right there and then! It’d be weird if Avery weren’t prone to the occasional bout of melancholy. It’s no worse than what Maxine was like when she had to give up gymnastics. Actually, it’s considerably better: Maxine abandoned her lifeline, whereas Avery’s just quit school. And where she’s going, she doesn’t need fake quotes she learned in government class.

* * *

Smuggling Maxine out of her house and into Taylor’s is as much art as science, continually refined, iterated upon, and critiqued. It’s not just about wearing baggy clothes and rushing out the door before anybody sees her; it’s about the choice of route, the timing; it’s about wearing two sports bras if she’s already glued her breasts on, and it’s about hiding them somewhere cunning if she hasn’t; it’s about Maxine never, ever showing her waxed arms and legs to her Mom. It’s also, lately, or so Maxine said over AIM, become a little bit about lightly smearing mascara on her upper lip so she looks like she’s shaved off her mustache and not, for example, like she’s ripped it out, roots and all. If Taylor were inclined to write any of this down, she thinks she could probably revolutionize the field.

Kind of a shame Taylor’s not going to get to see the mascara lip thing today—she’s curious, and Maxine refused to take a picture of it in action—because Maxine’s coming straight from home, right from her front door to Taylor’s. Taylor makes sure she’s there to greet her, to take in with only a little amusement her cargos—still cute on her—and that light gray hoodie of Taylor’s that Maxine’s taken ownership of. She’s wearing it open over a band shirt like usual, and she’s basically splitting the difference between having a guy chest and a girl chest right now, slightly more weighted toward the girl side; those could be pecs, if you really want to believe they are.

“Is that you, Maxine?” Taylor’s mom calls, and Taylor can hear her starting to get up from the couch, so she waggles her eyebrows at Maxine, who gets the message immediately.

“Just gotta drop off Taylor’s present!” Maxine shouts back, already moving off so she’s halfway up the stairs by the time Mom rounds the corner. It’s fine for Mom to see her from the back in her cargos and hoodie, because like everyone else she’s gotten the message that Mom Giordano likes her only daughter to dress like she’s allergic to showing skin, but Maxine’s entirely bare face and low-slung ponytail are… well, they’re not masculine, not as far as Taylor can tell, but they are androgynous, and the fewer questions everyone gets a chance to even think about asking, the better. “Garrett!” Maxine’s at the top of the stairs now, and making a noise about going into Taylor’s brother’s room. “I’m coming in! You’ve got five seconds to wrap a towel around anything hairy!”

Today’s pretext: Maxine stashes Taylor’s gift in Garrett’s room so Taylor can’t get all excited and open it before the others get here. And if Maxine takes the opportunity to open all the drapes in there, air it out, fill it with natural light, and change into her party dress, that’s fine, too. The plan requires Garrett’s cooperation, but he’s hanging out like a bad weed smell tonight, anyway; no way Mom and Dad would leave Taylor with the house to herself on her birthday, not even with the slim guest list she got them to approve, without responsible adult supervision. Though to classify Garrett as either responsible or an adult, even technically, is stretching the bounds of linguistics, metaphysics, and basic common sense.

When Maxine comes bounding down the stairs ten or so minutes later, she looks as stunning as ever. More, actually: she did her makeup kind of the way Taylor did for the game yesterday, and the bold, extravagant look suits her.

Like, really really.

“Hey, Lynn!” Maxine calls as she settles against the arch into the living room and folds her hands under her breasts. It’s funny to Taylor, because Maxine’s standing the way she used to when she was feeling self-conscious—hugging her belly, standing off to the side of the room rather than taking up space in the center—but she doesn’t get like that anymore. This is something else. And besides, all eyes are on her right now.

Holy shizz. She’s presenting herself to the room.

She’s showing off.

“Maxine!” Mom replies, rushing over, arms out. “Let me look at you!”

Stepping away from the arch, Maxine presents herself, smiling slyly at Taylor before standing to very cheerleader attention in front of Taylor’s mom. And, wow, yeah, she looks good. Taylor recognizes everything Maxine’s wearing, but putting them together like this, wearing them with such confidence, putting herself out there like this, that’s something she’s been building and building to.

It’s like the game yesterday was the last crack in the dam that’s been holding her back, and now here she is.

Maxine is freaking transcendent.

She’s wearing her hair out and she’s brushed and sprayed volume into it, and the feathered tips hang lightly against her shoulders, which are mostly bare; her top, a gray and black wide-neck shirt with a pattern printed on one side made up of mostly indecipherable words in some gothic script, hangs asymmetrically, exposing a bunch of skin while still sitting quite high on her. She’s wearing jewelry and a black leather-ish skirt borrowed from Willa, and while the necklaces and bangles have a sort of vaguely religious feel to them, the leather skirt absolutely does not. And, yes, a skirt borrowed from Willa does show off a heck of a lot of leg on Maxine!

“That’s a very interesting look, Maxine,” Mom says, grasping Maxine by the shoulders and tilting her this way and that, like she’s a store mannequin or an out-of-place item of decorative furniture in a house Mom’s trying to sell. Taylor’s fingers itch; that should be her.

Though she would probably have her hands elsewhere.

“Yeah, well,” Maxine says, “ever since your daughter got me into skirts, I’ve been trying stuff. I promise I still wear colors some days.”

“It’s you,” Mom says firmly. “It’s very you.”

“Thanks, Lynn!”

“I agree,” Taylor says finally, jumping up and rushing over for a hug now that her mom’s backed off. “It is incredibly you.”

“Is Garrett still upstairs?” Mom asks, returning to the couch for her purse but not sitting down.

“He’s supervising Taylor’s birthday present,” Maxine says. “And still brushing his teeth, I think? I did kick him out of his own room so I could get changed. I suggested he might want to comb his hair, too.”

Slinging her purse over her shoulder—and she’s dressed to impress today, so she’s carrying the impractically tiny one with the shoelace strap—Mom strides back across the living room. “You’re a treasure, Maxine,” she says on her way past, and then she leans around the arch and does the mom thing. “Garrett!” she shouts up the stairs. “Get down here!”

“Five minutes!” Garrett yells from his room.

Rolling her eyes, Mom turns to smile at Maxine again. “May I say,” she says, “that your debut yesterday was fantastic. You’re a natural! I mean, I knew already, I’ve seen you practice, but out there? You were something else.”

“Thanks, Lynn,” Maxine says. “That’s… really nice to hear, actually.”

Oh, shoot. Did Mom just bum Maxine out?

“Oh, honey,” Mom says, backing up a little so she’s properly facing Maxine again, “your mom didn’t show?”

Maxine’s smile turns brave. “She doesn’t know I’m a cheerleader, remember? Did I tell you that already?”

“I think you might have,” Mom says, tilting her head, “but still, that’s awful.”

“It’s better that she doesn’t know.” Maxine broadens her smile, shrugs off her brief melancholy. “She would not approve. As far as she’s concerned, I was out on the bleachers, cheering Taylor on.”

“Bless you, Maxine,” Mom says. “Well then, let me say it again, you’re very good. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you’d been cheerleading for just as long as Taylor.”

“I’m a wonderful mentor, Mom,” Taylor says.

“She really is,” Maxine says.

“Plus,” Taylor adds loyally, “she was already good before I got my hands on her.”

Hands. Hands on her. Hands on her.

Shoot.

Five minutes.

Five more minutes.

She needs to keep her shizz together for just five more minutes.

But then she lucks out:

“Where is that boy…?” Mom mutters, and then she snaps her fingers and waves her other hand at Dad. “Screw it,” she says. “Jack? We’re going.”

Dad, who never left the couch while all this was going on, drops his newspaper onto the coffee table and joins his wife, moving exaggeratedly slowly, as if the act of standing and walking across a few feet of floor is the most arduous thing that has ever been asked of a man.

“I have been summoned,” he says, shrugging at both girls, “and so I obey.”

“You’re very well trained,” Maxine says with a grin, which makes Dad laugh.

“You remember the rules, Taylor?” Mom says.

Taylor nods. Duh. “Don’t wreck up the place, don’t do anything that gets the cops called on us, and have everything shipshape by six in the evening tomorrow.”

“And Garrett’s got the keys to the liquor cabinet,” Dad says.

“Pre-approved drinks are in the fridge,” Mom adds. 

It’s the agreement: Taylor gets to become an adult—kinda sorta; it’s still a long time before she can drink outside the house without a fake ID—on her own terms, but only if she agrees to be responsible about it. No big Justin-style blowout, just a handful of friends—mostly cheerleaders—and Mom and Dad can have a mini-vacation at the beach without having to worry about coming home to a trashed house.

Pretty sweet. And it’s the day after the first game of the season, so the guest list was always going to be small and the party thus kinda non-raucous; half the squad is resting or having mandatory family time. Taylor doesn’t mind. It’s all kinda ceremonial, really.

Taylor and Maxine follow Taylor’s parents to the front door, waving, wishing them a good time, promising to be good, and then, when the door closes behind them and when the SUV—already loaded with Dad’s single suitcase and Mom’s archipelago of travel bags—has passed out of view, Taylor turns away from the window by the door and immediately finds Maxine right there, close enough to smell.

Close enough to touch, and with nobody watching, Taylor freaking digs into her, hooks her hands behind Maxine’s back, pulls her in. Presses her body against Maxine’s, and wishes suddenly that she’d had the foresight to wear a mini, too, and not these cute capris, because if Maxine wants to touch her intimately, that’s a lot of fabric in her way, and—

“Hey,” Maxine says, kissing her and causing Taylor to put up a bunch of shields in her brain against the sheer assault of horny. Just because she’s eighteen now, doesn’t mean she’s got to go for it right away! Especially because, well, Maxine’s Maxine: she deserves for Taylor to take her time, to get everything right.

And there’s a lot to get right.

It’s not like Taylor’s ever really been with a guy before, but she’s definitely never been with a girl. She should probably read some books on it or something.

“Hey,” Taylor says, pulling back from the kiss. “Missed you.”

“Missed you, too,” Maxine says, smiling, coming closer, and she’s about to kiss Taylor again when there’s a rapid thump of feet on the stairs and Garrett drops unwelcome into Taylor’s line of sight.

“Well, shit,” he sighs as Maxine and Taylor reluctantly disengage, “is this something else I’m not supposed to worry about?”

* * *

The secrets keep mounting up. Maxine sits on the bottom stair while Taylor checks Garrett for brain damage and then, when he’s confirmed to have as many functioning braincells as usual—which is, like, some—she asks why he could possibly have thought Maxine and Taylor weren’t dating. Didn’t he see them kissing last week? On the lips?

Yeah, but wasn’t Maxine kissing, like, everybody last week? On the lips. Banger, for example.

Taylor nearly shrieks.

It’s almost funny. Almost. So Taylor lays it out for Garrett: yes, they’re dating; yes, they’re serious; yes, it’s a secret, and what are they, stupid? And it’s funny how this new secret, arguably much less consequential than the one Garrett already knows, feels so much more scandalous to Maxine, so much more precarious and precious. Maybe it’s because she’s been Maxine a while now, has fucking cheered as her in front of hundreds upon hundreds of people, has become Maxine so thoroughly that even her tailor picked up on it, but being a lesbian? Being a girlfriend? Still new. Still feeling that shit out.

Maxine’s a girl? Old hat. Maxine’s a lesbian? Maxine’s dating Taylor? Dude, that’s insane.

And then Willa and Eddie are here, and they all head upstairs together to Taylor’s room. Except that Garrett touches Maxine’s arm, holds her back, so she waits.

Garrett doesn’t say anything until the door to Taylor’s room shuts.

“Max, be careful with my sister, okay?”

“I thought you said you were rooting for me?”

At that, Garrett just looks at her for a second, and then, presumably regretting his entire life up to this point, and specifically everything he’s ever said to Maxine, he covers his eyes and sighs deeply.

“Gordo was a piece of shit,” he says. “I couldn’t be happier she’s done with him. But you’ve got to be—”

“I know. I got the lecture from Willa already. We’re not exactly making out in the middle of the practice field.”

“Let me get this straight,” Garrett says, pointing at Maxine. “Girl.” Maxine nods. “Pretending to date Banger.” Maxine nods. “But actually… lesbian?” Maxine nods. “Dating my sister.” Maxine nods. “Not just kissing her as part of some girly ritual I don’t understand?” Maxine shakes her head. “Okay. Okay. Cool. Tell me one thing, dude.”

“Yes?”

“Did you turn her gay?”

“No, I just showed up. She turned gay on her own.”

“Jesus,” Garrett says, flopping back against the wall. “I used to have a normal sister…”

“You didn’t, actually. You never did.”

“Shit. I guess not.” He’s looking at Maxine again, brows furrowed, and then it’s like a switch flips in his head. Throwing up his hands, he says, “Whatever! I don’t have to care, actually. She’s eighteen, you’re eighteen. And you know you can’t let Mom find out, right? Either mom.”

“Yeah. We know.”

“She’d flip her shit, Max. Maxine.”

“Duh.”

Garrett laughs. “I’m teaching you to suck eggs, aren’t I?” he says. Maxine does not reply that she would prefer to suck on Taylor, and retains her neutral expression with much effort. “You’re gonna be careful tonight, right? All of you. No partying in the front yard, no ripping the copper out of the walls?”

“Right.”

“Cool. Good. Because I have a sudden, overpowering need to get really fucking high tonight.”

* * *

“Presents?” Willa asks, bouncing on the bed. From the moment Maxine came up—and immediately placed her bag on the floor before reaching for Taylor, kissing her gently and telling her that it’s all good, that Garrett’s fine, that everything’s fine, that maybe the only thing that needs to change is that Garrett gets less high less often, to aid his cognitive function, which, duh—Willa’s been impatient, sitting cross-legged and with her hands stuffed into her lap but still unable to contain her energy. Even Taylor snatching the objectively terrible soft pink hat from Willa’s head hasn’t punctured her enthusiasm. “Presents now?”

Taylor wants to keep kissing, but Maxine withdraws, smiling. “Yeah,” she says, “presents now.”

“Whatcha bring, Maxine?” Willa says.

Maxine carefully and protectively nudges her gym bag behind her with a foot. “You first,” she says.

“Okay!” Willa half-jumps and half-falls forward off of Taylor’s bed, untangling her legs at the last moment and landing neatly, something which Taylor briefly envies her for. Taylor’s too tall for that kind of thing; too much leg to unravel. But then, Willa’s over-the-top energy level seems to stem from her diminutive stature, like there’s only so much person to go around, and it all got crammed into something way too small. “I, uh, kinda wanted to go first, anyway.”

“This is from both of us,” Eddie says as Willa rummages around in her sleepover bag. It’s the same one she’s had since she stayed over the first time, years ago. It has Eeyore from Winnie the Pooh printed all over it.

That’s something Taylor’s always admired about Willa. When Taylor became popular, she didn’t change her interests, sure, but she learned to mask them entirely at school and around the girls—and guys; ick—that she wanted to impress. And while Willa did that too, she did it… less. Taylor would never have shown up at a sleepover with an Eeyore bag; Willa never stopped.

“Actually,” Willa says, eying Eddie, “it’s from me. Or— It’s from me. You’ll get it when you see it. It’s not from Eddie; he’s just cheap.”

“Excuse me, Willa, but some of us don’t live in mansions. Some of us don’t have lawyers for parents. Some of us—”

Willa cups a hand around her mouth and stage-whispers to Maxine, “He’s had a very hard life. Best to let him get it out of his system. It’s like therapy! But it’s free. Which, y’know, it kinda needs to be.”

“If you weren’t so cute…” Eddie says.

Maxine’s frowning, like she doesn’t know the two of them are just playing, but before Taylor can correct her misconception, she just shrugs slightly to herself and carries on watching the two of them perform their floor show. Willa’s waving Eddie off, like she can dispel his indignation with her hand, and she’s still digging in her bag, pulling out PJs and her knockoff iPod and all the other little things that she can’t possibly spend a night away from home without. “Got it!” she says a moment later, which puts an end to their bickering, and she retrieves from the depths of her Eeyore bag something the rough shape of a DVD case, wrapped in what looks like Valentine’s Day paper.

“Why are there hearts on my present, Willa?” Taylor asks.

“More to the point,” Eddie says, “why did you reuse the wrapping paper from that cuddly bear I got you?”

“I’m a saver,” Willa says, pouting, and she hands the little package to Taylor. “Happy birthday!”

As Taylor crouches down to retrieve it, Maxine pushes off from the wall behind her, and Taylor tries very hard to concentrate on the gift in her hand and not the soft, almost inaudible sound of Maxine’s thighs rubbing against each other as she walks over to Taylor’s bed and fetches her iBook. “You’ll need this,” she says, sitting down next to Taylor with her legs tucked demurely under, just like Taylor showed her.

Unwrapped, the gift turns out to be a DVD with a home-printed cover: a photo of Taylor from one of the last basketball games of their junior year. She’s been photographed midair, arms outstretched, a wicked grin on her face, and Taylor knows this picture and she knows who took it.

That someone also added a sprinkling of paper stars around the outside, like the faded stickers on Taylor’s ceiling.

“Did Lauren help you with this?” she asks.

“She did,” Willa says smugly.

“Lauren?” Maxine asks.

“From the photography club.”

“Oh yeah. Right. I remember. With the…” Maxine waves a hand lamely. “With the photos.”

“She’s cool,” Taylor says, turning the box over and over in her hands. The title says Our Captain Taylor!

“I wanted to call it Cheer and Loathing in San Diego,” Eddie says. “But I was overruled.”

“Good,” Maxine says.

“Guys,” Taylor says, “what is this?”

“Play it,” Eddie says, shuffling over on the bed so he can see better. Maxine, meanwhile, has been waiting for the iBook to boot, and now that it’s reached the desktop she ejects the DVD drive and turns the laptop around so Taylor can easily access it.

Willa’s gift turns out to be a retrospective. Every year of Taylor’s high school cheerleading career, from her first stumbling tryout—recorded on blurry VHS—to her central role in their half-time performance at last year’s Homecoming game. There are photos and videos from every year, from every season, possibly from every game, and there are shots from practice, from squad events, from cheer camp…

There’s even some photos from last night’s game. Long shots of the pyramid, close shots of them tumbling—Taylor’s got no idea how Lauren pulled some of them off!—and pictures of Taylor chanting, yelling, getting the crowd excited.

Being the most herself she ever feels.

There are pictures of Maxine, too. All the high-def shots they asked Coach to keep off of the website. And in the video of last night’s half-time show, Maxine’s there, doing amazing.

Taylor wonders if they know just how wonderful a gift they made for her.

“Shoot,” she mutters, “I should’ve invited Lauren. I need to thank her! She must have been working on this all night…”

“All morning, actually,” Willa says. “And don’t worry; she’s got a mom thing tonight, so she wouldn’t have been able to come. But you should know: it really is kind of a group gift. Not just from Eddie and me, but from Lauren and Janey and all the girls you could have been too cool for, but weren’t.”

Taylor turns the box over again. Our Captain Taylor. It says it right there on the front of the box!

“Oh my gosh,” Taylor whispers. She follows it up with the grossest sniff she’s done in a while, and then she just gives in, and ugly cries while Maxine and Willa hold her.

You could have been too cool for us.

No she couldn’t!

But didn’t Lauren tell her that once? Said that with Taylor right there at the center of the squad, even before she was anything more than just Robyn’s project, she made things better? Taylor didn’t know what she meant at the time, but now that she focuses on it, now that she mentally flicks back through the pictures she just saw, now that she has her whole time on the squad right there in front of her…

The squad used to be bee-yotches, that’s what Robyn said. Not, like, movie-cheerleader bad, sure, but they abused their popularity. And then the old queen bees graduated and the squad struggled for a year; after, when they put themselves back together, when Taylor and Willa were new to the freshman squad, things were different.

So Robyn said.

But they can’t lay all that at Taylor’s feet! For the first couple months of her freshman year, nobody even knew who she even was! And she wasn’t even on the main squad yet!

Maybe, though, she can share the credit. With Robyn and her older friends, with Willa, with Eddie and Sandy and—ick; fine—Meredith. And with Kennedy, actually, too. She could have been awful. Instead, she’s just… something else. Controlled and self-assured and caring in a brusque way and pretty as anything and— Heavens above, Taylor, this is not the time to discover you always had a crush on Kennedy, too!

“Don’t turn it off,” she says between gulps of air.

“Hmm?” Eddie says. He’s sitting on the bed, having rescued her iBook from the group hug, and he seems to be idly browsing the web.

“The laptop. Keep it on. Just close the lid.”

“Isn’t that turning it off?”

Maxine and Willa withdraw from the hug, with Willa standing and massaging her thighs through her denim dungarees—terrible party outfit in Taylor’s opinion, though it is, she’s got to admit, very Willa; still better after Taylor took off Willa’s soft pink hat and hid it, though. Maxine stays close, one hand on Taylor’s knee.

“It’s just sleeping it, Eddie,” Taylor says. “I wanna show Kennedy and Dominique when they get here. I think…” She resists the urge to chew on her lip as a displacement activity, and instead pictures herself rolling her thoughts around her head like a runaway basketball. “I think everyone should see it. They’re in those pictures too, right? It’s for all of us. The whole squad.”

“Yeah,” Willa says emphatically. “Gimme,” she adds, holding out her hands to Eddie and beckoning him with her fingers. “I’ll look after it, since you’re clearly in the dunce corner when it comes to computers.”

“See above,” Eddie says, “re: I don’t live in a mansion.”

* * *

They got Taylor cleaned up and got some makeup put back on her—Taylor insisted Maxine do it, and Maxine took great pleasure in sitting very close to her—and then they all sat down again in a circle at the foot of Taylor’s bed, with a new present in the middle of them, boxed, wrapped and ready. Maxine’s present.

“It’s a box,” Eddie says.

“It’s a big box,” Willa says.

“Can’t be all that heavy, though, if she carried it over. Look at these noodle arms!”

Maxine evades Eddie’s grab. “I’m as strong as I ever was, thank you,” she says.

“Yeah, right.”

“Your sword, milady,” Willa says, handing over a halved pair of scissors. Taylor blows her a courtly kiss—Maxine does not get jealous at that—and then starts slicing at the tape.

“Whatever it is,” she says as she works, “I’m going to— Oh my— Oh— Aaah!”

She gives up on talking and gives up on the scissor, too, just rips off the rest of the paper while making poorly controlled squealing noises, to reveal after just a few seconds the thing that Maxine has been hiding in her room for the past month.

“What is that?” Eddie asks, leaning over.

“It’s an original boxed Nintendo!” Taylor breathes. “It’s got the— It’s got the freaking robot! Is that in there, Maxine? Is it? It’s not just on the box, is it?”

“It’s in there,” Maxine says, grinning. “And it works. I tested it all. The guy at the vintage store threw in some games, and—”

“There are games, too?”

Mumbling under her breath, Taylor carefully slices the tape holding the box closed and reverentially opening the cardboard flaps, revealing the Nintendo Entertainment System Deluxe Set that she saw all those weeks ago in the store at the outlet mall, and on which Maxine blew far too much of her remaining money when she went back there with Clay. And it’s complete: she checked online. Some people on the internet get really into this old stuff.

Taylor’s counting out pieces and laying them onto an empty section of floor: the robot, the controllers, the gun, the console itself, and the two games that came with the set; then, tucked into a part of the Styrofoam that didn’t survive the intervening years, there’s a sheaf of carts held together with a rubber band, which she removes and then, with a sly smile, pings at Maxine.

“Whoa,” she whispers. “This is amazing, Maxine! This is— Oh, cool!” She’s found one of the loose carts and she’s holding it up, checking it over. The sticker proclaims it to be a game called Vampire Queens. “I’ve got the sequel to this on the GBA,” she says, waving it about. “We have got to try it!”

“Might have to be later, Tay,” Willa says. She’s sitting on the bed with Eddie, fiddling with Taylor’s iBook. She’s not excited about the NES, but she knew about it already, and like she said to Maxine on AIM one time, once you’ve seen one Mario brother, you’ve seen them all. “Justin just texted. He’ll be here in, like, two minutes?”

“Two minutes?” Taylor says. “Okay. Okay. Cool. Just enough time.”

“To do what?”

Taylor unfolds, stands, carefully steps over the component parts of her birthday present, and wraps her arms around Maxine. Maxine, for her part, responds in the manner that has become instinctual: she leans in for the kiss.

“You’re so amazing,” Taylor says when they come up for air. “Did you really have that all this time?”

“Happy birthday,” Maxine whispers to her, and kisses her again. “And yes,” she adds a moment later, “I did.”

“You two are gross,” Eddie says. He can’t keep the giggle out of his voice, but Willa slaps him on the shoulder all the same.

* * *

Justin’s actually a couple minutes late, and that’s good, because it gives Taylor time to check that kissing Maxine didn’t mess up her makeup. Which it didn’t, or not as much as dissolving into tears did, anyway; she touches up her lipstick, double-checks her outfit—Kennedy’s coming tonight, and more to the point, so’s Dominique, which means Taylor feels under pressure to look good—and exits her bathroom feeling light, alive, and so grateful her chest might burst open. Maxine takes her hand, kisses her gently on the cheek one last time, and then they decouple and head downstairs to where Willa and Eddie are waiting for them.

So’s Garrett, it turns out. He’s got a plate full of Pop-Tarts and he’s lazily chewing, resting his ankle on his knee and leaning back, arms spread, like Dad does on the Interstate when he’s just turned on cruise control and feels like the king of the road. Some things are just genetic, apparently.

He’s also been rolling joints. A favor for Taylor; Kennedy is absolutely going to want to smoke, and it’s just easier to deal with a few discarded butts in the morning than put Meredith and a glass bong within sixty feet of each other. Taylor’s heard horror stories from other parties. Garrett catches her eye and nods at the table, where a baggie waits for her right next to the Pop-Tarts and Taylor, yet again feeling uncomfortably grateful toward her older brother, nods back.

“You get it all out of your system?” Willa asks. She and Eddie are lounging on the other couch, the one that can be converted into a bed, and they’re both making kissy faces at Taylor and Maxine. Sometimes Taylor thinks it would be better if they were dating for real, since they are in many ways pretty similar; other times, she’s glad that they’re not, for reasons analogous to why they’re building the Large Hadron Collider underground and surrounding it with concrete.

“Next time you see Natalia,” Maxine says, “Taylor and I are going to follow you around, making that exact face.”

“Yeah,” Taylor says, giggling and bumping her shoulder into Maxine’s, “see how you like it.”

Willa’s eyebrows collide, and she pouts. “I wouldn’t like that at all.”

“I’d be into it,” Eddie says.

“Kids, kids,” Garrett says, holding up the remains of his current Pop-Tart almost like a cigarette, “you’re all gross.”

Taylor’s saved from having to formulate a comeback on behalf of her age cohort by the door, which shudders under the enthusiastic knocking of, she’d bet, Justin. For a moment, she’s reminded of Gordo, that night where he came calling, just days after she and Maxine first met—and it’s a night she still thinks about a lot: it was the start of the slow death of her relationship with Gordo; more importantly, it was the night Maxine was born—but she puts him out of her mind entirely. Except to smirk to herself that she’s finally turned eighteen, something he told her repeatedly that he was counting down to, and he doesn’t get to see her. Doesn’t get to make her do all that stuff he was so enthusiastic about.

Having presumably noticed that Taylor has briefly locked up, Maxine opens the door on her behalf, and so it’s Maxine who greets Justin and Meredith with enthusiastic hugs. After a microscopic pause, she also hugs Danny Ortiz, who apparently got a ride with them, and then she’s ushering them in. She doesn’t shut the door, and when Taylor raises an eyebrow, Maxine tilts her head slightly to indicate that someone else is pulling up, too. Sure enough, within like two minutes, everyone’s here, with Jewel immediately flopping onto the couch next to Willa and Eddie, and Kennedy, Dominique and Nick Walsh—Kennedy’s boyfriend now, like, officially—taking up station by the patio door.

Justin and Kennedy are both holding gifts. They don’t get to hand them off, though, because Garrett claps his hands and stands up.

“Okay!” he says, and he keeps saying it until the chatter dies down. “The rules, short version: don’t do anything you don’t wanna clean up in the morning, because you’re gonna.”

“Yes, Daddy,” Dominique says, which causes a ripple of laughter amongst the seventeen- and eighteen-year-olds present.

Garrett starts counting on his fingers. “Don’t upset the neighbors, don’t vomit anywhere it doesn’t wipe off, and don’t get high alone, because I know one of you will have a freak-out and—”

“We got it, Gar,” Taylor says.

“Cool. Cool. Well. If you need me, I’ll be upstairs. But don’t need me.”

* * *

Pizza’s first, after gifts. Justin gave Taylor a CD from the whole team, and Kennedy gave her a book from the squad—“It’s by that lady you like. Yes, we know about your dragon problem; no, we’re not gonna spread it around. Just don’t put it in your school bag.”—and Taylor showed the other girls the retrospective DVD, to much appreciative cooing and, Maxine notes, a wistful look on Kennedy’s face. Now they’re eating single slices of pepperoni pizza each and half-sitting, half-lying on the various couches and chairs in Taylor’s living room. Every cheerleader present has complained at least once about their aching limbs—Maxine included—and every football player present has looked very much as if they would like to complain, but can’t, for some reason.

Maxine’s been assessing the fashions. Taylor’s made her into a student of celebrity outfits—the logic goes that if it’s in a magazine, someone was probably paid to coordinate it; it’s outsourcing your dress sense to the professionals—and Kennedy’s is easy to spot: she’s doing a Paris Hilton. Maxine saw a very similar white ruched miniskirt and jacket combo in something she read just last week, which means either that Kennedy had that shit lying around already, or that she went out and bought it specifically. Both options are kinda charming.

It also makes her and Maxine the only girls here in skirts. What with Taylor’s capris-and-ripped-top combo, Willa’s kind of odd denim overalls, Dominique’s jeans and low-cut top—and, wow, how jealous is Maxine of that girl’s figure?—and Julie and Meredith’s relaxed going-to-the-mall outfits, Maxine’s feeling maybe a little overdressed. So she’s grateful to Kennedy for dressing up, and she’s even a little grateful to Paris Hilton for being kind of everywhere.

And then Willa startles Maxine with the flash on her camera—she’s been put in charge of populating more of Taylor’s picture wall—and Maxine returns her attention to the conversation.

“I like the new girls,” Meredith’s saying. She’s sitting with her legs draped over Justin’s, and she’s on her second slice. “They got up to speed pretty good, I thought.”

“Please,” Kennedy says, laughing. “All they had to do was go second row in the pyramid and remember the words to the chants. They had, like, the easiest job.”

“And they did it well,” Dominique says before taking a pull from her bottle.

“Yeah, yeah. Remember my first week?”

Dominique snort-laughs, and Willa says, “Everyone remembers your first week.”

“What did she do?” Maxine asks, leaning forward.

“Tryouts,” Taylor says. “And we were all there, all of us, because half the squad quit after a disastrous year before, and they had, like, way too many slots to fill. Enough that even with the new recruits they’d have to use girls from the freshman squad at games sometimes.”

“That was us,” Willa says.

“The captain, Sylvie, she’s giving us these really simple asks, you know, can you spell the name of the school without falling on your face, that kind of thing. And then Kennedy walks up, already wearing the squad uniform, this absolutely serious look on her face—”

“I was a kid, Taylor,” Kennedy puts in.

“—and when Sylvie asks for a standing back tuck—”

“Which was more than she asked of any of you.”

“—Kennedy pulls off a perfect… Shoot, what was it?”

Kennedy puts her bottle down on the table. “Front handspring, step out, round off, back handspring, step out, round off, back handspring, full twisting layout.”

Maxine whistles. Yeah, she can picture that. She can also picture the stunned silence that probably followed it. Like, sure, she could do it, but to just walk up and pull it off in front of the captain and the coach?

“Wow,” she says.

“Thanks, Giordano.”

“That’s wild,” Justin says, shaking his head like he’s never heard the story before.

Kennedy shrugs. “Mom always wanted a cheerleader.”

“And what do you want?” Eddie asks.

Wincing, like it’s a sore spot she doesn’t want poked, Kennedy empties her bottle. “Another drink,” she says.

“Slow down there, girl,” Justin says. “You don’t want Taylor’s big brother peeling you off the couch in the morning.”

“Nick? Dear? Kill Justin for me, will you?”

Nick, who has for the most part been concentrating on eating pizza like someone who does not get fed at home, looks at Justin and shrugs. “Do I have to get up?”

“Men!” Kennedy says. “Useless.” She pushes up from her chair and pauses, looks around the room. “Anyone want anything?”

“I’ll come with,” Maxine says, quickly draining her bottle.

They’ve got a half-decent selection in the kitchen fridge, carefully counted out by Taylor’s mom to ensure that nobody can get properly wasted tonight, not unless they steal somebody else’s ration. Kennedy picks out a cherry and uncaps it with a twist.

“Shit,” she mutters after taking a swig.

“You okay, Kennedy?” Maxine asks.

“I’m always okay, Maxine.”

Maxine fetches a bottle for herself—grape—and leans against the kitchen table. “You said your mom always wanted a cheerleader?”

“Well, yeah. She got herself a genuine blonde girl, Max. Blue eyes, apple cheeks, the works. I’m everything she wasn’t. So I gotta be everything she wasn’t.”

“Kennedy, that’s—”

“Hey,” she snaps, “don’t feel sorry for me, Maxine. I’ve had an easy ride at VPH. And when I graduate, I’m taking out the biggest loan I can find and getting the hell out. Thinking of NYU, actually. I’ll be a reverse you. Cali to New York.”

Maxine smiles. “Hope you like rain, snow, rats and weird smells.”

“Maxine,” Kennedy says, “if they’re in New York and not here, I’ll learn to love them.”

“Hey,” Maxine says, “thanks for last night. It was… It was good.”

“That mean you’re gonna get changed with us next practice and stop hiding away with the teachers?”

“Probably not. But you got me away from Gordo.”

“Yeah.” Kennedy takes another swig. “Don’t be alone at school, Maxine. Oh, and I won’t tell anybody about you and Taylor, by the way.”

Maxine stops. She’s got the bottle against her mouth, and she only remembers to lower it when her lips get cold from the chilled vodka mix. Carefully, she opens her mouth enough to take some in, then swallows it, lowers the bottle, and says, “Huh?”

“Am I wrong?”

Shit. “There’s no way I can tell you that you are, is there?”

“Maxine,” Kennedy says, “one thing you gotta learn about me: I’m a people-watcher. I watch people like my fucking life depends on it. So I see shit. And tonight, I could see you two eye-fucking each other from orbit.”

“Uh.”

“Don’t worry; I don’t care. You go public and you might have a problem, and then I might have a problem, because then I’d have to pick a side, and I don’t know how you do it in the big city, but here in Vista P, we like our cheerleaders straight. So that’s how I’ve gotta like it, too.”

“We’re not going public,” Maxine says. “Believe me. I’ve gotten this lecture from Willa, from my brother, from Taylor’s brother… Okay, that’s actually it, but still. With you, that makes four lectures. I get it.” Difficult not to sound bitter, and she’s not trying all that hard. “I know we’ve got to be quiet about it.”

“Just be like me, Maxine,” Kennedy says. “Be exactly what you’re expected to be, graduate, get the hell out, and never come back. You already did it once.”

Maxine nods. “Yeah,” she says. “I don’t know about leaving. Barely even thought about college, honestly. It’s a new idea. Kinda never thought I’d make it that far.” Shit. She’s being too honest. One-and-a-quarter bottles on a single slice of pizza.

Kennedy doesn’t seem fazed, though. She leans in, gives Maxine a one-armed hug. Touches cheeks with her for just a second. Then she steps back, smiles awkwardly, and says, “Well, you’re gonna. So what are you going to do, Maxine?”

“Don’t know. What about you?”

“Me? I’m going to be a nurse or a doctor or something. What? What is it about me that says I don’t love helping people? I’m basically a saint.”

* * *

Taylor’s taken them out back to smoke, but she’s taken them to the other side of the house, to the little shaded sitting area behind the den, fielding complaints about wanting to sit by the pool by pointing out that, hey, Maxine’s mom is right next door, and do you want her to look out of an upstairs window and see her only beloved daughter getting high with a bunch of cheerleaders?

No, it was grudgingly agreed.

For Taylor, this is exactly what she’s been needing. Maxine took her aside, told her what Kennedy said, and while she knows she ought to be relieved—the scariest girl in school isn’t going to tell everyone about their illicit lesbian relationship!—she can’t help but feel weird about it. Like she’s always been one thing in Kennedy’s eyes, the talented and hardworking cheerleader who rose to become better than Kennedy herself, to become captain, and now she’s… gay. No matter that Kennedy doesn’t seem to care, it’s unsettling to become suddenly different.

And no amount of telling herself that Maxine has changed more than Taylor could ever hope to has been able to quiet her unease. But a joint? Yeah, that works.

“Can’t believe you gotta go to church tomorrow, Maxine,” she mumbles. She’s lying on one of the outdoor rugs they put down, her head in Maxine’s lap, and that would be far too intimate, except that most of them are like this with someone, and it doesn’t completely break down by couple. Danny, for example, is resting against the side of Justin that isn’t currently occupied by Meredith, and Dominique is lounging more or less on top of Kennedy.

Hasn’t stopped Kennedy from catching Taylor’s eye and grinning, though.

“Just once,” Maxine says. She’s not smoking right now—she just took a couple drags from Taylor’s, saying she’s trying to keep her head relatively clear so she can get up early in the morning and not immediately fall down. “I figure I show my face once and then I can go back to being a lapsed Catholic. Get my Sundays back.”

“You can come to my place again,” Justin says. “Make it a standing Sunday thing.”

Dominique coughs, spluttering smoke with every breath. Kennedy reaches down and half-heartedly pats her chest.

“I was jamming with his sister,” Maxine explains.

“I know,” Dominique says, wheezing. “I know that. It was just… Justin, you gotta think about what you say before you say it.”

“What?” Justin says, credibly innocent.

“No macking on Maxine, Justin,” Meredith says.

Justin kisses her. “Never.”

“You know I’ve been playing guitar with Rosie?” Maxine asks.

Kennedy smirks. “Cheer squads talk, Maxine,” she says. She briefly meets Taylor’s eyes again as she speaks, and Taylor controls her reaction as she tries to figure what, if anything, Kennedy’s trying to say with all this eye contact.

“And if I hadn’t heard it from the squad,” Dominique says, “I’d’ve heard it from someone else. People have little brothers and sisters at the middle school, and Rosie’s very proud.”

“You’re the cool punk cheerleader, Maxine,” Justin says.

Maxine rolls her eyes. “Yay?”

“To my sister, that’s like the most amazing thing a girl could ever be.”

“You should play something for us,” Jewel says.

“Alas, my guitar’s all the way over there.” Maxine throws a hand in the air, pointing over the house, toward her own, almost dislodging Taylor, who giggles and wriggles as she repositions in Maxine’s lap. “And I’m not putting my nun shit back on just to go get it.”

“Your ‘nun shit’?” Dominique asks.

“Catholic, remember?”

“Oh. Huh. Me too. But I don’t have nun shit.”

Maxine nods down at herself, at the miniskirt, at her bare thighs—currently partially occupied by Taylor—and her skull boots, all of it. “I didn’t come here dressed like this,” she says. “I came here wearing a hoodie and a sports bra. If I go home—hell, if I go around the other side of the yard where she might see me—I gotta change.”

“Bummer,” Jewel says.

“Ah,” Dominique says. “Yeah. She’s really that strict?”

“Catholic,” Maxine repeats.

“Yeah, but I’m—”

“And paranoid after I got… attacked. And… Well.” Maxine’s shifting uncomfortably now, the way she does when she’s contemplating a lie. She hates this, Taylor knows, and right now, despite everyone around them who shouldn’t know what’s going on with them, Taylor wants to lean up and kiss her, reassure her. That she can’t… Well, it freaking sucks! “Clay’s the golden child,” Maxine continues. “He dropped out of college and he works at a bar and he’s just as much of a mess as I am, but… I don’t know. Sometimes I think Mom just hates having a daughter. She certainly hates it when I look like a daughter.”

Taylor snakes out a hand, the one in shadow that hopefully nobody can see, and takes Maxine’s, just for a second. Maxine squeezes her fingers right back.

“Bummer,” Jewel says again, this time with a lot more emphasis.

“So,” Maxine finishes, “no guitar.”

“Garrett’s got a guitar,” Eddie says. “You could play that.” He’s sitting off with Danny and Nick, and they’ve been mostly out of the conversation, talking guy stuff, though considering there’s only one straight guy out of the three of them, Taylor wonders what guy stuff they could possibly have in common.

Then it sinks in what he actually said. “What?” she says, sitting up from Maxine’s thigh. “No, he doesn’t.”

“He does, Tay. Saw it just now. Like, less than an hour ago.”

“What were you doing in Garrett’s room an hour ago?”

Eddie grins. “Had to ask him a favor. And don’t ask what, because I’m not telling.”

“Go get the guitar, Eddie,” Dominique says. And then, in response to Maxine glancing at her, she adds, “What? I want to hear you play! Shit, do you sing?”

“Oh, she sings,” Willa says, and when Maxine looks at her, all open-mouthed and betrayed, she blinds them all with another camera flash. “Gotcha!”

* * *

She wasn’t going to get high. A couple of drinks is one thing, and getting high is, well, it’s also one thing, but both things together is going to make her feel like shit in the morning.

If she’s got to play guitar, though, then she’ll smoke something. So while she waits for Eddie to get back, she accepts Taylor’s offer of a lit joint, and she lies back against the big cushions piled up behind her, and she closes her eyes. Just for a little while.

It’s funny. Maxine started as a role, as an exaggeration of Avery at her most confident, and as such she originally contained nothing of Max but a version of her accent. And while there’s still an element of role-playing when she’s at school—she doesn’t naturally wiggle her hips quite so much when she’s just hanging out—she keeps bringing more and more of herself into Maxine. It feels similar to Taylor’s ongoing negotiation with her true self and her cheerleader self, to her understanding that she can be as dorky and nerdy and energetic as she wants, as long as it’s funneled in the appropriate direction, and then, with that accomplished, she can kinda be dorky about everything. Dragon lady novels for her birthday. From the squad.

So Maxine plays guitar now, and not just with Rosie and not just in her room.

Huh.

Cool.

She still needs the fucking joint to get her there, though. If she’s tense, she’ll fuck up the singing part, and that would be bad news.

“Hey again, girls and guys.”

It’s Garrett. He’s followed Eddie back down, clearly not trusting him with a heavily stickered guitar case. Eddie trots back over to Danny and Nick, though they don’t continue their conversation; instead, they’re all eagerly leaning forward, like they’re expecting Maxine to do something.

Which, of course, they are.

“I’m supervising,” Garrett continues, leaning against the door frame, cradling his guitar case in both hands. “I don’t trust you kids not to destroy Betty.”

“Oh my gosh,” Taylor giggles, “you named your guitar?”

“Sure.”

“Hey again, Gar,” Maxine says. She takes a final draw from her joint and hands it off to Taylor, then stands, brushes some imaginary grass off of her thighs, and meets Garrett where he’s waiting. “Since when do you play guitar?”

“Since I was a junior,” he says. “Or a soph. Maybe I was a freshman?” Frowning, thinking, he stands aside for Maxine, who brushes past him into the den, looking for something she saw the last time she was in here. Locating the stack of barstools—the old ones from the kitchen, Taylor’s dad said—she pries off the top one, lugs it back out through the door and sets it down just outside the den on the short strip of stone that leads to a barbecue pit that looks like it hasn’t been used in years. “No,” Garrett corrects himself, “I was definitely a sophomore. I think. Hmm. When did Wonderwall get big?”

“Oh my Gawd,” Maxine says, turning on her accent, “you’re so old.”

“Shut up, Maxine. Banger’s told me about the shit you listen to.”

“Yeah, and none of it is Oasis.”

Garrett’s holding out the case for her now, so she takes it from him, opens it and lays it aside, hooking the strap of the acoustic guitar over her head and perching on the barstool, wedging the sole of her boot into the footrest and making it steady, so she can use her thigh to support the guitar. She gives it a strum and she’s surprised to find the tuning isn’t bad.

“Woo!” one of the girls yells, and Maxine doesn’t bother to look up to see who it is. Not until someone else shouts, “Sexy!” and another whistles at her, though, does she start to feel it in her cheeks. She gives them a quick glance, letting her embarrassment briefly become irritation, and it works to shut them up.

For, like, a second.

But she’s okay. She’s Maxine. And it would be stupid to have performance anxiety right now.

What to play, though? She picks idly at the strings and thinks, wonders what Maxine would play, and then realizes—as she has been continuously lately—that that’s a dumb thing to think. What Maxine would play is what she would play, because the distinction between them has all but vanished. Shit, and when did she start feeling this way? When did she give up on Max, on the memory of him, and embrace Maxine for good and forever?

It was after that first practice, when shit got really bad inside her head. When Clay came to sit with her, to comfort her. Both of them at the foot of the bed in her room. Listening to Nirvana together.

Shit. That’s it. That’s perfect.

Something off of Unplugged.

“Gonna play Dumb,” she mutters, mostly to herself, and then she turns to Garrett, who is still kinda frowning at her, but not in a bad way, she thinks. “Mind if I tune down? Dumb’s a half-step drop from standard tuning.”

Garrett shrugs, still looking at her weird. “Sure. Be my guest.”

“’kay. Gotta do it by ear, though,” Maxine adds to the suddenly rapt little crowd. “I didn’t bring my tuner.”

As she starts tuning the strings against each other, starting with taking the low E down a semitone, one eye half-closed in concentration, Dominique says to Taylor, just loud enough for Maxine to hear, “God, I am so attracted to her right now.”

* * *

Maxine plays this Nirvana song called Dumb and she sings it kinda soft. Whether that’s because she’s not yet confident in her singing voice, or she doesn’t want to get too loud in case her mom’s hanging out in the yard next door, or that’s just how the song should be sung, Taylor doesn’t know. But she hangs on every line, every lyric, wondering as Maxine plays and sings, eyes closed, if she chose the song because it has some deep emotional resonance, if it’s a window to her thoughts, or if it’s because she likes the tune.

It’s a good song. If Taylor were picking Nirvana songs, she would have picked something peppier, but it’s good. Especially when Maxine sings it.

Especially when she puts her whole soul into it.

But then, Maxine doesn’t do anything by halves. She’s like Taylor that way: if she cares about it, really cares, then she tries. They should both have known she was really a girl ages before she worked it out, just from how hard Maxine worked at it. 

Their little group gives it a couple seconds after the last chord fades away before they start cheering and hollering, which is Maxine’s cue to open her eyes again—and blink, surprised, like she hadn’t realized she had them closed—and to smile, suddenly shy. And it’s unfair, because Taylor needs to kiss her right now, and she can’t. Not with everyone around them and especially not with Kennedy giving her that knowing look.

She’s beaten to the punch, anyway. When Maxine stands and hands the guitar back to Garrett, it’s Dominique who rushes up to hug her and give her a kiss on the cheek, which sucks, but at least it’s permission, kinda. So after Dominique releases her, it’s Taylor’s turn, and she takes the opportunity to whisper, “You’re amazing, Maxine,” quiet enough that it’s just for the two of them. Just for Taylor and Maxine and nobody else.

And, okay, maybe Garrett. But he knows to keep his stoner mouth shut.

* * *

She managed to fend off any further song requests by virtue of lighting another joint and making very serious eye contact with Garrett—who nodded at her, cased the guitar, and left—so now Maxine’s relaxing again. And she feels good. Another part of her, another important part of her, another real part of her, is out there in the open, and nobody’s fucking with her about it.

The girls bombard her with questions—when did she learn? why did she start? did she ever play in a band?—and Maxine fields them deftly, leaning against Dominique and letting her take over the conversation when she starts talking about how she wanted to learn piano as a kid but they couldn’t afford even an upright.

“Every time I go past the music rooms at school, I think, hey, I should ask about it, but I never do.”

“Ask,” Jewel says.

“Maybe you’ll hate it,” Kennedy says, nodding, “but maybe you’ll love it.”

“And you don’t need a real piano to learn,” Nick says. During the song, he detached from Eddie’s group and came to join the rest of them, and now he and Kennedy are occupying the same space as each other, the way Justin and Meredith have been all night. “You can get a keyboard. My dad sells them; I bet he could get you a good deal.”

“Yeah,” Dominique says. “Yeah. I mean, no, not about the keyboard. Not yet, anyway. But I’ll ask about learning. Next week. And thanks, Nick; maybe I’ll get you to ask your dad someday.”

They talk a little about who else among them can play something, and smoke another round, which gets Maxine feeling seriously mellow. The drinks have mostly worn off, leaving only the high, and it might be the first time Maxine’s gotten high since she started feeling this good about herself. It’s fucking amazing; like lazing around in the clouds.

She’s aware that she’s giggling a lot, but then so are most of the rest of them, except Justin and Dominique, neither of whom have hit anything in a long while; they’ve both got to drive tonight. Sucks to be them.

Taylor drags them all back inside when what passes for the evening chill around here starts to set in, and they colonize the living room, pulling the couches and chairs into a new configuration, so they’re all facing each other. Maxine ends up between Taylor and Julie, and as Justin puts some music on Taylor’s dad’s enormous stereo system, the three of them start talking cheer: Julie, a career flyer—and, along with Kennedy and Sandy, one of the smallest girls on the squad; a full three inches shorter than Willa—has some thoughts about their routine going into regional tryouts, thoughts she is almost capable of expressing coherently.

And that’s okay, because Maxine and Taylor are almost capable of listening sensibly.

“Love this,” Justin says. He’s deeply embedded in Taylor’s dad’s favorite chair, and Meredith’s sitting in his lap, her arm wrapped around his neck. They’re only not kissing right now because, presumably, they got tired of kissing so much the previous several hours. “Better than my party, I think.”

“Really?” Dominique says. She’s lying lengthwise on one of the couches, resting her head on Willa’s thigh and her feet on Danny, and Maxine kinda loves to see it: Taylor’s always said Kennedy’s clique were a little standoffish, but Kennedy’s been genuinely nice to her tonight, and Dominique has been lovely. Senior year makes everyone relax, maybe. You already jockeyed for position; now you’re done and getting ready to leave. “Even with all the beer and the music and all the— the people?”

“You were there?” Maxine asks, leaning forward out of the conversation Taylor and Julie are still having. “I don’t think I saw you.”

“We picked a room and didn’t move,” Kennedy says. She’s sitting with Nick, and though they’re not as into each other as Justin and Meredith have been, they’re still kind of cute together. “And then Rob Massey was being a dick, so I dumped him, and we moved to a different room. We left before all that stuff with… you know.”

“Sorry about Clinton,” Dominique says, and then her eyebrows pinch. “Did I ever say that?”

“You don’t have to,” Maxine says. “Everybody’s sorry about Clinton.” She smiles so she doesn’t seem like she’s criticizing Dominique, but if there’s one thing she’s tired of talking about, it’s fucking Clinton.

“Somebody put a turd in his locker,” Justin says.

“Yeah,” Meredith says, giggling. “And he put his hand right in it. Stank all day.”

“When was this?” Taylor asks.

“Yesterday,” Dominique says. “Kept him away from the game, too, or he would have been at the center of this big empty circle of people. Due to, you know, the stink. He went straight home, I heard.”

“Hell yeah,” Meredith says.

“Nobody fucks with the squad,” Kennedy says.

“I thought it was ‘nobody fucks with the football team’?” Maxine says, remembering something from what seems like years ago. The justification for keeping going, for not just admitting it all and facing Gordo’s wrath: Remember the kid who died? Yeah, she does, it was this guy called Maxwell. You wouldn’t know him; he went to another school.

She giggles again.

“It can be both,” Julie says.

* * *

Julie’s asleep on Willa; Willa’s asleep on Eddie; Eddie’s on his phone, texting; Kennedy and Nick are making out in the corner because Nick’s got to go soon. Dominique’s upstairs picking up her stuff because she’s got to go soon, and Maxine’s gone with her, because they were talking. Music stuff. Everything’s kinda winding down. Which sucks but also doesn’t.

This might have been Taylor’s most chill birthday ever.

Also her best.

Maxine’s been the highlight, obviously. Playing guitar, singing, and just generally being her awesome self. She hasn’t been inhibited by the need to keep the secret—either secret, actually—hasn’t hid at the other side of the room all night like a part of Taylor feared she might. She’s been the same Maxine that Taylor’s come to love, touching Taylor as easily and as casually as she touches the other girls, but always, each time, for a little longer.

“Hey, Tay?”

It’s Meredith, walking in through the patio doors. She’s got no shoes on, because she and Justin went out there to walk barefoot in the grass or something else cloyingly sappy—Taylor’s not jealous that she doesn’t get to do that kind of thing with Maxine around other people, no sir!—and, oh look, there’s Justin, following Meredith inside and smiling sheepishly. Even in the low light, Taylor can make out the lipstick that’s been smeared all over his mouth and cheek because, like, there’s a lot of it, and good for him! He was into Maxine, he understood that she wasn’t available, and he immediately started looking elsewhere; he’s still a friend to Maxine and hasn’t been pushy, beyond making a couple jokes; he doesn’t treat Meredith like she’s his second choice. If more guys were like him, maybe she’d still be into them.

No, actually. Maxine was beautiful tonight. And Justin’s nice for a guy. Maxine’s just nice. Maxine vaults that low bar like a freaking cheerleader.

“Hi, Merry,” Taylor says, smiling at both of them. “Did you behave yourselves in my backyard?”

“Actually,” Justin says, “we alerted the neighbors on both sides before we started making out. We wanted them all to see.”

“Next time,” Meredith says, “we’re going to put on some sexy music.”

“Gross,” Taylor says. “Go home, Justin, and soil your own… soil.”

“Funny,” Kennedy says, from Dad’s La-Z-Boy in the corner, where she and Nick are apparently done kissing and are now just kinda lounging. “You’re funny, Taylor.”

“Thanks.”

“We actually are going to go home,” Justin says. “Mom and Dad aren’t home and Rosie’s promised to put headphones on and go la la la if she hears anything she shouldn’t, so…”

“Happy birthday, Taylor,” Meredith says.

“Thanks for the book,” Taylor says, pushing up out of her chair so she can hug them both goodbye. She considers calling for Maxine, who is still upstairs with Dominique, but—

And then there’s a banging on the front door, and voice yelling out, and Taylor’s heart freaking stops.

“Taylor!”

Gordo.

Freaking Gordo!

Does he have, like, only one mode, or something?

He bangs on the front door again, harder this time, and Taylor bursts into cheer-captain action. He is not going to intimidate her anymore! “Justin,” she says, pointing, “shut the patio door, turn the lock, close the drapes. Meredith, go to the den and make sure that door’s shut and locked, too. Eddie? I need you. And where’s Danny?”

“Danny’s here,” Danny says, emerging from the kitchen with one of the few remaining bottles. “What’s going on?”

“Gordo,” say, like, three people at once.

“Shit. Is he magnetically attracted to your front door, Taylor?”

“You heard about that?” Taylor asks, and then dismisses her question with a wave. It’s unimportant, and of course he knows; Eddie probably told him about it when they were having one of their oh-so-secret hookups. Or, actually, Gordo probably related his story of triumph to the whole team when he got back to football camp.

“Taylor! Get out here!”

“Yeah, I heard about that,” Danny says anyway.

“Difference is,” Eddie says, joining Danny and Justin, who just got done following Taylor’s instructions, “there’s more than one guy here tonight.”

“Our heroes,” Kennedy says flatly, and when Taylor looks over, she’s shooing Nick over to join the other guys, to stand as a wall of meat in front of the girls.

Three guys from the team and Eddie. Should be enough, unless Gordo brought an army.

Eddie opens the front door just as Gordo’s about to bang on it again, which turns out to be extremely funny, as like a thousand pounds of linebacker suddenly has nothing to lean on, and staggers across the threshold. Gordo grabs at the door frame to steady himself, misses, and has to arrest his momentum using his latent skill only. Sadly, he’s got quite a lot of that, so he doesn’t collide with Justin and instead comes to a lame stop in the front hall.

“Hi, Gordo,” Kennedy says, walking up behind Nick and leaning against him like he’s a streetlamp. Somehow, she manages to make just two words absolutely drip with sarcasm, a skill Taylor had previously attributed solely to Maxine.

“Taylor,” Gordo says, slurring, and that’s when the guy behind him runs in, making Taylor and at least one other of them jump. But he’s the only one, and he’s not exactly big, so this isn’t some kind of assault by the football team on… another part of the football team. It’s just Gordo and— Shoot, what’s the little guy’s name again? He’s one of the hangers-on, like Clinton, only to Taylor’s knowledge, this one hasn’t pressed himself on any of her friends.

Brian McCarley. That’s it. He’s not really anybody. Not in any clubs that Taylor knows of. He’s just kinda there. With the team, lately. Probably someone’s gotta score them their weed.

“Sorry about this,” Brian says. “We told him not to—”

“Shut the fuck up, McCarley!” Gordo yells, turning on the guy and rearing up. It’s enough to make Brian shrink away from him; it’s also enough to get Justin to step forward, not quite placing himself between Brian and Gordo, but putting himself enough in their space to make it clear that nothing can happen there without Justin being involved. Even Gordo, who is clearly drunk or high or something, ought to be able to see that.

Taylor hopes.

“Stop, Gordo,” Justin says. “You can’t be here.”

“You’re here,” Gordo mumbles, and then he turns back, away from Brian, and seems to switch off for a moment.

Justin turns to Brian. “You were saying?”

“We were just hanging out,” Brian says, too quick, stumbling over the words, and yeah, he’s taken something, too. Or he just talks the way dorky guys sometimes do, as if the information he’s got to impart is too important to wait for things like diction and a lungful of air. “Me and Gordo and a couple others from the team. Down at my place. We live just down the street and my dad’s got a pool table and shit in the den and we were just— we were just hanging out—” Hanging out doing what, Brian? And did it come in a clear plastic bag? “—and then someone asked where Justin and Nick were and someone else said it was Taylor’s birthday and he got so mad…”

“What’s he taken?” Kennedy asks.

Brian just shrugs, and Taylor rolls her eyes. They wouldn’t be the first idiots around here to snort the contents of a random baggie of unidentified drugs. Gordo could be on speed—for all that Taylor knows what someone on speed is like—but he could also be on baby powder.

Does she know anything else about Brian McCarley? He’s got an older brother, right? Like, much older? And kind of a dirtbag? Shoot, is that what happened tonight? Did the most consistently concussed segment of the football team steal drugs from Brian McCarley’s dirtbag brother? That’s not going to help keep their handful of braincells all pointed in the right direction.

She should tell Coach, maybe.

Or, she adds to herself, glancing at Justin, maybe it’s an internal matter for the football team.

“Taylor,” Gordo says, his brain catching up with the world again. He’s talking a little like Brian, in that his syllables have a staccato quality to them, but he’s slower, less lucid. “I should never’ve yelled at you, Tay. I love you, Tay. I’m sorry.”

“Gordo,” Taylor says, weighing quickly how to handle this and coming down on the side of deescalation, “it’s too late for that. I’ve moved on. You need to, too.”

“I can’t,” he says miserably. “There’s no girl like you for me, no girl. Not even— Hey! You!”

He’s back to full power again, enough that Eddie, Danny and Nick have all stepped forward to join Justin, and he’s glaring behind them all, up the stairs. Taylor doesn’t need to look to know why, but she does anyway, and sure enough, qualifying for a Worst Timing Ever award, Maxine and Dominique have just emerged from Taylor’s room. They’re both stopped on the top step, with Dominique pausing in the act of folding her headphones away in her bag and Maxine wearing hers loose around her neck, which, yeah, answers why they didn’t come right down at the first sign of commotion and why they didn’t hide up in Taylor’s room until it stop altogether: they were exchanging music and didn’t hear.

“Shit,” Maxine says, too quiet for Gordo to hear, hopefully.

“S’your fault!” Gordo yells, staring at her. “You turned her against me! You fucking bitch!”

“Gordo!” Justin snaps. “Calm the fuck down.”

“Or what?”

“Count, Gordo,” Danny says, and Nick, obviously feel like he’s got to contribute something as well, nods. “Four of us, one of you.”

“And I know where Taylor’s mom keeps the kitchen knives,” Kennedy adds.

Maxine whispers something to Dominique, and then they walk down the stairs together, slowly and deliberately. Gordo watches them warily, like they might suddenly break out into Sailor Moon transformations and shoot him between the eyes with Moon Power or something, and that means that when they join up with the group, with Dominique going to stand with Kennedy and Maxine reinforcing Taylor, the whole house has been deadly silent for almost ten seconds.

“I didn’t turn her against you, Gordo,” Maxine says. She’s leaning into her accent again, turning on the character of Maxine, and Taylor’s momentarily scared that she’s going to be all confrontational. But she keeps her voice low and steady. “You did that when you constantly tried to force yourself on her. When you told her that you only cared about the things she cared about because you were putting up with them just long enough to get your hands in her panties.” Maxine links hands with Taylor, which is when Taylor realizes that one or both of them is shaking. “You took her for granted, and you know that now.”

“She’s right, Gordo,” Kennedy says, stepping forward, standing too close to him, banking on Nick’s quick reflexes to save her if Gordo gets rough, Taylor guesses. Unless she really does have a knife tucked into the waistband of her cute little skirt. “And girls talk. We all know how you treated her. That’s the real reason you’re here, isn’t it? You treated the captain of the cheer squad like shit, and now the other girls won’t give you the time of day.”

It would be so nice to believe that. But there are always girls who’ll go out with an asshole. Just as there are always assholes. In every case, the assholes and the asshole-ees all think that they are the special ones. It’s different for them.

Taylor thought it was different for her. But she gets it now. She gets guys.

Nice of Kennedy to stand up for her, though.

“I made a mistake,” Gordo says, and he’s all tensed up. Standing still like a bull, a ball of muscle and potential energy, waiting for the flash of red. “I didn’t mean it.” He’s talking to Maxine, not Taylor, as if she might look upon him favorably if he pleads pathetically enough. “I really didn’t mean it.”

Shoot. This is worse than what Taylor expected. She thought they were about to get a taste of Gordo as he was last time, when Maxine had to stand her ground against him with nothing more to support her than Taylor’s I Love NY shirt and some balled-up socks for boobs. And maybe that’s the Gordo they would have gotten if there weren’t so many guys here. Maybe he came looking for a fight—again—but found too much of one, so defaulted to the other mode of the guy with a grievance: whining.

At least she doesn’t have to find out. Justin’s got his hand around Gordo’s shoulder now, and Nick’s boxing him in on the other side.

“Merry, take my car,” Justin says, throwing his keys across the room. Meredith, astonishingly, catches them. “Drive slow. Nick and I are going to take Gordo here home, and then I’ll join you.”

“I’ll hang with Rosie until then,” Meredith says, scooping up her bag. “And don’t worry; I’ve had like one joint and two drinks.”

“Tell her hi,” Maxine says, at which Dominique giggles.

Nick pauses long enough to get a goodbye kiss from Kennedy, and then they’re off, with Dominique following them out.

“You’re good to drive, too?” Maxine asks her.

“It’s been hours, and I didn’t have much. Same as Meredith. I’ll be fine.”

“Sucks you’ve gotta go.”

“Hey,” Dominique says, grinning, “I’m like you, I’ve got to be up in the morning, and not all of us can live right next door, you know.”

Taylor watches as they exchange hugs, and as Maxine gives Dominique a little nudge that causes her to hop backward by a step. She doesn’t fall, doesn’t even wobble; not like Gordo, who only didn’t land on his face because he didn’t want to fall on Justin.

“Sorry,” Maxine says. “Just testing.”

“I’m safe, dingus,” Dominique says, but she doesn’t seem annoyed. Which, good; Taylor doesn’t need any discord in the ranks, not with regional tryouts coming up. Out of the corner of her eye, Taylor sees Kennedy mouth Thank you at Maxine, and yeah, it’s good they both came tonight. She doesn’t think she—or Maxine—will ever feel quite so apart from the Kennedy Clique as before.

When the last of them leaves, Eddie shuts the front door and then makes a big deal out of sliding both locks across and bolting the chain.

* * *

“That,” Willa says as she and Maxine turn the couch they’ve pulled out into a bed, “is why it’s good to have guys around. Just in case anyone forgot.”

Maxine laughs: the last time this happened, she was one of the guys they had around. Nominally. Originally.

“Told you he was bad news,” Kennedy says. She’s already staked out the couch that doesn’t move, the one alongside the TV. But it’s fine: she’s short enough that she’s probably the only one who can make that couch comfortable; the rest of them, even Willa, would have their feet hanging off the end if they tried to sleep there. So Taylor, Willa and Maxine are taking the pull-out bed and Julie’s got a bedroll that Taylor produced from somewhere, and she’s taking the middle ground. “And where were you two?” Kennedy adds, glancing from Willa to Julie.

“She slept through it,” Julie says, pointing at Willa. “And I decided that discretion was the better part of valor. He’s scary, Kennedy.”

“Yeah, but that’s what guys are for,” Kennedy says. “You put a good guy between you and the scary guy. Maybe you should date one.”

Julie shrugs. “High school boys are dumb.”

“Nobody ever said they weren’t. But you tell them what you want them to do, you kiss them, and then you slap them on the ass and they go do it. It’s easy. And Maxine? Consider that whole incident a supplemental pitch for the thing where you don’t use the staff locker room anymore. I know I keep bugging you about this, but I don’t like you out there alone after school. Gordo’s not going to be such a sad Charlie Brown next time.”

“I promise to be careful,” Maxine says.

“Coach is watching out for her,” Taylor says, coming in from the kitchen with a bottle of water for each of them, which she lays out by everyone’s makeshift bed. “She’ll be fine.”

“Invitation’s open, Max.”

“Thanks, Kennedy,” Maxine says. She turns to help Willa, who is plumping the pillows and appears to have produced a toy giraffe from somewhere. “Hey, where are Eddie and Danny?”

Kennedy laughs into her hand, Julie looks around as if she can’t find them either, and Taylor says, “Guest bedroom. Eddie got the key from Garrett earlier. Claimed he doesn’t want us panty raiding him in the night.”

“Yeah, right,” Kennedy says.

“As if we would,” Willa says, giggling, pulling up the covers around herself and kicking her legs to get comfortable. “I’ve seen his panties; they’re boring.”

It takes a couple more minutes for everybody to get situated, and then Taylor switches off her mom’s reading lamp, plunging the room into near-darkness, with the only light coming from the strip of moonlight through the drapes, which Justin did not, apparently, completely close.

“Happy birthday, Tay,” Maxine says, and here in the dark, with only Willa close enough to have even a vague idea of what they’re doing, it’s safe to roll over and put an arm around Taylor. It’s safe for Taylor to lean back into her, to half-turn to face her and to kiss her.

It’s safe, in the dark, for them to be together.

* * *

The tapping on the window’s getting louder, too loud to keep ignoring it. It’s already pulled Taylor out of her dream, but she’s not quite awake enough to properly know what’s going on. What she does know is that there’s an arm around her, and it’s warm, and it’s smooth, and it’s Maxine’s.

“Hey,” someone says, and that’s enough to nudge Taylor further toward full consciousness. It’s Kennedy, standing over the pull-out bed with a half-finished bottle of water in her hand. “Someone’s at the window. And you’d better stop hugging each other before Julie wakes up, unless you want her to know.”

“Unless I want her to know what?” Taylor asks quietly, dreamily.

“Shit,” Maxine mumbles next to her, and she retracts her arm. Taylor wants to pull it back, but then the implications of all of it hit her at once: Kennedy knows, and there’s someone at the freaking window, and Kennedy knows!

Shoot.

Wait. Yeah, she knows Kennedy knows. Maxine told her last night! And Taylor didn’t really deal with it at the time because… well, because. She still doesn’t know what to do with it.

One thing at a time.

Checking she’s as dressed as she remembers being—and, yeah, she is; she put on her PJs before bed, so, good—Taylor drops out of bed and quietly walks toward the window, shading her eyes against the morning light. Feeling like the scientist in the movie who tentatively opens the door to the lab only to get skewered through the chest by the barbed tail of the terrible science beast inside, she flips aside the drape.

It’s Clay.

Holy shizz! All that, and it’s only Clay.

He doesn’t say anything, just frowns through the glass at Maxine and holds up his wrist, tapping his watch.

“Shit,” Maxine says again, following Taylor out of bed and up to the door, which she unlocks and slides open. “Everyone, this is my brother, Clay. Clay, these are cheerleaders. Don’t be weird. And how fucked am I?”

“You’re not fucked yet,” Clay says. “I said I’d drive us both, and that got Mom off my back, but if we’re not there for nine-fifty prompt, she’s gonna flip her shit.”

“They already left?”

“Two minutes ago, now get your shit and let’s go!” As Maxine dithers and Taylor giggles at her—Maxine’s been so self-assured lately that it’s almost sweet to see her uncertain again—Clay leans around the two of them. “Hi, everyone.”

“Still hot,” Kennedy says, and takes another swig from her water bottle.

* * *

In her room, Maxine pulls off her girl PJs and bra, and starts stuffing everything into her bag—including her tits, which peel painfully away from her chest, the remaining glue stubbornly sticking to some of her most sensitive parts. When she’s done, when she’s naked but for her panties, she zips up the bag and throws it into the back of her closet; no time for the whole rigmarole with unscrewing the panel under the tub, especially not with her head swimming and throbbing like this; she’d probably strip the fucking screws or something. She’ll just have to hope Mom and Dad don’t somehow get home before her and decide to conduct an impromptu search of her room.

At least she’s already sweated off half the makeup she didn’t wipe off last night, so that’s a time-saver. Her heart’s beating a fucking ska beat inside her chest, too. Clay clapping his hands at her as she jumped the fence into their backyard and going, “Ándale! Ándale!” didn’t fucking help.

No time for a shower. She can wash her face, but makeup can be stubborn and she might not get all of it, so she needs a backup option. “Clay?” she calls out. “Got any wipes left in the car?”

“Yeah!” he calls back.

Cool. Okay. Good.

So what does she actually need to do, right here in her room?

Maxine spends two precious seconds thinking, and then everything that follows is automatic. She washes her face, gets as much off as she can. Towel-dries it while she rushes back into her room, throwing the towel onto the bed as she goes. There’s a can of Axe on the side, and she douses herself liberally in the stuff; it’s awful and she hates it, but as olfactory camouflage goes, it’s pretty effective, and she mustn’t smell like a girl today.

Then it’s time for the suit. It’s been hanging in her closet, hateful avatar of this very day, for like a week and a half, but she doesn’t have time to dedicate to it the loathing it deserves. Throwing it onto the bed next to her towel, she gathers up some old socks and puts them on, then pulls up a pair of boxers over her panties; screw undoing her tuck. (“Yes, Mom, I did wear panties to church. Where in the Bible does it say not to? Because that would be, like, surprisingly specific. Does the Holy Father have an opinion on panties I should know?”)

Shirt. Pants. Jacket. Hair in a rubber band, just for the Maxwell of it, the sheer useless guy of it. And finally, mascara, so she can…

So she can—

Shit.

Stupid idiot left the closet door open, left the mirror right there. Walked right into it, an animal blundering into a trap. And there he is: Maxwell Giordano, in a suit cut to flatter his masculine shape, to emphasize his shoulders, to build out his upper body and narrow his hips.

It’s a nice suit.

It’s a nice fucking suit.

Shit.

Everybody’s going to see her like this. They’re going to look at her and see him, and that that’s been the plan all along doesn’t make it easier to deal with. Because she’s got to be him, and she doesn’t even know how anymore, and the new version of herself she’s been creating, the casual, easy version of Max, there’s no room for that here. Here in this suit, trapped in it, fucking encased in it, like she’s a butterfly who returned wistfully to the site of her pupation and got stuck in the cocoon she left behind.

She stands there too long.

Too fucking long.

If she moves, if she so much as breathes, if she animates that fucking guy in the mirror in any fucking way, it feels like accepting him back into her life. Encouraging him, even. The first step backward that she’s taken since she got here.

But she’s got to move. Or she’s fucked.

“Max?” Clay whispers. He’s here now. She barely registered his entry, but he’s here now, and he’s got one hand on her elbow, and she should shrug him off, push him off, scream at him, but that would require volition, that would require more of herself than Maxwell is willing to give her.

More than she is willing to give to him.

Clay shuts the closet door, cutting off the reflection. Maybe he thinks it’ll break the spell; maybe he knows there’s more to it than that.

“Maxine,” he says quietly, walking her gently across the room and sitting her down on the bed, “it’s time. We gotta go, okay? And I know it’s going to be hard. What I can promise you is that I’ll be there, okay? I’ll be with you. And as soon as it’s over, I’ll take you straight home. Straight back here, and you can take all this shit off.”

“Mom wants to go to lunch,” Maxine says. She remembers that. That was a thing they were going to do. Show off the Giordano boys at a nice, affordable lunch place.

“I’ll tell her no,” Clay says. “I’ll tell her you’re tired, that I’ve got somewhere to be, and we’ll do lunch as a family some other time. I’ll tell her, Max, but you gotta come now. Max!” Carefully, like someone checking an animal they found lying on the side of the street for signs of life, Clay puts a hand on Maxine’s shoulder and nudges her. “Max, we gotta go!”

It’s his urgency that gets through. Clay’s on the line here, too. Not nearly as much as Maxine, but still; she’s not going to get them both in the shit. She wouldn’t do that to him, not after everything he’s done for her. Everything he’s still doing. So she can deal, right? She can suck it up and she can fucking deal.

She’s not Maxwell. Not anymore. He’s gone. Barely even an echo anymore. So she’s got to be him for one measly church service? She can do that! She performed for hundreds of people just two nights ago! She played guitar in front of people! Shit, she talked about the whole lesbian deal with Kennedy! Maxine did all that, and that’s her.

She’s not Maxwell. She’s an athlete and she’s a cheerleader and she gets shit done, and if she can’t do this, if she can’t perform under pressure, then what the fuck is she even doing?

“Yeah,” she mutters, remembering to force her voice down into her chest. It doesn’t come right away, but it will. She’ll keep talking to Clay in the car, and the voice will come. “Yeah.” She stands, and Clay stands with her. “I’m good, Clay. I’m good.”

With a hand on both shoulders, he looks deeply into her eyes for a moment, and then nods, clapping his hands against her and stepping back. She follows him out of her room, but then at the last second, she rushes back in to grab her tube of mascara. She can still do the thing with her upper lip, and if she gets caught with it, hell, she was at Taylor’s last night, wasn’t she? With a bunch of girls? Maybe one of them asked Maxwell to hold it for a while. Maybe Maxwell is a perfect gentleman.

Maybe nobody will ask. Maybe nobody will care. She seems to remember, from when she was Maxwell, that few people did.

“What’s that for?” Clay asks, nodding at the mascara in her hand.

Maxine grins at him, herself once more, eager to face this challenge. Eager to get it the fuck over with. “I’ll show you in the car,” she says.

* * *

Taylor gets to corner Kennedy while Julie’s helping Willa put the living room back together. In the kitchen, with the coffee machine burbling away to hopefully mask their voices, Taylor whispers, “Maxine said you know about us?”

Kennedy looks around, then pushes Taylor out of the kitchen and into the utility room. “Yeah,” she says, when she’s made sure they’re even more alone than before. “I also told her I’d keep it quiet. Who else knows?”

“Willa. Eddie.”

Laughing again, like she did last night, Kennedy says, “Of course.”

“What do you mean?”

“They’re not dating. And Eddie’s upstairs with Danny. So…” Kennedy leans closer. “Of course.” And then she laughs again, but more lightly, with no trace of cynicism. “Maxine Giordano comes here from New York and sweeps you off your feet.”

“That’s not… exactly how it happened.”

“Still. It’s sweet.”

Taylor coughs. “This is not how I thought you’d take this.”

“What, because I’m Kennedy, queen bitch of Vista P?” Kennedy says, shrugging. “I’m faking it just as much as you, Taylor. You know as well as I do that nobody gets to be this popular without being full of shit, ninety-plus-percent of the time. Or full of shizz, in your case.”

“I guess. Wait, Kennedy, when you say that, do you mean that you’re also…?”

“Hah! No. I like guys, Taylor. Big, hairy, dumb, douchey guys. But I’m a sucker for a good love story. Like yours and Maxine’s. Just, like I said to her, don’t make it public unless you’ve got a plan for dealing with it that doesn’t include me.”

“Kennedy—”

“Now come on! I need coffee, and I bet Julie and Willa need it just as much.”

Without another word, Kennedy returns to the kitchen, and Taylor trails after her, still not entirely sure what to do with this new version of Kennedy, this girl with hidden depths; this girl who’s been there all along.

Huh. That’s not a familiar concept or anything. Not at all!

Shoot, is part of becoming an adult realizing that everybody has layers? That nobody is just hostile for no reason?

That sucks!

* * *

“That’s fucking weird, Maxine.”

“Just Max for now, Clay. Trying to get into the right mindset.”

“Shit. Yeah. Of course. That’s still weird, though. You’re just… patting it on there?”

“You didn’t notice that I’ve had kind of an upper lip shadow sometimes recently?”

“Yeah, but I thought it was just, like, actual stubble. Shit, Max, are you telling me that every time you’ve had— It’s been mascara the whole time?”

“Circle gets the square.”

“Fuck. You’re diabolical.”

“No, I just really, really don’t want to get caught.”

“Right. Yeah. And you’re okay? I mean, right now, you’re okay?”

“Yeah. Not having a great time, but I’m okay. Shit, though, this suit feels weird.”

“Aw. Does my little sister miss not having her legs hanging out alla time?”

“Actually, yeah, she does. And don’t knock it till you’ve tried it.”

“I did try it, remember? It didn’t suit me.”

“Well, I’ve got these pills that’ll—”

“No. No, Maxine. No.”

“Big baby. And it’s Max, remember. I’m your little brother, Max.”

“Yeah, well, you fucking suck at it.”

“Thanks, Clay. Oh. Huh.”

“What’s that?”

“Got a text. From… Avery’s coach?”

“As in, your old coach from back home?”

“Yeah.”

“And?”

“She’s asking if we can talk sometime.”

“Maybe she heard you’re a cheerleader now and wants credit.”

“Ha ha.”

“You gonna talk to her?”

“Of course. After we get done sitting through church.”

They get there with less than a minute to spare before Mom’s cut-off time, with Clay pulling his ninth-hand cop car into the church parking lot with a screech of tires and an involuntary hiccup from Maxine, who is still convinced that if she dies anytime soon, it’ll be in this car, with Clay behind the wheel, five-to-ten seconds after he turns around in his seat and says to her, hey, look what I just worked out how to do.

It’s all to the good, though, that they’re very nearly late, because it means that Mom doesn’t have time to pick at more than one thing, and Clay’s driving is the most pressing issue in need of motherly correction; Maxine’s hastily put-on suit and the shoes she only just realized she forgot to tie up—and her mascara upper lip shadow—don’t get so much as a mention, and for all that Mom can do a lot with a look, she barely has time even for that.

They cross the street to the church, and it’s not at all like the Catholic churches Maxine is used to, being hewn from yet more bleached off-white Southern Californian stucco and not, like, ancient stones wrested from the frozen ground by the disgraced Catholic cousins of the first Protestant pilgrims, or something. Mom’s giving it the full you-could-have-dented-a-fender to Clay the whole way over, and Clay’s fighting back with the accurate observation that there’s every chance a fender bender would have improved the car considerably. It’s background noise, and it keeps the focus off of Maxine as she takes in this latest place in which she is going to have to be uncomfortable as hell for an extended period of time.

Inside, it’s nice enough. And there sure are, she observes as they slip through the doors to meet Dad on the inside and be guided to the pew he saved, a fuck of a lot of people. Is this just a particularly busy Sunday, or are there a lot of devout Catholic families around here?

It’s more people than Maxine is comfortable seeing her this way, that’s for sure. Except, shit, maybe it’s not so bad after all. Maybe it’s better. The more people there are, the less remarkable she’s going to seem, even as someone new; she’d had visions of a congregation of, like, two dozen, and of being introduced to them one by one, cementing her place as Maxwell, younger son of that nice Gina Giordano. No, combined with the pew Dad saved being mostly at the back and next to a pillar, she feels almost anonymous. Almost like her old self, the guy who didn’t get noticed by default.

Weird feeling.

Just a guy.

Just some kid in a new suit from the third-cheapest tailor in the area.

It’s almost… Well, shit, okay, it’s not nice, but it’s not the incipient panic attack she was expecting. And the organ playing them all in is so familiar that if she closes her eyes, she can almost imagine herself back in New York, back in middle school, when she still had to attend these things weekly because Mom didn’t want to leave her home alone on Sunday mornings.

If she closes her eyes, it does all that and it brings her headache out from the back of her brain, where it’s been hanging out, and deposits it right in the center of her forehead.

Yeah, okay, let’s not close our eyes then.

They rise for the Angelus, and Maxine choruses her Amen with the others, remembering to keep her voice flat and pressed down into her throat. The suit actually helps with that: the pressure on her chest—and the constant slight irritation of her nipples; she forgot to put on Band-Aids—from the weight of the shirt and the jacket is a reminder that she’s Maxwell here, that she has a role to play, and that it’s very different from the one she’s been accustomed to.

The Angelus leads into a more generic prayer that leads into a reading, and Maxine nods along to all of it, feeling as if she might fall asleep. The cadence is almost hypnotic, and definitely soporific—especially considering her current state—and she struggles hard enough to maintain consciousness that she forgets to try to guess the subject of the sermon from the choice of readings, which was a game that used to keep her mildly busy during services back when she was a kid.

She almost forgets to check around the church for anybody she knows, too, but she’s been training her paranoia well in preparation for this moment, in case, say, the entire football team attends this church on Sundays and likes to sit backward in their pews, facing her.

So far, nobody. Just a sea of people, most of whom are dressed, like the Giordanos, in their Sunday best. There, a Latino family, with three tiny daughters, and a mom and dad who look so much like Maxine’s parents in size and shape that she almost wants to double-take; there, a white family, with one absurdly tall teen son who seems barely tethered to the church floor by a suit that presumably fit him better when he was six inches shorter; there, two rows down across the nave, a mixed Black and Latino family, with a little girl who even from the side looks bored out of her mind, and a—

Shit. Shit! She knows that braid. And she knows that build, the way the girl’s carrying herself. Oh, yeah, and there’s the mom Dominique was telling her about, the woman who came down from Boston and fell in love. Next to her must be the dad, and next to them is a girl who seems like a perfect balance of both of them, with mostly her mom’s features and mostly her dad’s height, because though he’s not exactly tall, her mom is like, Sandy’s height, at most.

Dominique had to go home last night because she doesn’t live conveniently next door to the party, and she had to get ready for church.

Dominique’s here, and she’s two rows in front, and if Maxine can see her well enough to recognize her from the side, she can definitely be recognized back.

Shit.

The psalm flows over Maxine’s head as she tries to remain calm for long enough to think the situation through, mouthing along with the congregation for the responses and hoping nobody looks at her for long enough to realize that she doesn’t know what the fuck she’s saying, that she’s not even looking at her Bible, and that—in the specific case of Dominique—she’s Maxine in a men’s suit with mascara on her upper lip.

But that’s it, isn’t it? She’s an anonymous guy with, sure, androgynous features, who looks kind of like Maxine, but it’s always been both clothes and context that have helped her when it comes to being Maxine around other people. Clothes, because she still doesn’t really have a figure, but she knows now how to dress to hide it, and she’s fortunate that the cut of the VPH cheer uniform flatters girls like her, who are (currently) narrow of hip and kinda small up top; context, because once she’s been introduced to somebody as Maxine, her ‘default’ self is neutral enough—and leaning girl, these days—that they’re inclined to keep seeing her that way, absent significant evidence to the contrary.

And that’s the crucial thing. Right now, Maxine is all evidence to the contrary: she’s there in her men’s suit, with her hair pulled so tightly back that from the front she looks more like a guy who over-gels his hair than like someone with a ponytail, and she’s got, yes, what is apparently pretty convincing shadow on her upper lip. She’s even mumbling along with the psalm in a man’s voice, ick. Even if Dominique looks over, what will she see? Some rando guy in the middle of some rando family, that’s what she’ll see. And Dominique likes guys, and girls who like guys don’t look at Maxwell; if she wants to lay her eyes on something appealing, something masculine, Clay is by far the more interesting prospect.

Still, Maxine shuffles back in her seat a little, places herself more in Clay’s shadow. And just in time, too, because Dominique, clearly as bored as her sister—and as bored as Maxine would be if she weren’t dealing with all this shit, throbbing headache included—looks around. Maxine prepares an appropriately guyish nod, but Dominique’s gaze passes over her like Maxine’s the least interesting menu item in a buffet spread. She barely even lingers on Clay.

Dominique’s just passing time. She’s probably not even taking in what she’s seeing. It’s like she’s zoned out in her bedroom at home, watching something on TV without even watching it. Which means Maxine’s safe.

Shit. What a fucking rollercoaster. Head throbbing, Maxine just wants to go home.

The second reading starts, and Dominique’s not looking around the church anymore. She’s whispering to her sister or she’s just sitting there, staring straight ahead, pretending to listen—or, like, actually listening, but that doesn’t strike Maxine as being particularly likely. Catholic kids get very, very good at faking dutiful attention. The reading is from 1 Corinthians, anyway; if Dominique’s attended as much mass as Maxine has—and her presence here suggests she’s probably attended even more—she can likely recite it from memory.

“Know ye not that the unrighteous shall not inherit the kingdom of God?” intones the lector. “Be not deceived: neither fornicators, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor effeminate, nor abusers of themselves with mankind, nor thieves, nor covetous, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor extortioners, shall inherit the kingdom of God.”

Maxine’s leaning against Clay right now, partly for the comfort and partly because she’s so fucking tired, and she looks up and whispers, “How many of those do you tick off?”

“I’ve never extorted anybody,” Clay whispers back.

“So you claim.”

“Shush.”

Maxine behaves herself during the Gospel Acclamation, but starts to nod off during the Gospel itself, because the priest is even more leaden in his diction than either of the lectors. They could record this stuff and sell it as a sleep aid! And when the sermon starts, it’s even worse. Maxine’s about to lean up and whisper as much to Clay when she notices that he’s gone so stiff that he’s barely even breathing.

Shit, what’s up with him?

And then the words of the sermon catch up to her.

“A darkness threatens our church and our nation,” the priest is saying, and he’s not droning anymore; he’s roused himself fully. “A darkness that seeks to undermine the very foundations of God’s creation. A darkness that threatens to corrupt the foundation of the family itself: the sacred institution of marriage.”

Oh. 

Oh fuck.

Clay’s not motionless anymore; he’s shaking, his fists are clenched, and Maxine’s pretty sure she can feel him grinding his teeth through their shoulder-to-shoulder contact.

The priest is really getting into it now. “There are whispers even in the church that demand acceptance of so-called ‘gay marriage’. These whispers must be sought out and silenced! And to those who would twist scripture to condemn us, to claim that we are somehow deficient in our love for the homosexual, I say this, and I say it with the authority of Holy Mother Church and of the Holy Father himself, guided by the wisdom of the centuries and the Word of God: homosexual relationships are immoral! They are deviant! They stand in direct opposition to law ordained by God Himself!”

“Clay?” Maxine whispers. He responds only by becoming still again, by regaining his control.

“Look to the Book of Genesis!” the priest declaims. “Man and woman, created in God’s image, created for each other, created for procreation, for the family. This is divine decree! And those who choose to deny it, those who embrace sin, are choosing a path away from God’s grace. They have invited darkness into their hearts!”

Maxine risks leaning forward to look at Mom and Dad, on Clay’s other side. They haven’t noticed their son’s distress—nor the rising anxiety in the heart of their daughter—and Mom seems to be—

No.

Shit.

She is.

No doubt about it.

Mom’s nodding along. She’s smiling like it’s something real this fucker is saying.

“Let us pray for those trapped in this darkness, in this deviance. Let us pray that they find redemption, that they turn back to the light of Christ. But let us also stand strong against this assault on God’s truth, and refuse to compromise our beliefs. That is love; that is God’s will.”

There’s more, but Maxine can barely hear it; the priest’s voice is receding, drowned out by the pressure in her ears, by the whine of silence, and she almost unconsciously wraps her hands around Clay’s arm, seeking in his strength to find protection from the despair that threatens suddenly to overwhelm her.

It’s not that the priest is saying this shit. It’s that Mom isn’t fighting back against it. She’s agreeing with it. She’s taking it into her heart, making room for it there alongside all the other God-bothering stuff Maxine’s never had time for. If it wasn’t there already; if this isn’t merely permission to externalize a belief she’s held for a long time.

Shit, Maxine hasn’t been to church in so long. And gay marriage has been the hot-button political topic of the year, hasn’t it? A nice alternative to talking endlessly about all these wars America has mysteriously found itself in. They could have been preaching about this every week.

Mom’s always been kinda funny about Avery, hasn’t she? And she’s been on and on at Maxine to make male friends, to be more like the son she wants, the son she once expected her to become.

The endless California heat starts to press on Maxine, starts to push against her chest, starts to cave her in. Starts to bind her, to trap her here, in this pew, with her brother, with her family. An insect under glass, inappropriately shaped.

Shit.

She’s got to get out of here.

She’s got to get the fuck out!

Mom’s going to hate her. Mom’s going to hate her and she’s going to hate Clay and then what will they do? Where will they go?

Will they even have a family anymore?

Mom put her to bed with cocoa and she kissed her and she hugged her and if Maxine had always been a girl, if she’d been born right, then that would be how it always was, that would be her life, her family. Just a girl and her mom. And Maxine’s almost been able to feel that connection lately, been close to manifesting it.

But it’s all been in her head, hasn’t it? And now it’s not, wiped away by a couple minutes of fire and brimstone. Mom’s God snuck in and replaced what Maxine always thought was love with something else, something more conditional, something more prescriptive.

Shit. It was always there, wasn’t it?

She’s been so fucking stupid. She’s been prepared for shock, for denial, for Mom to push back against everything, and so she’s been laying the groundwork for that: she was going to say, look, Mom, I’m on the cheer squad, I’m in all my classes as Maxine, I’m established. She was going to be relentlessly practical and hope that it won the day, because there were and are no other options but to continue as she is.

But it’s all been predicated on the assumption that her mother loves her. That she wants the best for her.

That she won’t try to cure her. In the name of God.

The priest is still going on, still spitting, and maybe someone should fight back, should show him the cruelty of his words, the vain arrogance of his beliefs.

It’s not going to be Maxine. She’s just going to fucking go.

She just needs to get out of this fucking pew.

Pushing away, Clay glances down at her, and it’s the first time he’s moved in Maxine doesn’t know how long. And his eyes are narrowed and his mouth is set and he whispers, “Sorry, Maxine,” just loud enough for her and her only, and then he’s standing up out of the pew.

“Clayton!” Mom exclaims, as loud as she dares. She’s got a hand on his shoulder, trying to pull him back down into the pew, but he’s way too strong for that. He just stands and steps past Maxine, rounding the pillar next to her.

And before Mom can get her hands on her, too, Maxine follows her brother, because what the fuck else is she going to do? He’s walking quick now, and half the eyes of the congregation are on them, so she skips faster to keep up with him, tries to keep in his shadow, keep him between her and the rest of the church, and maybe he’s got still got some sense left in him because he slows down just a little, allows her to keep up with him.

Outta the church.

Across the street.

They’re in Clay’s car and he’s pulling away before Mom and Dad appear out of the doors to the church, squinting against the sunlight and waving, shouting, but Maxine can’t hear what they’re saying because Clay’s angrily slammed a tape into the stereo and turned the speakers all the way up.

Deftones shrieks through the car.

As he drives away, Maxine can’t help but turn around in her seat. Mom’s there on the sidewalk, still yelling, still waving her arms, but then she’s not, and it’s the moment where her mother just collapses into Dad like her strings got cut that breaks Maxine’s fucking heart.







  
    Table of Contents

    
      	
        HOMILY
      

    

  

    Landmarks

    
      	
        Table of Contents
      

    

  





OEBPS/Images/wyffh-promo-2.jpg





